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The Changing Face
of the Pennsylvania
Fish & Boat
Commission
Bureau of
Law Enforcement
by Captain Thomas J. Burrell

Waterways Conservation Officer
Manager, Bureau of Law Enforcement
Waterways Conservation Officer Paul Swanson

I recently had the opportunity to sit down with Paul
Swanson, retired Pennsylvania Fish & Boat Commission
(PFBC) Bureau of Law Enforcement (BLE) Regional
Manager, to discuss his career with PFBC and the changes
he witnessed during his over three decades of service.
Between his hiring in 1967 and his retirement in 2000,
Paul experienced some of the most sweeping changes in
the Commission’s history.

Fish warden, waterways patrolman,
Waterways Conservation Officer

Paul was just out of the United States Air Force, where
he served 4 years as a jet aircraft mechanic, and was
working as a construction laborer when he saw a civil
service announcement for a “Fish Warden.” Born and
raised in Mt. Jewett, McKean County, Paul had a lifelong
connection with the outdoors and viewed this as the
perfect job for a young man with his background. By
the fall of 1967, he found himself enrolled at the H. R.
Stackhouse School of Fishery Conservation and Watercraft
Safety, the training academy for new officers. By the spring
of 1968, he was a fish warden.
When asked about the selection process and training for
fish wardens compared to today’s process, Swanson said,
“It was similar but abbreviated.” To illustrate this point, he
handed me a copy of Pennsylvania Fish and Motor Boat
Laws—a 4½- x 6-inch, 130-page booklet listing all the
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laws that he and his classmates were expected to know
and enforce. By contrast, today’s laws and regulations are
contained in two volumes, the 109-page Fish & Boat Code
and the 239-page Fishing & Boating Regulations. The former
may fit into a jacket pocket, the latter into a briefcase.
Equally short was his list of issued equipment.
Comprising just over half a page, it included typical items
such as uniforms, binoculars and educational material.
Also, listed is the only defensive weapon available to a
fish warden—a 2-inch Smith & Wesson pistol and its
accompanying shoulder holster. One of the items missing

Paul Swanson, as a student officer, speaking to fellow students
and reviewing staff at H. R. Stackhouse School of Conservation.
PFBC Facebook: PaFishandBoat
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In 1977, these WCOs attended an annual Bureau of Law Enforcement meeting in Harrisburg. Pictured (front center) is former
Pennsylvania Fish & Boat Commission Executive Director Ralph W. Abele.

from that initial inventory is any mention of a patrol vehicle,
because the Commission did not supply one; officers
were expected to provide their own transportation. Paul
explained that he bought a new International Harvester
Scout in 1968, and when the first state-owned vehicles
were issued, in 1970-1971, it was “worn out.” “My first state
vehicle was a Chevy Carryall panel truck,” said Swanson.
Following graduation from H. R. Stackhouse School
of Fishery Conservation and Watercraft Safety, Paul was
assigned to Centre County for a short period before being
transferred to Erie County. In 1971, he was promoted to
Watercraft Safety Officer in the Northwest Region and again
to Assistant Regional Manager in the Northcentral Region
in 1972. Following the untimely medical retirement of
Regional Manager Miles Witt in 1974, Paul was promoted
to Regional Manager in the Northcentral Region and would
remain in that position for the next 25 years.

Class members, including Paul Swanson, watch as biologists explain
their system of checking and recording fish taken in sample nettings.
PFBC website: www.fishandboat.com 		

During this time, Paul saw numerous changes within
PFBC and conservation in general. Fish wardens would
become waterways patrolmen and then Waterways
Conservation Officers (WCOs). The Commission itself
faced a name change. The Pennsylvania Fish Commission
became today’s Pennsylvania Fish & Boat Commission in
1991. The most significant changes involved the day to
day priorities of officers regardless of what may have been
printed on their badges or shoulder patches. Increased
pollution enforcement, advancements in boating safety
education and jurisdiction over reptiles and amphibians all
occurred during Swanson’s tenure.

Act 1980-175

When asked about the most significant change that
he experienced during his career, Swanson was quick to
mention Act 1980-175, which codified Pa. C.S., Title 30,
Fish and Boat Code. “It changed everything. Officers
were granted police powers and started working more
closely with the courts and other police departments. The
training program was upgraded and included evidence
collection techniques, criminal procedure training and
annual firearms qualification. We also got a lot of new
equipment—a Ruger sidearm, Mace and batons to defend
ourselves,” said Swanson. He further explained that the
changes also increased the professionalism of the officers
charged with enforcing fishing and boating laws. “When I
started, we had two uniforms—surplus State Police dress
uniforms and Greenlee work uniforms, the same thing
farmers may buy off the shelf,” said Swanson. After Act
1980-175, waterways patrolmen were issued standard
police-style uniforms, equipped like other law enforcement
officers and drove official patrol vehicles. The PFBC and
BLE entered a new era and has continued to develop.
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In 1967-1968, laws and regulations were more
abbreviated and were included in one booklet,
Pennsylvania Fish and Motor Boat Laws, which
is pictured above. The binder on the right holds
today’s laws and regulations, which are contained in
two volumes.

The Commission has always found pride in the fact
that it first received authority to investigate and prosecute
water pollution in 1904, long before the Clean Water Act
and similar measures were passed in 1972. Although the
protection of Pennsylvania’s waters was always a priority,
efforts reached their peak in the early 1980s. Swanson,
who was the Northcentral Regional Manager at the
time, explained that then Executive Director Ralph W.
Abele had hired additional biologists (including current
Executive Director John A. Arway) for the specific
purpose of cleaning up the waterways and holding those
responsible accountable. Coal mining and oil/gas drilling
was big in northcentral Pennsylvania. “We (Swanson and
Arway) would pick a watershed in McKean, Bradford,
or another mining county; identify possible pollution;
and check it out. The whole area would be processed as
a potential crime scene. Water samples were collected,
photos were taken and everything was documented,
because we had to be ready to go to court. We didn’t think
the companies responsible would settle the higher fines.
We thought they would fight,” said Swanson.
It turns out that some companies did fight the new
pollution enforcement efforts and a few did go to court,
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Pollution enforcement

The Pennsylvania Fish Commission became today’s
Pennsylvania Fish & Boat Commission in 1991. The most
significant changes involved the day to day priorities of
officers regardless of what may have been printed on their
badges or shoulder patches.
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warden, Swanson received little formal boating
training, and public awareness was limited.
During the short time he served as a watercraft
safety officer, Swanson was front and center
in expanding both programs, but he always
thought more could be done. “A throw bag in
every patrol vehicle was a big step. Once that
happened, officers could at least respond to
emergencies. When officers started receiving
formal training in boat operation, we took a
leap forward,” said Swanson. Like the current
Swiftwater Rescue Program, PFBC’s new boat
operation course would become a model for
other agencies across the nation. In 2000, just
as Swanson was preparing for retirement, PFBC passed
regulations requiring personal watercraft operators to
possess a Boating Safety Certificate, and Swanson spent the
first two years of his retirement assisting Commission staff
in conducting the required safety courses.
Swanson wished the current cold water life jacket
requirement had been in place earlier. “Every spring we
would investigate drownings and check the block stating no
life jackets were used. If that regulation had been in place,
then some of those early season boaters would possibly still
be alive,” said Swanson.

The Seventh Student Officer Class of Waterways Patrolmen

which Swanson said was “a learning experience” but
allowed the officers to perfect their techniques. Many
companies realized the importance of protecting the water
or at least realized PFBC was not going anywhere, so they
worked with staff to mitigate problems and develop new
methods of extracting the valuable natural resources they
depended on. While today’s WCOs continue to investigate
water pollution as part of their day-to-day activities, the
majority of these events are the result of accidents or
unapproved shortcuts, not the widespread disregard for
regulations faced by earlier officers.

Water safety

Water safety is an ever growing program, and an
increasing number of boaters are obtaining Boating
Safety Certificates. The BLE has successfully partnered
with the United States Army National Guard to launch
the Pennsylvania Helicopter Aquatic Rescue Team
(PA-HART), but it was not always this way. As a young fish

PA-HART Rescue Technicians training in night hoist operations
at Ft. Indiantown Gap, December 17, 2015.
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Assistant Supervisor Paul Swanson lectures beginners on boat
equipment needs.
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