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Marines sign three-year lease for Okinawa-based transport catamaran 
By David Allen, Okinawa bureau chief 
CAMP FOSTER — Okinawa-based Marines will continue using the high-speed WestPac Express ferry for another three years. 
After what Marine officers called the "overwhelming success" of a six-month trial run, the Military Sealift Command awarded Austal Ships Ltd. an initial $31 million lease for the 331-foot long catamaran. 
With other costs factored in, the contract represents a possible $49 million windfall for Austal, based in Western Australia, according to the MSC. 
According to the contract announcement, the ship will be based at Okinawa for use by the 3rd Marine Expeditionary Force. The ship will sail under Panamanian registry for the first year, then be reflagged under U.S. registry when Austal establishes a U.S. subsidiary in Alabama. 
"Our decision to establish a modern shipyard in Alabama will enable Austal to take full advantage of further U.S. military orders that could be expected to flow from the contract," said Bob McKinnon, Austal’s managing director, in a news release. 
"The trial period was an overwhelming success," said Lt. Gen. W.C. Gregson, commander of the 3rd Marine Division. "We are very pleased to continue working with the HSV (high speed vessel) and plan to take full advantage of the vessel’s capabilities in the coming years." 

