Documentation and Tonnage of Heaes s
United States

Smaller Commercial Vessels  coas coard

This informational brochure provides an overview of federal
documentation and tonnage measurement requirements for owners
of U.S. commercial vesscls less than 79 fect in overall length. If you
own such a vessel, certain restrictions on its commercial use may
apply depending on a number of factors, including the nature of its
commercial activities, the vessel’s net tonnage, and whether the vessel
was U.S. built.

CHAPTER XL
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Vessel Documentation fo e e

Seftion 1. BE it enafled by the SenaTe and
. House ¢f REPRESENTATIVES of

What is vessel documentation? 2 s 22, % : i)

. . . . . 1 nited States of America in Congreft affers d,
Ve.ssel documentathn is a national forrp of vessel_ registration, | Thar any ip oo veliet bl within Unicen
evidenced by a Certificate of Documentation (COD) issued by the | States, and belanging wholly to a citizen or cite

s . . : zens thereof, or not buiit within the fxid States, but
Coast Guard’s National Vessel Documentation Center (NVDC). Ttis [ eenth day of Moy Tehe thovhud el
one of the oldest functions of the federal government, dating back to | hundred and i hlty-ninei‘ bflouging, and thereaftep
th : continuing to belong wholly to a citizen or citi=
the 11 ‘AfCt of t_he FlrS.t Congress (.)f S.eptembe'r 1, 1.789‘ zens thereof, and of which the mafler is a citizen
Documentation provides evidence of nationality for international |of ti(;c United Stnt:cs, an;lf no other, may be regif:
HH : tered in manner herein after provided, and bein
purposes, fac1]1'tates commerce between the' states, and admits ves§els fo regiftered, fhall be deemed gnd takel (3 be, 4
to certain restricted trades, such as coastwise trade and the fisheries. |deuominated, 2 thip or veflel of the United States,

. : and entitled to the benefits granted by any law of
Since 1920, vessel financing has been enhanced through the the United States, to fhips o vefiels of the delcripy

availability of preferred mortgages on documented vessels. tions aforefaid.

R T Must my commercial vessel be documented?
r ‘%‘7 %y | This depends on both the nature of the commercial activities in which your
|' Vs ; I Y (‘} “ || vessel engages and its net tonnage. Vessels which engage in either
S, -f,;,_._l =, 44| coastwise trade, or the fisheries on navigable waters of the United States or
17 s SN {_‘% in the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), must be documented, subject to
&_-:5 . V- \ :* 77| certain exclusion or exemption. provisions. Vessels of less than five net tons
o, e || are excluded from documentation. Those vessels measuring five net tons or
VRS . || more that do not operate in either the coastwise trade or the fisheries on the

navigable waters of the United States or in the fisheries in the EEZ, are
exempt from documentation. Also exempt from documentation are
The  Exclusive  Economic | coastwise qualified, non-self-propelled vessels used in coastwise trade
Zone (EEZ) is the zone | within a harbor, on the rivers or lakes (except the Great Lakes) of the United
where the United States has | States or the internal waters or canal of any state. The Coast Guard, through
jurisdiction  over  natural | the NVDC, administers the documentation laws of the United States.
resources. The EEZ extends
no more than 200 nautical
miles from the territorial sea
baseline of the United States.
Shaded  areas  represent
different regions of the EEZ.
(NOAA Ocean Facts)

Exclusive Economic Zone

What is meant by coastwise trade?

Coastwise trade is generally defined as the transportation of merchandise or
passengers between points in the United States, its territorial sea, or the EEZ.
This includes carriage of passengers, including charter fishing parties,
entirely within our territorial waters even if they debark at the point of
embarkation, as well as towing, dredging, and salvage activities within these
waters. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) administers the coastwise
trade laws of the United States.
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Vessel Documentation (continued)

What is meant by the fisheries?

In general, the fisheries include processing, transporting
cultivating,
catching or harvesting fish, shellfish or marine animals or

(except in foreign commerce).

vegetation in the navigable waters of the United States or
the EEZ. Note that, unless the catch is to be sold. charter
fishing operations that take customers out to fish are
considered coastwise trade and not fisheries activities.

Are there U.S. build requirements?

U.S. Build Requirement Summary
storin Documentation Coastwise Fisheries
g Status Trade
U.S. Build U.S. Build
Vessel Documented Required* Required*
Vessel Not U1.S. Build 1S, Build
Documented Required NOT Required
* unless waived or otherwise excepted

Yes. Documented vessels must be built in the United States in order to engage in the coastwise trade or in the
fisheries, with limited exceptions. Vessels excluded by virtue of their tonnage or otherwise exempt from
documentation must nevertheless be U.S. built and otherwise entitled to be documented with a coastwise
endorsement in order to engage in the coastwise trade. There is no U.S. build requirement for vessels excluded

from documentation by virtue of their tonnage which engage in the fisheries.
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Are there exceptions to U.S. build requirements?
Yes. Certain vessels that are captured, forfeited, or wrecked
may be excepted. Also, the Maritime Administration
(MARAD) can issue waivers for foreign-built vessels or
vessels of unknown or unprovable build to operate as
commercial passenger vessels that carry no more than 12
passengers for hire. This requires a public notification and
comment process, and an application fee.

How is build evidence established?

Build evidence for documented vessels is normally
established through owner submission of an original
Builder’s Certification and First Transfer of Title (form CG-
1261), completed by the builder as part of the documentation
process. Copies are not accepted. Please be aware that there
is no similar federal form to establish build evidence for
vessels that measure less than five net tons. The NVDC may
waive this build evidence requirement under certain
circumstances.

What identification numbers are assigned?

A documented vessel is assigned an official number, which
appears on the COD and is marked on some clearly visible
interior structural part of the hull. Other unique identifiers
may be assigned to, and marked on, a vessel under federal or
state requirements, such as state numbers and hull
identification numbers (HINs). These numbers are useful in

identifying a vessel’s documentation status, and obtaining other important vessel information from vessel data
systems such as the Coast Guard’s publicly available PSIX system.

Is a documented vessel exempt from state jurisdiction?
No. All documented vessels must comply with the laws of the state in
which they are operated. The vessel’s COD must be shown to state law
enforcement personnel upon demand. States may require documented
vessels to be registered (but not state numbered) and to display state
decals showing that they have complied with state requirements.
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Examples of Vessel Numbering

Official Number 1240950
State Number FL 0001 AB
Hull Id Number XYZ12345L485
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