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Cabotage Laws ïA Brief History

ÅDerived from the French word ñcaboter,ò which means to 
sail coastwise

ÅToday, it means the right to trade between points in the 
United States ĄñJones Actò Vessels

ÅOrigins ï1789, with fees imposed on foreign-built vessels, 
and tax / duty preferences given to U.S.-built and owned 
vessels ïexpanded substantially by the Merchant Marine 
Act of 1920

ÅDesigned primarily to guarantee the participation of U.S. 
shipyards / vessels in the domestic trade

ÅCoastwise laws generally involve the transportation of 
merchandise and passengers, towing, and dredging



3

ñU.S.-Flag Vesselò

Å A òU.S.-flag vesseló
ï U.S. flag and U.S. crew

ï U.S. ownership
ÅU.S. entity must own it (stock ownership not a factor)

ÅCEO and Chairman of the Board must be U.S. citizens

ÅMajority of a quorum of the board must be U.S. citizens

ï Does not need to be U.S. built

ïOwner called a òDocumentation Citizenó

Å Documentation Citizen cannotengage in coastwise trade
ï US-Foreign Trade

ï Anchor Handlers

ï Government Programs

ï Salvage Vessels

ïNOT a òJones Actó vessel
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ñJones Act Vesselò

ÅCoastwise laws generally prohibit the transportation of passengers or 

merchandise between points in the United States (i.e., within 3 miles of 

the coast) in any vessel other than a ñcoastwise-qualified vesselò

ïU.S. built

ïU.S. flag

ï75% U.S. owned

ÅU.S. President/CEO

ÅU.S. Chairman of the Board

ÅMajority of quorum

ïNever sold foreign

ïOwner called a ñCoastwise Citizenò



5

ñBowaters Vesselò ïLimited 

Coastwise Citizen
Å A company not qualified as a Coastwise Citizen can operate vessels in the 

coastwise trade, if:
ïMajority of officers and directors are U.S. citizens;

ï 90% of employees are U.S. residents;

ï Engaged primarily in the manufacturing and mineral industry (stone, cement, oil/gas)

ï Aggregate book value of vessels (must be less than 500 gross tons) cannot exceed 
10% of aggregate book value of assets; and

ïMust purchase or produce in the U.S. at least 75% of the raw materials used or sold in 
its operations.

ïIf requirements met, the Coast Guard will issue a ñBowaters Endorsementò on the 
vesselôs Certificate of Documentation

Å Bowaters company may transport its own employees, equipment, supplies, 
materials, and third-party contractors not charged for such transportation between 
and among shore bases and its oil fields.

Å Transportation for a third party not allowed ïonly proprietary cargo
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Coastwise Merchandise 

Statute

§55102. Transportation of Merchandise

ÅA vessel may not provide any part of the transportation of 
merchandise by water, or by land and water, between points in 
the United States to which the coastwise laws apply, either 
directly or via a foreign port, unless the vessel is wholly owned 
by U.S. citizens and has a certificate of documentation with a 
coastwise endorsement.

ÅTrigger is the lading of merchandise at one coastwise point 
and the unlading of it at a different coastwise point.

ÅIn simplest terms, loading something at Point A and unloading 
it at Point B



7

What is a Coastwise 

Point?

ÅThe Coastwise Laws apply to:
ÅInland waters and Great Lakes

ÅThe 3-mile territorial sea ïthe entire territorial sea is a 

ñpoint,ò including a vessel in the territorial sea, whether 

anchored or not

ÅAll ñpointsò on the Outer Continental Shelf, e.g., wells, 

platforms, and anchored vessels used in oil and gas 

development
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Exceptionsé

ÅThe Coastwise Laws do not apply to:
ïAmerican Samoa

ïNorthern Mariana Islands

ïCanton Island and the  U.S. Virgin Islands

ÅUntil the President declares by proclamation that the 

coastwise laws apply

ïOther narrow exceptions also exist

http://www.kriyayoga.com/photography/photo_gallery/d/17732-2/100_islands_aerial_photo-dsc04620.jpg
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Coastwise Merchandise 

Statute ïñThird Provisoò

§55116. Canadian rail lines

ÅThe ñJones Actò does not apply to:
ïthe transportation of merchandise between points in the continental 

United States, including Alaska (but not Hawaii), if

ïover through routes in part over Canadian rail lines and connecting 
water facilitiesé

ïif the routes are recognized by the Surface Transportation Board and 
rate tariffs for the routes have been filed with the Board.

ĄButérate tariffs notrequired to be filed with the STB except for this 
purposeé

http://www.canada-photos.com/data/media/1/railway-tracks-yale_413.jpg
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Coastwise Passenger 

Statute

§55103. Transportation of Passengers

ÅThe Passenger Vessel Services Actstates that ñno foreign vessel 

shall transport passengers between ports or places in the United 

States, either directly or by way of a foreign port, under penalty of 

$300 for each passenger so transported and landed.ò

ïSuch vessels also must be coastwise-qualified



11

Coastwise Towing 

Statute

§55111. Towing

ÅOnly coastwise-qualified vessels may tow other vessels, other than 
a vessel in distress, between coastwise points, either directly or by 
way of a foreign port or place, or for any part of such towing. 
ïThis includes between coastwise points on the OCS or from shore to 

coastwise points on the OCS.

ïPenalties include a fine of between $250 and $1,000 against the owner 
or master of the towing vessel, and an additional fine of $50 per gross 
ton of the vessel towed.

ïIntermediate coastwise points permitted by non-coastwise tug so long 
as tug and barge remain connected until foreign point
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Applicability to Other Vessels

ÅOceanographic Research / Seismic Vessels

Å Icebreaking Vessels

Å Dive Support Vessels

ÅConstruction Vessels

ÅCable/pipe layers

Ą The use of such vessels is nota use in the coastwise trade so 
long as they do not transport ñpassengersò or ñmerchandise.ò

ÅOil Spill Response Vessels ïas a general matter, OSRVs used in oil 
spill response must be coastwise qualified.
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Salvage Statute
ÅNo foreign vessel may engage in salvage operations in the 3-mile 

territorial sea or internal waters ðthis has been interpreted to 

mean U.S. flag vessels must be used, notcoastwise qualified.

ÅCBP may authorize the use of a foreign-flag vessel if no U.S.-flag 

vessel is available.

ÅThree elements are necessary to constitute salvage:

ïMarine peril;

ïService voluntarily rendered, not required by contract or duty; and

ïSuccess in whole or in part, with the service contributing to the success.

ÅPenalties include seizure and forfeiture of the vessel and 

equipment
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What is Merchandise?

What is a Passenger?

ÅMerchandiseïñGoods, wares, and chattels of every 
description.ò

ïIncludes ñvaluelessò materials such as dredge spoils, salvage 
scrap, rocks, and mud, regardless of whether the material has 
commercial value.

ïDoes not includeñequipmentò or ñsuppliesò of the vessel.

ÅPassengerïany person carried on a vessel who is not
connected with the operation, navigation, ownership, or 
business of the vessel.


