Vessel Strike Avoidance Measures
and Reporting for Mariners
NOAA Fisheries Service, Southeast Region
Background
The National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) has determined that collisions with vessels can
injure or kill protected species (e.g., endangered and threatened species, and marine mammals).
The following standard measures should be implemented to reduce the risk associated with
vessel strikes or disturbance of these protected species to discountable levels. NMFS should be
contacted to identify any additional conservation and recovery issues of concern, and to assist in
the development of measures that may be necessary.
Protected Species Identification Training
Vessel crews should use an Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico reference guide that helps identify
protected species that might be encountered in U.S. waters of the Atlantic Ocean, including the
Caribbean Sea, and Gulf of Mexico. Additional training should be provided regarding
information and resources available regarding federal laws and regulations for protected species,
ship strike information, critical habitat, migratory routes and seasonal abundance, and recent
sightings of protected species.
Vessel Strike Avoidance
In order to avoid causing injury or death to marine mammals and sea turtles the following
measures should be taken when consistent with safe navigation:
1. Vessel operators and crews shall maintain a vigilant watch for marine mammals and sea
turtles to avoid striking sighted protected species.
2. When whales are sighted, maintain a distance of 100 yards or greater between the whale
and the vessel.
3. When sea turtles or small cetaceans are sighted, attempt to maintain a distance of 50
yards or greater between the animal and the vessel whenever possible.
4. When small cetaceans are sighted while a vessel is underway (e.g., bow-riding), attempt
to remain parallel to the animal’s course. Avoid excessive speed or abrupt changes in
direction until the cetacean has left the area.
5. Reduce vessel speed to 10 knots or less when mother/calf pairs, groups, or large
assemblages of cetaceans are observed near an underway vessel, when safety permits. A
single cetacean at the surface may indicate the presence of submerged animals in the
vicinity; therefore, prudent precautionary measures should always be exercised. The
vessel shall attempt to route around the animals, maintaining a minimum distance of 100
yards whenever possible.
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6. Whales may surface in unpredictable locations or approach slowly moving vessels.
When an animal is sighted in the vessel’s path or in close proximity to a moving vessel
and when safety permits, reduce speed and shift the engine to neutral. Do not engage the
engines until the animals are clear of the area.
Additional Requirements for the North Atlantic Right Whale
1. If a sighted whale is believed to be a North Atlantic right whale, federal regulation
requires a minimum distance of 500 yards be maintained from the animal (50 CFR
224.103 (c)).
2. Vessels entering North Atlantic right whale critical habitat are required to report into the
Mandatory Ship Reporting System.
3. Mariners shall check with various communication media for general information
regarding avoiding ship strikes and specific information regarding North Atlantic right
whale sighting locations. These include NOAA weather radio, U.S. Coast Guard
NAVTEX broadcasts, and Notices to Mariners. Commercial mariners calling on United
States ports should view the most recent version of the NOAA/USCG produced training
CD entitled “A Prudent Mariner’s Guide to Right Whale Protection” (contact the NMFS
Southeast Region, Protected Resources Division for more information regarding the CD).
4. Injured, dead, or entangled right whales should be immediately reported to the U.S. Coast
Guard via VHF Channel 16.
Injured or Dead Protected Species Reporting
Vessel crews shall report sightings of any injured or dead protected species immediately,
regardless of whether the injury or death is caused by your vessel.
Report marine mammals to the Southeast U.S. Stranding Hotline: 877-433-8299
Report sea turtles to the NMFS Southeast Regional Office: 727-824-5312
If the injury or death of a marine mammal was caused by a collision with your vessel,
responsible parties shall remain available to assist the respective salvage and stranding network
as needed. NMFS’ Southeast Regional Office shall be immediately notified of the strike by
email (takereport.nmfsser@noaa.gov) using the attached vessel strike reporting form.
For additional information, please contact the Protected Resources Division at:
NOAA Fisheries Service
Southeast Regional Office
th

263 13 Avenue South
St. Petersburg, FL 33701
Tel: (727) 824-5312
Visit us on the web at http://sero.nmfs.noaa.gov
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