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Client Alert 05-2018   
February 20, 2018 
U.S. Ballast Water Management  
U.S. Coast Guard Guidelines for Vessels with 
Inoperable BW Treatment Systems 

The U.S. Coast Guard (USCG) Office of Commercial Vessel Compliance (CG-CVC) recently issued 
Policy Letter 18-02 (copy attached), providing guidelines for evaluating potential courses of action 
when a vessel bound for a U.S. port has an inoperable ballast water management/treatment system 
(BWMS/BWTS). 

The contents of this Policy Letter are self-explanatory and apply to vessels/vessel operators as well as 
local USCG units and Captains of the Port (COTP), and should be studied closely to familiarize both 
office staff and vessels with the procedures to be followed during failure of a BWMS/BWTS unit on 
board vessels trading to/within US territorial waters. We have included some important points from 
these guidelines below, for added emphasis: 

 These guidelines apply only to vessels that have passed their compliance date 
under the US BW Management regulations. Each vessel has a compliance date as 
stipulated under 33 CFR 151.2035(b) OR an extended compliance date, as granted by the 
USCG in response to an extension application. If the compliance date/extended compliance 
date has not been reached, vessels fitted with BWMS/BWTS are not required to use their units 
while in US waters, nor does a failure need to be reported to the USCG. 

 An inoperable BWMS/BWTS must be reported only to the local COTP, NOT to the 
USCG Environmental Standards Division, National Ballast Information Clearinghouse (NBIC) or 
any other entity. If a vessel is calling at multiple US ports in different COTP zones, reports 
should be made to each COTP via email. When the ports of call are known, contact details for 
each COTP can be obtained from ECM or local agents.  

 Following from above, the NBIC should not be contacted for any guidance on handling 
such issues, nor should other regulatory guidance be sought from them. The NBIC is 
purely an information-gathering organization, not a USCG unit. As far as vessels are concerned, 
the NBIC is only tasked with receiving ballast water management reports (BWMR) and verifying 
entries, if required.  

 The lack of consumables (chemicals for disinfection, U/V lamps, common spares, etc.) are not 
valid grounds to claim that a BWMS/BWTS is inoperable. Vessel operators are expected to 
maintain sufficient stocks on board.  

In addition to the points mentioned above, we draw your attention to the contents of the Policy Letter 
(pages 2 and 3) that refer to the use of guidance in the vessel’s Ballast Water Management Plan  

http://www.dco.uscg.mil/Portals/9/DCO%20Documents/5p/CG-5PC/CG-CVC/Policy%20Letters/2018/CG-CVC_pol18-02.pdf
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(BWMP), training provided to crewmembers operating the system and the importance of presenting a 
repair proposal along with the initial report of an inoperable BWMS/BWTS.  

Lastly, we strongly recommend that all vessels fitted with BWMS/BWTS which are nearing or past 
their compliance dates carry out regular testing of their systems, to ensure they are in proper working 
order. If any problems are faced during a voyage to the U.S., an open-sea ballast exchange should be 
carried out as a precaution (in accordance with the vessel’s BWMP), to minimize the presence of 
invasive species in the ballast water. This would be viewed as a positive step when the local COTP 
weighs options for alternative management.  

We also recommend referring to our Client Alert 34-2017, dated December 04, 2017, on the subject 
of contingency planning (including BWMS/BWTS failures) in BWMPs. All Client Alerts are available via 
secured login to our website, www.ecmmaritime.com .  

Please contact ecm@ecmmaritime.com with questions and/or comments. 
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