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Certificates Of Compliance For Tank Vessels In The United States

Recently, Skuld has seen an increase in inquiries regarding Certificates of Compliance (COC) inspections
in the United States. This note intends to provide general guidance to members on basic requirements for
COCs.

What is a COC?

A COC s a certificate issued by the United States Coast Guard (USCG) to non-US flag tank vessels carrying
liquid bulk hazardous cargoes, such as crude oil or other petroleum products, chemicals, liquefied gas, or
compressed gas. The COC is not a required international certificate; it is a unique certificate needed for
non-US flag tankers to operate in the navigable waters of the US. The goal is to ensure that no substandard
tank vessel is operating in the US and threatening its coastline and territorial waters.

A valid COC must be aboard the vessel when loading, discharging, or carrying any liquid bulk hazardous
cargoes into a US port.

What is the scope of COC inspection?

During COC inspection, the USCG verifies, among other things, that the ship meets certain design and
equipment requirements (double hull design standards, vapor collection system, ballast tanks etc.). The
focus is on cargo and fire protection and tank vessel construction standards. The vessel must also comply
with applicable marine safety and environmental protection laws and international conventions. The vessel
must have a valid Cargo Ship Safety Certificate, or Cargo Ship Safety Construction and Safety Equipment
Certificates issued under the provisions of the International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea, 1974,
as amended and, if applicable, an IMO Certificate of Fitness and/or an International Pollution Prevention
Certificate for the Carriage of Noxious Liquid Substances in Bulk (NLS Certificate).

COC inspection is often conducted simultaneously with Port State Control Inspections. Deficiencies found
during PSC inspections will not usually prevent issuance of a COC, unless some deficiencies are related to
cargo operations or safety.
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How long is a COC valid for?

A COC is issued for two years. However, each COC contains a deadline for annual inspection — which is
one year after the date of issuance. Even though a COC is within its two-year expiration period, a vessel
will not be allowed to conduct cargo operations if the annual inspection is overdue. As such, owners and
operators are recommended to view COC inspection as an annual requirement.

Scheduling COC inspections and conducting cargo operations

A request for COC inspection (for either annual or renewal inspection) should be made to the relevant Coast
Guard authorities as soon as practicable. Chemical tankers should give at least seven-day notice to the Coast
Guard of the port where the vessel is to be inspected. Oil tankers are required to provide minimum 96 hours
advance notice of arrival and advise that the vessel is due for a COC exam. By giving ample advance notice,
owners optimize the chances of a timely COC inspection and thereby minimize the risk of delays to cargo
operations.

Applying for COC inspection waivers

A vessel arriving at a US port with a more than 90-days overdue annual exam or expired COC cannot
conduct cargo operations until a COC exam has been performed. In our experience, no waiver is granted
once the overdue inspection has passed the 90-days mark. However, if the vessel's COC is 90 days or less
past the COC expiration date or annual exam, then vessel owners, operators and/or their agents can usually
apply for a waiver. If the waiver is granted by the Coast Guard, the vessel will be allowed to conduct cargo
operation, and a COC exam will be scheduled before the vessel leaves port.

Before granting a waiver, the Coast Guard will typically ensure that statutory certificates such as certificates
of fitness or COFRs are valid and will ask the master to affirm that various cargo and fire systems onboard
were successfully examined and tested.

It should be noted that the Coast Guard has discretionary power to grant waivers, and waiver requirements,
forms and procedures may vary per Coast Guard sectors. Vessel Owners should always check the local
requirements for each port.

Qualship 21 and E-Zero Programs

The USCG Qualship 21 program identifies the companies and vessels that demonstrate the highest
commitment to quality and safety through the highest level of compliance with international standards and
US laws. Vessels must be registered to flags that have met all the requirements for full participation in the
program. As of March 2023, 27 flag administrations were participating in the program. Vessels enrolled in
the Qualship 21 program that are exemplary in their adherence to environmental compliance can also seek
the E-Zero designation.

As areward, the vessels enrolled in both Qualship 21 and E-Zero programs are permitted to conduct cargo
operations within six months of both the COC annual examination due date and the COC expiration date.
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At a minimum, cargo-specific documents (such as certificate of fitness) will be verified and operationality
of cargo systems will be confirmed before cargo operations begin. COC inspection must then be done prior
to the vessel's departure from the port.

More information about Qualship 21 and E-Zero programs can be found here.

For any further questions regarding COCs, please do not hesitate to contact Skuld North America

at ny@skuld.com.

Source of Information: The Skuld P&I Club
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