
Documented Vessel FAQ 

 
 

WHAT IS VESSEL DOCUMENTATION? 

 

Vessel documentation is a national form of registration. It is one of the oldest functions of 

Government, dating back to the 11th Act of the First Congress. Documentation provides 

conclusive evidence of nationality for international purposes, provides for unhindered commerce 

between the states, and admits vessels to certain restricted trades, such as coastwise trade and the 

fisheries. Since 1920, vessel financing has been enhanced through the availability of preferred 

mortgages on documented vessels.  

 

WHAT ARE THE ADVANTAGES OF DOCUMENTATION? 

US Coast Guard documentation provides a history and record of build and ownership for the 

vessel owner. This history is maintained at the US Coast Guard National Vessel Documentation 

Center and is provided upon request in the form of an Abstract of Title, reflecting all recorded 

ownership transfers, mortgage recordings, claims of lien and releases. This allows an owner to 

sell their vessel, and a buyer to buy that vessel, and be assured it is free and clear of all recorded 

liens and encumbrances.  

When financing a documented vessel many marine lenders require collateral be documented in 

order to secure interest by way of a recorded preferred mortgage.  

Documented vessels when operating in international waters are afforded protections by the US 

flag, which include aid from the US consulate. When sailing in foreign waters, a Certificate of 

Documentation facilitates clearance with foreign governments and ports. 

 

WHAT VESSELS MAY BE DOCUMENTED? 

 

A vessel must measure at least five net tons and, with the exception of certain oil spill response 

vessels, must be wholly owned by a citizen of the U.S.  
 

 

HOW DO I MARK MY VESSEL? 

 

The official number assigned to documented vessels, preceded by the abbreviation "NO." must 

be marked in block-type Arabic numerals at least three inches high on some clearly visible 

interior structural part of the hull. The number must be permanently affixed so that alteration, 

removal, or replacement would be obvious and cause some scarring or damage to the 

surrounding hull area.  

 

The name and hailing port of a recreational vessel must be marked together on some clearly 

visible exterior part of the hull. The vessel name of a commercial vessel must also be marked on 
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the port and starboard bow and the vessel name and the hailing port must also be marked on the 

stern. All markings may be made by any means and materials that result in durable markings and 

must be at least four inches in height, made in clearly legible letters of the Latin alphabet or 

Arabic or Roman numerals. The "hailing port" must include both a place and a State, Territory, 

or possession of in the United States. The state may be abbreviated.  

 

Documented vessels must display the state validation decal (registration decal) on the forward 

half of the bow. United States Coast Guard Documented Vessels may NOT display the NC 

registration number.   

 

 

DOES MY VESSEL HAVE TO BE REGISTERED WITH NORTH CAROLINA IF IT IS 

DOCUMENTED? 

 

All motorized vessels used on public waters must be registered, including jet skis.  All sailboats 

used on public waters must be registered if longer than 14 feet at the load waterline.  If a vessel 

registered in another state is brought into North Carolina for over 90 consecutive days, the 

registration must be transferred to North Carolina. 

 

Effective October 1, 2013 a documented vessel must be registered in North Carolina if the vessel 

has been in waters of this state for more than 90 consecutive days. 
 

"Waters of this State" means any waters within the territorial limits of this State, and the 

marginal sea adjacent to this State and the high seas when navigated as a part of a journey or 

ride to or from the shore of this State, but does not include private ponds as defined in G.S. 113-

129. 

 

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 

including safety equipment. The vessel's document must be shown to law enforcement personnel 

upon their request.  

 

More information on state regulations can be found in the NC vessel operator’s guide  
 

 

WHAT LAW ENFORCEMENT OFFICERS CAN STOP A DOCUMENTED VESSEL? 

 

Wildlife Law Enforcement Officers of the North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission 

Marine Patrol Officers of the North Carolina Division of Marine Fisheries 

State and local law enforcement agencies with general subject matter jurisdiction to include 

Sheriff’s Offices and police departments. 

 

For more information on documented vessels you can go to the US Coast Guard National 

Documentation Center web site http://www.uscg.mil/hq/cg5/nvdc/default.asp and FAQ 

http://www.uscg.mil/hq/cg5/nvdc/nvdcfaq.asp 
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