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An average of 100 million people in the United States go boating every year,1 and in 2022 alone, over 50 million Americans fished.2 With such a significant proportion of the country taking advantage of our oceans, safety at sea has never been more important.  




One tool to improve safety at sea is the Automatic Identification System (AIS). AIS was developed in the wake of the tragic 1989 accident in which the oil tanker Exxon Valdez ran aground in Prince William Sound, Alaska, spilling 11 million gallons of oil into the surrounding waters. Congress passed the Oil Pollution Act (OPA-90) as a result, which directed the Coast Guard to develop a vessel tracking system to improve safety for tankers traveling through Alaska.3 The goal of the resulting device was to increase maritime safety, reduce vessel collisions, and enhance awareness of vessel locations at sea. AIS functions as the “eyes of the boat,” enabling vessels to “see” each other’s location and activity—of critical importance at night and in hazardous conditions.  




AIS devices transmit accurate, real-time data that identify nearby ships and display dynamic positioning information for their surroundings. This vital insight can affect navigational and safety decision-making,4,5 the transparency of this information plays a critical role in ensuring the safety of the workers on these vessels.6 Research has shown AIS devices to be informative, effective tools for collision avoidance, position reporting, external communication, and navigational safety. In a ship operation simulation, participants with AIS information avoided possible collisions faster and more accurately than the group lacking AIS.4, 7, 8  




Nearly 50% of all US fisher deaths between 2000 and 20199 occurred after a vessel disaster. In 2022, a fishing vessel collided with a cruise ship, causing an injury and damage to both vessels.10 Another fishing vessel sank that year, endangering all five crew members while spewing diesel into surrounding waters.11, 12 But despite these ever-present dangers, the United States only mandates vessels over 65 feet to transmit AIS while operating out to 12 nautical miles from shore. 




Conversely, the European Union requires fishing vessels over 49 feet in length to be equipped with AIS. Since this mandate was instituted in 2014, the European Maritime Safety Agency has not reported a year with an increase in marine casualties. In 2021, in fact, the number of fatalities decreased.13  




The United States must strengthen its own navigational safety and collision avoidance mandates rather than relying on unenforceable transnational measures to ensure the safety of its fishers at sea. To improve safety at sea, Oceana recommends that the United States:  




	Require fishing vessels 49 feet or longer to transmit AIS using Class A devices: Following the EU requirements, require all U.S. fishing vessels 49 feet (15 meters) or longer to carry and transmit AIS on the high seas.  
	Mandate notification of all AIS-off events: Require U.S. vessels to notify the Coast Guard when a fishing vessel operator stops transmitting AIS within four hours of the halt in transmission.  





By strengthening the mandates that enforce AIS, the United States can protect Americans at sea and around the world. 
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October 18, 2023




Offshore drilling fuels the climate crisis 





September 27, 2023




Elected Officials and Businesses Across America Urge President Biden to Prevent New Offshore Drilling  





July 14, 2023




Magnuson-Stevens Act Success Stories










How Technology Helps Increase Transparency and Improve Safety at Sea 





April 19, 2023




Oceana Calls on Gov. Ron DeSantis to Prevent New Offshore Drilling





November 15, 2022




Groups Renew Call for Biden to Finalize Drilling Plan with #NoNewLeases
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Offshore drilling fuels the climate crisis 
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FEATURED CAMPAIGN




Plastic Pollution




Oceana campaigns to stop plastic pollution at the source — by working to pass local, state, and national policies that reduce the production and use of unnecessary single-use plastic and move toward refill and reuse systems.





Learn More










CAMPAIGN HIGHLIGHTS




Ending the Shark Fin Trade




Protecting Ocean Habitats




Responsible Fishing
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SHOW YOUR SUPPORT WITH A DONATION




We have already protected nearly 4 million square miles of ocean and innumerable sea life - but there is still more to be done.





Donate Here





Become a Wavemaker




Sign up today to get weekly updates and action alerts from Oceana.
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  A great way to get involved in protecting #oceans: Join Oceana as a Wavemaker & sound off on important issues! https://bit.ly/30iztqY
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