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National Marine Fisheries Service

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Office for Law Enforcement - VMS Program

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1NOAA’s National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS), also known as “NOAA Fisheries,” Office of Law Enforcement requests and increase of  $5.3 million (M) in FY’05 for its Vessel Monitoring System (VMS) program.  The request supports increased monitoring of and response to commercial fishing vessel activities and a research and development effort to expand the use of VMS for scientific and homeland security purposes.  
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FY 2005 Program Changes

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Vessel Monitoring System (VMS)
NOAA Fisheries Office of Law Enforcement (OLE) has implemented a national Vessel Monitoring System (VMS) program that provides infrastructure, economies of scale and coordination across NOAA Fisheries regions and offices.  Through the use of satellite communications and GPS technology, this system provides near-real time two-way communication between fishing vessels and enforcement monitoring centers monitoring fishing vessel activity throughout the United States EEZ, Pacific Ocean and Atlantic Ocean.  VMS achieves near-perfect compliance with open and closed seasons, protected areas, international boundaries and obligations.  It also provides critical, life saving, information to the Coast Guard in support of their response in Search And Rescue (SAR) cases.  Fishing vessel operators can use the two-way communications capability for private purposes, obtaining weather and safety information, in addition to the mandated fishery management plan uses.

The expanded use of VMS provides one of the strongest potential solutions to supplement traditional enforcement activities.  The mapping of our oceans into various marine protected areas is clearly a significant aspect of the future trend for the management of our marine resources.  VMS can be used to provide a more comprehensive surveillance framework and to more efficiently direct the limited number of OLE enforcement agents/officers and Coast Guard assets that are available.  Citing from the DOC Inspector Generals report (#IPE-15154, March, 2003), “...dollar for dollar, VMS is more cost effective then traditional methods of surveillance ... Thus, while a VMS program creates new costs and increases OLE’s workload, it enables more effective use of other federal assets.”  While the VMS program does not replace traditional surveillance, it greatly reduces the number of personnel required to monitor the nation’s fleet of commercial fishing vessels.  VMS allows for effective management of fishery regulations while reducing the delays and costs associated with routine vessel boardings and increased human surveillance.

The OLE owned infrastructure consist of computer hardware, communications, facilities and personnel to operate and monitor the system.  Currently there are five active Enforcement Divisions operating VMS.  OLE technicians monitor vessel activity and communicate with vessels providing information and warning of entry into prohibited areas.  Information generated by VMS initiates investigations of possible violations of fishery management plan regulations that can result in catch seizure, fines or criminal prosecutions.  VMS also provides a platform for additional data collection to support enforcement activity and scientific research.

The system also provides tracking data to the U.S. Coast Guard, which allows for the reduction in fishery flyovers, quickly narrowing search and rescue efforts and an enhanced ability to provide alerting data to vessel operators.  We are currently examining the potential use of VMS in support of homeland security activities.  

In FY ‘03 the VMS program grew from 1,133 monitored vessels in three OLE Divisions to 1,514 monitored vessels in five OLE Divisions.  FY ‘04 will see growth to over 2,400 monitored vessels. FY ‘04 will also bring about enhanced technical and operational integration with the U.S. Coast Guard.  FY ‘05 funding will expand OLE resources to cover the anticipated increase to over 5,300 monitored vessels, making the United States VMS initiative the largest automated enforcement program operated by any single country in the world.  

This initiative is part of NOAA Fisheries overall Enforcement request of $53.4 M, an increase of $6.6M over the FY 2004 Omnibus.
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