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Sources of Vessel Ownership Data and 
Fishing Authorizations



Beneficial Vessel Ownership
• No one single database/tool can reliably pinpoint a vessel’s 

beneficial owner
• There are multiple databases and sources of information that can 

offer leads for investigators to pursue
• Each vessel is like a unique puzzle that requires thorough 

research to piece together to determine its beneficial ownership
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Vessel Ownership 101
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S&P Global/IHS Maritime Ownership Definitions

IHS Maritime identifies the following roles in respect to a vessel’s Ownership/Management. It should be noted that the same company may perform more than one role on a ship.

Document of Compliance (DOC) Company - The owner of the ship or any other organization or person such as the manager or bareboat charterer who has assumed the responsibility for the technical operation of the ship from the owner of the 
ship and who on assuming such responsibility has agreed to take over all the duties and responsibilities imposed by the ISM Code.
 A documented company on both DOC and SMC Certificates issued by flag Administrations; but the information for which is also available from the Responsible Organizations, such as Classification Societies, who may undertake the audits. 
 In most cases the DOC Company will be responsible for the Technical Management of the ship.

Registered Owner - The legal title of ownership of the vessel that appears on the ship's registration documents. It may be an Owner/Manager or a wholly-owned subsidiary in a larger shipping group; or a bank or one-ship company vehicle set up 
by the bank; or of course, it may be a "brass-plate" company created on paper to legally own a ship and possibly to limit liability for the "real" owners and/or benefit from offshore tax laws. It may anyway be a legal-requirement of the flag-state 
with whom the ship is registered for the legal owner to be a company registered in that country.

Commercial Manager - The company designated by the shipowner or charterer to be responsible for the day to day commercial running of the ship and the best contact for the ship regarding commercial matters. Including post fixture 
responsibilities, such as laytime, demurrage, insurance and charter clauses. This company may be an owner related company, or a third-party manager, whose purpose is primarily the management of ships for their ship-owning clients.

 In some circumstances a ship may be owned by a financial organization who has no operational involvement whatever. The lessee company, or one of its subsidiary companies, may be deemed to be the commercial manager of the ship.

Technical Manager - The company designated by the ship owner or operator or ship manager to be specifically responsible for the technical operation and technical superintendency of a ship. This company may also be responsible for purchases 
regarding the fleet, such as repairs, spares, re-engining, surveys, dry-docking, etc. 
 In the majority of cases the DOC Company will also be responsible for the Technical Management of the ship.

Commercial Operator -  The company responsible for the commercial decisions concerning the employment of a ship and therefore who decides how and where that asset is employed. The direct beneficiary of the profits from the operations of 
the ship, this company may also be responsible for purchasing decisions on bunkers and port services. A medium to long-term time charterer is considered to be the commercial operator of the ship while a medium to long-term bareboat 
charterer may sometimes be considered to be the commercial operator of the ship. Companies heading operator pools are the commercial operators of the ships in the pool. In Shipping Circles the Commercial Operator may often be referred to 
as the Disponent Owner of the ship. 

 - In the absence of an authoritative source for the Operator of the ship, the Commercial Ship Manager will be used as a default until the identity of the Operator is substantiated.

Bareboat/Demise Charterer – The company identified on the charter-party who charters the ship on a bareboat or demise charter. In this the charterer assumes control over all operations, costs and responsibilities associated with the vessel for 
an agreed period of time. The charterer becomes or appoints the managers and may also have the right to sub-charter the vessel. In Time Charter Party agreements, the charterer may only assume responsibility for operations, routing and cargo, 
while technical, crewing etc. remain with the owner. In some circumstances, the Bareboat/Demise Charterer may be referred to as the Disponent Owner of the ship. 

 It is increasingly common for ships to be in parallel registry during the period of a bareboat charter. In this case, the ship is transferred by the bareboat charterer to a new operational flag, while the ownership of the ship (Registered Owner) 
continues under the original Registry. None of the legal or financial responsibilities of the Registered Owner are transferred to the bareboat charterer during the period of charter. 

 - In Demise Charter agreements, if negotiated at the beginning of charter agreement, the charterer may have the option to purchase the vessel at the end of the charter period.

Group Beneficial Owner –This is the parent company of the Registered Owner. It is the controlling interest behind its fleet and the ultimate beneficiary from the ownership. A Group Beneficial Owner may or may not directly own ships itself as a 
Registered Owner. It may be the Manager of its fleet, which is in turn owned by subsidiary companies. Its ships may also be managed by a 3rd party under contract. 

 In some circumstances a ship may be owned by a financial organization who has no operational involvement whatever. In Shipping Circles, the lessee company, which may also sometimes be referred to as the Disponent Owner, can also be the 
Group Beneficial Owner, Commercial Manager or Commercial Operator of the ship.

 

Group Operated Fleet –  For companies identified as Group Beneficial Owners, IHS Maritime can identify the total operational fleet. This Group Operated Fleet includes all the ships in the fleet operated by the group, including both their owned 
vessels and chartered in ships.
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Vessel Registration Application Example: United States
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Vessel Registration Application Forms Example: Panama

U.S. Department of Commerce | National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration | NOAA Fisheries | Page 11



Finding National Contact Points for IMO related issues 
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Fishing Permit Example: United States
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Finding National Contact Points for Fisheries Governance Issues 
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RFMO Fishing Authorization Example: ICCAT
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Helpful RFMO IUU Fishing Vessel List Compilation
• Trygg Mat Tracking Combined IUU Vessel List 

(http://www.tm-tracking.org/)
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Additional Sources of Vessel Specific Information 
• UN - FAO Global Record 

(https://www.fao.org/global-record/information-system/en/ ) 
• Information on fishing vessel and their support vessels provided 

by official State authorities  

• UN – FAO Fishing Vessel Finder 
• (https://www.fao.org/fishery/en/collection/fvf)
• Large Database that pulls from open sources 

• Equasis(https://www.equasis.org/EquasisWeb/public/HomePage) 
• Safety related information on ships and companies
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Ship Sale and Purchase Documentation
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Sources of non-VMS Vessel Locations
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Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA)

MDA Tool Example: SeaVision (USG)

More dots 
does not 
alway equal 
better MDA

Common MDA Data Layers:
● AIS (Anti-collision) 
● SAR (Space Radar)
● Shore Radar
● EO (Space Photos)
● VIIRS (Night lights)
● RF (Radio Frequency)
● Sightings (human 

eyeball)



Automatic Identification System (AIS)
Primary Function = Collision Avoidance
No International Mandate for Fishing Vessels to Carry/Transmit

U.S. Department of Commerce | National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration | NOAA Fisheries | Page 21

Global Fishing Watch Skylight

Both great free sources of AIS and associated analytics 
(plus other MDA data layers)



Fishing and Rendezvous Events from Global Fishing 
Watch and Seavison Available in SeaVision 
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AIS Data Issues
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Imagery from Satellites: SAR, EO, VIIRS
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Electro Optical & VIIRS Examples
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Synthetic Aperture Radar (SAR) Examples
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Chat Feature
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Rules/Alerts
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Examples: Commercial MDA Tools
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Vessel Hobbyist Site Example
• ShipSpotting.com (https://www.shipspotting.com/)
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Real World Example - Unauthorized Fishing in US EEZ 

VMS data layer = 1st red flag 



Real World Example - Unauthorized Fishing in US EEZ

AIS data layer =  2nd red flag 



Real World Example - Unauthorized Fishing in US EEZ 

VMS + AIS data layers = Big RED Flag: Further investigation needed!  



1

2

Real World Example - Unauthorized Fishing in US EEZ 

MDA data + Strong Investigation + Legal Framework = $$$ Fine 



Summary: Vessel Information Sources

• No single “magic” source 
• Need to check information from multiple sources
• Need to combine information to reveal new insights

• Intellectual rigor
• Need to consider factors that contribute to false 

impressions (alternative hypothesis)
• Need for information sharing

• Between partner countries
• Between different agencies within countries
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Quick reference guide: 
TMT Combined IUU Vessel List: https://www.iuu-vessels.org/iuu

S&P/IHS SeaWeb: 
https://www.spglobal.com/marketintelligence/en/mi/products/sea-web-vessel-search.html

Lloyd’s List Intelligence: https://www.lloydslistintelligence.com/

IMO GISIS: https://gisis.imo.org/Public/Default.aspx/

Equasis: https://www.equasis.org/EquasisWeb/public/HomePage

UN FAO Global Info Exchange System: https://psma-gies.fao.org/

UN FAO Global Record: https://www.fao.org/global-record/information-system/en/

UN FAO Fishing Vessel Finder: https://www.fao.org/fishery/en/collection/fv

RFMO/RFB Links: https://www.fao.org/fishery/en/organization/search

Consolidated List of Authorized Tuna Vessels: https://tuna-org.org/vesselpos.htm

SeaVision: https://info.seavision.volpe.dot.gov/

Global Fishing Watch: https://globalfishingwatch.org/

Skylight: https://www.skylight.global/

U.S. Department of Commerce | National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration | NOAA Fisheries | Page 36

https://www.iuu-vessels.org/iuu
https://www.spglobal.com/marketintelligence/en/mi/products/sea-web-vessel-search.html
https://www.lloydslistintelligence.com/
https://gisis.imo.org/Public/Default.aspx/
https://www.equasis.org/EquasisWeb/public/HomePage
https://psma-gies.fao.org/
https://www.fao.org/global-record/information-system/en/
https://www.fao.org/fishery/en/collection/fvf
https://www.fao.org/fishery/en/organization/search
https://tuna-org.org/vesselpos.htm
https://info.seavision.volpe.dot.gov/
https://globalfishingwatch.org/
https://www.skylight.global/


The End
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