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NSF Ship Inspection Program: Purpose
The Ship Inspection Program constitutes both a “condition” and “assistance” survey to ensure
overall safety and operational effectiveness in support of oceanographic research. The
program objectives are to ensure that:

• The vessels are compliant with the University-National Oceanographic Laboratory System
(UNOLS) Research Vessel Safety Standards (RVSS) and applicable regulatory requirements;

• The vessels are being properly maintained as a capital asset when compared with other
similar vessels within the Academic Research Fleet based on a standardized NSF evaluation
system;

• The vessels are capable of effectively conducting NSF-sponsored research cruises. In
particular, that the scientific equipment and systems are both fully operational and state-of-
the-art with those being utilized within the scientific community and industry; and

• The vessel operators are able to effectively pursue a continuous maintenance and
improvement program.

The inspections also provide NSF with current information and documentation that assists in
developing funding objectives for maintaining the vessels and the scientific equipment in a high
degree of operational readiness to meet oceanographic research objectives.
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NSF Ship Inspection Program: Purpose
• Each institution has their own way of 

doing business, accomplishing the same 
goal with different models. But there’s a 
wide disparity of vessel operations 
resources across the UNOLS 
membership.

• A key component of the NSF Ship 
Inspection Program is to facilitate 
communication between institutional 
groups and disseminate best practices 
and lessons learned throughout the 
community. 

• Scientists benefit by uniformity within 
the ARF fleet.
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JMS Background
• Over 180 ship inspections conducted 

for NSF since 1997.
• 3-person team comprised of naval 

architects and marine engineers with 
sea-going backgrounds.

• In addition to NSF, research vessel 
customers include NOAA, USGS, EPA, 
other UNOLS members and 
international research vessel 
operators.

• Additionally, JMS brings a 
perspective of commercial workboat 
operators.
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Inspections Completed in 2020
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Inspections Due in 2021
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NSF Ship Inspection Program: Scope
Inspections are conducted on a two year
cycle on all NSF and institutionally owned
vessels in the Academic Research Fleet
(ARF). Navy-owned vessels are inspected in
cooperation with INSURV. The inspection
includes the ship’s hull, tanks, decks,
propulsion machinery, auxiliary and
electrical systems, navigation and
communication equipment, habitability,
pollution control, safety and a
comprehensive assessment of the scientific
instrumentation, handling systems and
workspaces. The inspection includes a
dockside and at sea component to exercise
all ship systems, scientific capabilities and
emergency procedures including crew
training.
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NSF Ship Inspection Program: 
Ship Preparation
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Safety and Operations
Pier side:
• Review of stability documentation.
• Inspection of safety equipment condition 

and maintenance procedures.
• Inspection of habitability spaces.
• Review of medical resources. 

Underway: 
• Review Safety Briefing and underway 

checklists and procedures.
• Demonstrate operation of navigation 

equipment.
• Demonstrate operation of communications 

systems.
• Conduct fire and man overboard drills.
• Demonstration of anchor handling gear.
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Engineering Systems
Pier side:
• Review the material condition, operating 

procedures and maintenance records for all main 
propulsion, electrical and auxiliary machinery.

• Inspect the watertight integrity and condition of 
available tanks, voids and machinery spaces. 

• Verify operation of overspeeds, audible and 
visual alarms, remote shutdowns and machinery 
monitoring systems. 

Underway: 
• Conduct full power run and vessel maneuvering 

trials.
• Airborne noise measurements are taken during 

full power run in manned spaces including the 
bridge, staterooms, labs, machinery spaces, and 
working decks.

11



Oceanographic Systems

• Review the material condition and operating
procedures for all installed and portable
oceanographic equipment available to
support science investigators.

• Inspect laboratory material condition and
outfitting.

• Observe operation of shipboard
instrumentation and review associated
documentation and calibration records.

• Review post cruise assessments and
corrective actions taken with crew and
marine tech teams.

• Review shore side facility including storage,
winch pool and van pool as applicable.
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Oceanographic Systems, cont’d
• Several deployments and recoveries with each 

winch and overboard handling apparatus are 
conducted in as deep water as practicable.

• Deck cranes used for overboarding or small boat 
launching are exercised for at-sea performance.

• Installed science echo sounders (3.5 kHz, 12kHz, 
multibeam systems, etc.) and Acoustic Doppler 
Current Profilers (ADCP’s) are operated while 
underway.

• Science seawater systems (clean and flow-
through) are operated.

• Meteorological system is operated.
• Data acquisition systems (surface mapping, 

meteorological, underwater radiated noise 
monitoring, etc.) are operated continuously 
while underway.
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Best Part of the Inspection Program -
Best Grub, Cleanest Bilge, & Best MOB Drill

Annual Awards
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In Summary
• A culture of safety at the deck plate level can only be achieved if it is clear that

safety is a priority and commitment at the funding agency level.
• The NSF Ship Inspection program is one of many elements that have contributed to

an outstanding record of safety and operational readiness across the ARF.
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Questions?
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