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Abstract
Shipping is vital to the global economy, but it comes with impacts on public health and the marine 
environment. In 2014, the Channel Islands National Marine Sanctuary, the Santa Barbara and Ventura 
County Air Pollution Control Districts, National Marine Sanctuary Foundation and the Environmental 
Defense Center launched a trial financial incentive vessel speed reduction (VSR) program in the Santa 
Barbara Channel to reduce air pollution and protect endangered whales. The trial was based on existing 
successful ship speed reduction programs at the Ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach. Seven global 
shipping companies participated and slowed 27 transits to 12 knots or less from July through November 
in the reduced speed zone, a time period coinciding with the busiest whale season and high levels of 
ozone air pollution. The program resulted in emissions reductions of more than 12 tons of ozone-forming 
nitrogen oxides and approximately 500 metric tons of regional greenhouse gases--a more than 50 
percent reduction from baseline emissions. The trial demonstrated the feasibility of such a VSR program 
and the willingness of shipping companies to participate in a voluntary, non-regulatory, non-port 
partnership, providing a solid foundation for rolling out a larger-scale program in 2016.
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Similar Efforts around SF Bay

Program Goals
 Assess potential air quality and whale protection benefits from a voluntary speed reduction program in the 

Santa Barbara Channel;
 Test the shipping industry's willingness to participate in this kind of a program;
 Refine data collection and tracking mechanisms;
 Lay the foundation for establishing a larger-scale program in 2016 with more incentive funds and PR effort 

going to more ship transits.

Conservation Benefits and Outcomes
 Proved that industry partners are willing to work with agencies to create positive conservation measures;
 Slowed down a total of 27 ship transits to 12 knots or less;
 Resulted in emissions reductions of 12.4 tons of ozone-forming nitrogen oxides (NOx) and over 500 metric 

tons of regional greenhouse gases – a more than 50% reduction from baseline emissions;
 Slower transit speeds reduced the risk of a fatal ship strikes to endangered whales that feed and travel along 

the California coast.

Program Implementation
Ships selected for the VSR Trial reduced average speeds to 12 
knots or less (from typical speeds of 14-18 knots) as they 
traveled between Point Conception and the Ports of Los Angeles 
and Long Beach. Companies with participating vessels that 
achieved the reduced speed through the Channel received a 
$2,500 incentive per enrolled transit. The companies also 
received recognition for participation in the VSR Trial through a 
public relations campaign by the partners. 
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San Francisco 2015 & 2016 VSR
 In 2015 Greater Farallones (GFNMS) and Cordell Bank National Marine 

Sanctuaries (CBNMS) requested that vessels transiting the San 
Francisco Traffic Separation Scheme (TSS) do so at 10 knots or less;

 In 2015, NOAA in collaboration with the USCG, monitored all transits 
of the San Francisco TSS for compliance with the voluntary VSR;

 GFNMS and CBNMS wrote letters to every  company and  organization 
with data on their vessels adherence with the 2015 voluntary VSR;

 In 2016, several organizations and corporations committed to 

complying with the 2016 voluntary VSR. NOAA is also pursuing, in 
collaboration with CINMS, an expansion of the incentivized VSR 
program to San Francisco;

 The combination of incentives and voluntary compliance is expected 
to have conservation benefits for endangered whales and air quality.


