
Best Practices for Home-built Boats 

Purpose: 

This best practice provides a process for states to allow the sale of home-built boats and 

prevent boats that do not comply with Coast Guard safety standards from being purchased by 

unsuspecting consumers.  

Background: 

All recreational boats numbered in the United States and its territories are required to have a 

12-character hull identification number (HIN) placed on the boat in accordance with 33 CFR 

§181.23; §181.25; §181.27; and §181.29. The first three characters of a HIN are the 

Manufacturer’s Identification Code (MIC).  

MICs are required for all manufacturers and importers of recreational boats for sale in the 

United States and are issued by the U.S. Coast Guard Office of Auxiliary & Boating Safety’s 

Recreational Boating Product Assurance Branch (CG-BSX-23) to US-based manufacturers and 

importers of recreational boats (33 CFR §181.31). The purpose of the MIC is to identify the 

manufacturer or importer of the boat in question in the event there is a safety issue with the 

boat. 

Discussion 

On most boats, the manufacturer will affix a HIN to the boat prior to sale. Builders of 

recreational boats manufactured or imported by an individual for their personal use and not for 

sale must obtain the required HIN in accordance with the requirements of the State in which 

the boat is principally operated (33 CFR §181.23(b)). These boats are typically referred to as 

“home-built” and the HINs are referred to as “Z numbers.” The reason they are called “Z 

numbers” is the first three characters of a state-issued HIN are the two-character state 

abbreviation and the letter Z. For example, state-issued HINs in the state of Florida start with 

FLZ. 

A valid HIN is required to issue a certificate of number. Unfortunately, the Z number provision 
creates a loophole for unscrupulous boat builders looking to circumvent the federal 
requirements. 
 
Home-built boats offered for sale are illegal and they present multiple problems: 

1. They may not be built to the proper safety standards.  

https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-33/chapter-I/subchapter-S/part-181/subpart-C/section-181.23
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-33/chapter-I/subchapter-S/part-181/subpart-C/section-181.25
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-33/chapter-I/subchapter-S/part-181/subpart-C/section-181.27
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-33/chapter-I/subchapter-S/part-181/subpart-C/section-181.29
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-33/chapter-I/subchapter-S/part-181/subpart-C/section-181.31
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-33/chapter-I/subchapter-S/part-181/subpart-C/section-181.23


 

2. Because these builders do not have a properly assigned and registered MIC, the Coast 

Guard is not aware of their existence and cannot include them in the Recreational Boat 

Testing & Compliance Program (RBTCP). This means these boats do not receive factory 

inspections for compliance with applicable Coast Guard safety standards.  

3. A recreational boat built for sale that illegitimately acquires a state Z number also 

creates challenging issues in determining the responsible party in the event of a major 

accident involving a defect. For these reasons, the State issuing authorities MUST 

ensure they judiciously issue “Z numbers” in limited circumstances to boats that require 

them.  

Statutory & Regulatory Requirements: 

The following laws and regulations apply to the Manufacturer Identification Code requirement: 

1. 46 USC § 4307 Prohibited Acts - A person may not manufacture, construct, assemble, 

sell or offer for sale, introduce or deliver for introduction into interstate commerce, or 

import into the United Sates, a recreational vessel, associated equipment, or 

component of the vessel or equipment unless it conforms with this chapter or a 

regulation prescribed under this chapter… 

2. 33 CFR § 181.23 (a) - A manufacturer must identify each boat produced or imported 

with primary and secondary hull identification numbers permanently affixed in 

accordance with 181.29 of this subpart... 

3. 33 CFR § 181.23 (b) - A person who manufacturers or imports a boat for his or her own 

use and not for sale must obtain the required hull identification number in accordance 

with the requirements of the issuing authority listed in 33 CFR part 173 (the state)…  

4. 33 CFR § 181.31 (a) - Each person required by 33 CFR 181.23 (a) of this part to affix hull 

identification numbers must request a manufacturer identification code in writing from 

the Commandant (CG-BSX-23)…   

Any person who builds one boat with the intent to sell it is a manufacturer. There is no 

provision in the regulation for a person who legitimately builds a boat for personal use to 

dispose of it by selling it at a later date. The Coast Guard has noted the following illegal 

scenarios: 

1. A person claims they are building a boat for personal use, obtains a Z number, and then 

sells it immediately. 

2. A person builds a recreational boat, sells it to a customer, and then instructs the 

customer to obtain a Z number by claiming the boat was home-built. 

 

https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/46/4307
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-33/chapter-I/subchapter-S/part-181/subpart-C/section-181.23
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-33/chapter-I/subchapter-S/part-181/subpart-C/section-181.23
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-33/chapter-I/subchapter-S/part-181/subpart-C/section-181.31


 

These attempts to circumvent MIC/HIN requirements are illegal. 

As discussed above, federal regulations do not specifically provide for the sale of a legitimate 

home-built boat. However, there are limited circumstances where the sale of a home-built boat 

may be reasonable: 

1. The person who built the boat passes away and the family needs to sell it; 

2. The person who built the boat moves and it is no longer practical to use the boat, so 

they need to sell it; and 

3. The person who built the boat and used it for a period of time decides to replace it with 

another boat. 

 

Given these limited circumstances a home-built boat may be sold if the following criteria are 

met: 

1. The home-built boat can only be sold after 10 years from the date of Z number HIN 

issuance. 

2. The home-built boat must meet all safety requirements found within 33 CFR Part 183. If 

it does not, the boat must be retrofitted to be brought into compliance. 

3. The owner must provide the State a report of survey demonstrating compliance with 

the safety regulations found in 33 CFR Part 183. This shall be done using an independent 

3rd party certified inspector. The National Association of Marine Surveyors (NAMS) and 

the Society of Accredited Marine Surveyors (SAMS) are examples of organizations that 

certify marine inspectors. The report must include a statement that, to the best of the 

inspectors’ knowledge, compliance with federal regulations have been met. The report 

of survey will be at the owner’s expense.  

 

To help facilitate the sale of home-built boats in the limited situations listed above, some states 

have created an affidavit for home-built boat sales. These affidavits serve three purposes: 

1. They put home-built boat builders “on notice” that home-built boats should not be built 

and sold as a business and are strictly for personal use; 

2. They educate boat buyers who have been asked by unscrupulous boat builders to 

register their boat as home-built when in fact that it was built by someone who should 

have a USCG-issued MIC; and  

3. They provide documentation to be kept on file by the State issuing authority in the 

event that a boat builder is suspected of trying to circumvent Coast Guard regulations.  

https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-33/chapter-I/subchapter-S/part-183
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-33/chapter-I/subchapter-S/part-183


 

Affidavit: 

The VIRT Committee has reviewed the affidavits currently in use by a handful of states and 

recommends that all states adopt an affidavit that includes the items below as part of their 

process prior to issuing a Z number and a certificate of number to a home-built boat. 

1. Name of owner/home-built boat builder 

2. DOB 

3. DL # (if applicable) 

4. Address 

5. Same info (1-4) for any and all co-owners 

6. Assigned state Z number HIN 

7. Homemade boats are built for personal use only and cannot be sold. (33 CFR 181.23 (b)) 

8. An attached color photo of the boat profile AND boat transom showing the applied state 

Z number HIN provided by the customer (if applicable or practical). 

9. Boat information 

a. Vessel type (authorized terms: air boat, auxiliary sail, cabin motorboat, houseboat, 

inflatable boat, open motorboat, paddlecraft, personal watercraft, pontoon boat, 

rowboat, sail only, other) 

b. Fuel type (authorized terms: electric, diesel, gas, or other) 

c. Hull material type (authorized terms are: aluminum, fiberglass, plastic, 

rubber/vinyl/canvas, steel, wood, or other) 

d. Propulsion type (authorized terms are: air thrust, manual, propeller, sail, water jet, 

or other) 

e. Engine drive type (authorized terms are: inboard, outboard, pod drive, sterndrive, or 

other) 

f. Overall length 

10. Year built 

11. Date construction started 

12. Date construction completed 

13. Specific location of build site (address) 

14. Attached materials list and receipts (if applicable) 

15. Instructions for placement and affixing of primary and secondary HINs 

16. Engine information: year, make, model, serial numbers 

17. Language regarding penalties for falsifying a government document (perjury statement) 

18. Signature of owner/home-built boat builder 

19. Signature of state titling and registration official 

https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-33/chapter-I/subchapter-S/part-181/subpart-C/section-181.23

