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FOREWORD


Every person who takes any boat to sea, from a small rowing boat to the mighty HMS Queen Elizabeth, needs to know the International Regulations for Preventing Collisions at Sea, the Maritime Rules of the Road. They have developed over generations into a highly effective system for avoiding collisions on the water and are as fundamental to good seamanship and navigation as reading a chart correctly or tying a bowline knot.


When I joined the Merchant Navy we were required to know these regulations by heart. Our leave was threatened if we could not recite the sections we had to learn each voyage, until we knew them all. It was a hard task, which took many evenings at sea, but for our examinations an error could have you sent back to sea for six months. The benefit was that when we found ourselves alone on the bridge in charge of a watch and were unsure of what action to take to avoid a collision, we could fall back on our memory. In time, of course, the actions to take, or not to take, became instinctive.


Few people would be word perfect these days, but it is the awareness of what the rules state that is important. There is a logic behind them once you start to study them, and they are laid out in this book so that they can be more easily understood, whether you are learning them for the first time or just revising to brush up your familiarity. Seamen have to be practical, they are dealing with raw nature and their trade cannot be fully learned by studying books; it is a hands-on profession, improved by experience. This book is written in the sensible style you would expect from a seaman for seamen.


My desire has always been to encourage everyone to take up boating and enjoy their time on the water. I want everyone to have as much enjoyment as I have had over the years. To enjoy boating fully you must feel confidence in yourself, and I think you will find this book will help you enjoy your time with that greater confidence to fit in with other seafarers on our rivers, estuaries, seas and oceans in safety.


Sir Robin Knox-Johnston





1  Introduction



In 2003, I wrote a book called Understanding the Rule of the Road, which focused on the needs of recreational yachtsmen. This was replaced by the first edition of Learn the Nautical Rules of the Road in 2010, containing some changes to the COLREGS, and a better format. In this, the second edition of this book, I have included the most recent changes to the rules and made a few improvements to the text – I hope that you will find it useful.


Learning the Rules has never been a particularly pleasant task, but it can’t be avoided if you want to spend time on the water, either professionally or for recreation. It takes a fair amount of effort and experience to develop an enduring familiarity, but it is neither as complex nor as daunting as it might seem at first sight. The trick is to try to understand why the Rules are written as they are. If you can do this, they will start to make sense and your decisions will become safer and more intuitive.


The trouble is that there is really no place left on the high seas for incompetent or irresponsible people. You absolutely have to know these Rules from first to last if you are going to stay safe – irrespective of the shape, size or purpose of the craft that you are using. Whenever you take to the water, other seamen expect you to fit in with the rich tapestry of maritime activity taking place around you, involving vessels of varying size, manoeuvrability, nationality, purpose and competence. No quarter is given for lack of experience; there are no ‘L plates’ on a ship, and from the start you must be able to manoeuvre in a way that other mariners can understand and relate to. Whether you are keeping a bridge watch on a large merchant ship, or merely taking the air as a day sailor on the Solent, you must know enough to behave intelligently, and to avoid putting people’s lives at risk.


Years ago, when I was commanding a little diesel-powered submarine running out of Gosport, I brought her into harbour on a beautiful, calm early-summer’s day. It was spring tides. There was a fair old stream running east-west at the entrance to the channel by Outer Spit Buoy, and right in the middle of the channel, gently stemming the tidal stream in the light breeze, was a small sailing boat with a middle-aged couple sitting in the cockpit. I was to the south of them, and they both had their backs to me, chatting away with cups of tea in their hands.


They were not keeping any sort of a look-out. Rather unfairly, I decided to sneak up on them. Before long, the bows of the submarine were overhanging the yacht – and they still hadn’t seen me. One of the submarine’s officers walked down to the bows and, clearing his throat, very politely asked them if they would mind moving to one side so that we could get past. Without a shadow of embarrassment, they agreed, and so we entered harbour.


Polite as we all were, there is no escaping the fact that these people were just plain incompetent, and the sea is not a good place for incompetence because, within a very short space of time, you will end up frightening yourself and a lot of other people too.


The Collision Regulations (COLREGs)


A friend who joined the Royal Navy with me once explained why he had turned his back on a lucrative career as a criminal barrister, and chosen a life at sea. “Because”, he said, “the sea is the last hiding place of the incurable romantic.”


He was right. The sea is the last great wilderness, wide open and untamed. A lot of people, amateurs and professionals alike, go to sea because it is lonely, wild and exciting. When you get out of sight of the land, you realise just how vast it is. The great majority of the oceans are outside territorial waters, and you might well think that you could get by without rules of any kind, simply because there is so much sea and so few ships. Besides, who on earth has the authority to enforce the rules?


In a nutshell, we need the rules because we are all creatures of habit. Commercial shipping tends to stick in unmarked marine motorways called the shipping lanes, precisely because they are the shortest distance between two points. Fishing vessels quite often work in groups, and yachtsmen are little better. In the past, if your dead reckoning was like mine, you spent half of a Channel crossing trying to decide whether that bit of land over there was France or Alderney. Even when navigating warships there were periods when I was less certain of my precise position than I might have wished. But now navigation is so precise, and the routes from A to B so well defined, that shipping is more concentrated than ever before.


Most shipping is crammed into a tiny proportion of the earth’s oceans, and in a number of areas you can find merchant ships, fishing vessels, yachts and other vessels existing happily alongside each other, all pursuing their separate agendas. The Rules set out the context in which the remarkable diversity of maritime activity can safely use the same stretch of water. Over the last 150 years1, seamen have gradually developed a code of rules which has become widely accepted and fits easily alongside ‘the ordinary practice of seamen’.


The Collision Regulations that we currently use are the result of this process. In their present form, they date back to 1972, with the addition of various amendments designed to take account of developments in the way we use the sea. They are administered by the International Maritime Organisation2. The IMO was set up by the United Nations in 1948 to promote safety at sea, and is committed to regulating the international maritime community. At the time of writing there are now 173 member states of the IMO, and it is because so many nations have signed up to the Rules that they enjoy such wide-ranging authority.


You do need to refresh your familiarity with the Rules occasionally, because they develop gently with time. If, like me, you have been going to sea since the time when Noah was taking carpentry lessons, you may still think that ‘safe speed’ means stopping in half of your visibility distance. And if you remember learning that in a close-quarters situation the two vessels are either ‘burdened’ or ‘privileged’, it is time for you to have another look at the Rules – they have changed!


Your Fellow Seafarers – A Mixed Bag


If you are to take the right decisions consistently, you must recognise what other vessels are doing, and understand how they are likely to react in a given set of circumstances. I have set out some observations in the following paragraphs, but much of this comes from experience and anyone embarking on a career as a professional seaman could do much worse than to spend time – ideally at sea – in a wide variety of vessels, to understand better the pressures and constraints of their fellow seafarers.


Merchant ships


The great majority of vessels that you will encounter on the high seas will be merchant vessels. They will often have the most exotic provenance: owned in one country, flagged in another; officers and crew coming from a variety of places, and speaking a number of languages. But I have found most of them to be extremely professional in their conduct and operation. In deep water, they are slaves to an unforgiving schedule: I recently visited a container vessel which was about to leave Southampton and make a passage to Singapore. The Master showed me his itinerary which listed his arrival time at the Suez Canal, calculated to the nearest six minutes. These are not vessels with time to waste, and they will always tend to steer a straight course unless they have some good reason to alter. Despite that, however, in open waters they will generally take appropriate and timely action to avoid a close-quarters situation.


But you should recognise that the Officer of the Watch’s field of view is often limited by the deck cargo, and in open waters the bridge normally has no more than two people on watch at any one time. The deck officer’s job is to run the ship, operate the ship’s radios, navigate . . . and be responsible for collision avoidance. If he is putting a fix on the chart, and his look-out just happens to be tying up his shoelaces, hunting for his sunglasses or dreaming about that delightful creature he met last month in Buenos Aires, the ship will not be in any position to take avoiding action.


Many vessels use electronic systems linked to the radar3 or Automatic Identification System (AIS) to give warning of a developing close-quarters situation, which is fine as long as the system works, but it isn’t entirely reliable.


But, in any case, you should never assume that another vessel has seen you. You have no idea how competent they are, how good their look-out is, or whether the deck officer and the look-out even share a common language. You should treat everyone with suspicion until they prove you wrong: 99.9 per cent of the time, they will be fine, but the other 0.1 per cent could be expensive!


In inshore waters, nearly all big ships take a pilot with local knowledge to supplement the bridge team. Because of this, and because the waters are busier, the standard of look-out is likely to be pretty good. However, the effect is more than offset by the manoeuvring limitations of a big ship in shallow water. Just consider the draught. A large container ship can draw 50 feet (15 metres) or more, and that alone limits the pilot’s freedom of manoeuvre. But that isn’t his only constraint: tidal streams may be stronger and more variable close inshore, and the proximity of the bottom reduces the effectiveness of a ship’s rudders and propellers. So not only is navigation more complex, but his ability to turn or stop is also less than it would be in open waters. And this, of course, is where he is most likely to meet the greatest concentration of fishing vessels, ferries and enthusiastic, well-meaning but curious yachtsmen.
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A container ship in restricted waters.


As if this weren’t enough, the turning diameter of a big container ship may be as much as a third of a mile – more in shallow water – and any significant angle of rudder will induce a roll which increases the draught because of the rectangular section of the hull, sometimes by up to 2 metres. Since big ships often manoeuvre with minimal under-hull clearance when entering harbour, it could quite simply go aground if too much rudder is used.


Nor can it stop that easily. If the Captain of a large container vessel were to put the engine controls full astern at high speed, the flow of water over the propeller and torque limitations may even prevent the shaft from turning astern until the ship’s speed had reduced significantly. Thereafter, it would take a mile or more to come to a halt. It is really little wonder that many merchant ships press on regardless: there is often little more that they can do.


Under these circumstances, big merchant ships do pretty well. But other, more manoeuvrable vessels should help them out where possible, particularly in restricted waters. If you can think ahead and make a small, early alteration to avoid a close-quarters situation from developing you will have done your good deed for the day.


Fishing boats


Fishing boats are a different problem altogether. They are hugely gregarious and often hang out in large groups. They are also massively constrained in their ability to manoeuvre when engaged in fishing. Even if you can’t see their nets or lines, you can generally tell whether a boat is actually fishing or not by its speed. Most commercial fishing is conducted at 5 knots or less, which puts them on a par with a sailing boat. By contrast, when moving between fishing areas, or when they are coming home, they go like the clappers.


Just think about the skipper for a moment. He’s out there, day and night, trying to earn an honest crust to feed his family. His boat will almost certainly be connected to an impossibly complex structure consisting of wire, cordage, netting and heavy metal, which is valuable, unmanoeuvrable and potentially very dangerous. The tension on the trawl wires is measured in tons, and fishing boats often work in proximity to wrecks and other underwater obstructions. This is a demanding, tough job, conducted in all weathers on an unstable, slippery deck with a pervasive smell of fish entrails. It is only fair to treat them with a well-earned respect and keep clear of their bows and any wires or nets that they may be towing astern. It won’t always be possible, but where you can find a way to sail around a fishing fleet, rather than through the middle, I would strongly advise you to do so.


If you are sailing in unfamiliar waters, it is often worth looking up the characteristics of the local fishing activity in the Admiralty Pilot, or another reliable reference book. I was once badly caught out in a submarine when making a dived passage through the Mediterranean. It was night time and I saw a succession of flashing white lights through the periscope, passing down each side of the submarine at a range of about half a mile. Over a 20-minute period, they progressively got closer, and it suddenly occurred to me that I was swimming gently into a large, static fishing net. Happily there was time to reverse course without snagging the nets and I escaped with little more than a bit of dented pride. The next morning when I looked in the Sailing Directions, I found that this kind of net was characteristic of the local tuna fishery, and a little advanced research would undoubtedly have saved me from a potentially awkward situation.


Warships


Warships are generally quite well-mannered: they keep a more-or-less reliable look-out and they are pretty good at adhering to the COLREGs. They are also, however, extremely unpredictable and will manoeuvre, turn, speed up and slow down to a rhythm of their own. They won’t thank you for getting too close, even when they are at anchor, and they may occasionally tow things behind them without showing any shapes or lights. In particular, when refuelling at sea or when launching or recovering aircraft4, they have only limited freedom of manoeuvre, and you should try to give them a wide berth.


Warships can be quite intimidating for other seafarers, and their signals and flag hoists are not always designed to be understood by the average mariner. But on the whole they have complex agendas and tight deadlines to stick to, so they generally leave you in peace to get on with your business.


Yachtsmen


It is easy for professional seafarers to denigrate yachtsmen5. This may occasionally be deserved, but many are surprisingly competent and they are, after all, people who choose to spend a substantial part of their disposable income in order to go to sea – for the sheer enjoyment of doing so. Their vessels are by far the most manoeuvrable on the water, and they seldom have hard deadlines to make, so they ought to be able to keep out of trouble fairly easily. On the whole, though, they are very much less experienced than professional mariners, so both their fluency with the Rules and their general awareness are often rusty.


So too is yachtsmen’s capacity to assess other ships’ movements. Their ‘seaman’s eye’ is not as practised as that of a professional mariner; they have only limited capacity to accurately measure bearing movement, and with their radar and AIS are likely to give erratic predictions of CPA6, even in a moderate sea. To further complicate matters, crew efficiency is often reduced in heavy weather, and they generally have no idea how difficult they are to see from a ship’s bridge, especially at night. And I would never rely on a yacht to keep a perfect look-out, particularly astern.


It is also worth bearing in mind that sailing boats, when racing, conform (only within the racing fleet) to a wholly different set of rules – the Racing Rules of Sailing – and their movements may well be a little erratic as they manoeuvre for tactical advantage, or converge on a navigation mark. While none of this should prevent them from reacting to other shipping in accordance with the COLREGs, it is perhaps worth making some allowance for their preoccupation on the race, and giving them more space than the solitary cruising boat might require. In particular, when racing in light airs, they may be slow-moving and unwilling to start their engine for collision avoidance. They may therefore react rather later than other vessels in a similar position. You may be able to identify racing boats by the fact that, when racing, they seldom fly an ensign.


In short, yachtsmen are good and willing seafarers, but they cannot always be relied upon to take consistently predictable actions in a close-quarters situation and need to be treated with caution.


Human Factors in Collision Avoidance


Both the strongest and the weakest component of maritime safety is the individual: you. And individuals, even when experienced, may sometimes allow their performance or their concentration to fall off. Make a point of recognising this in yourself: the times when you are not firing on all cylinders, through tiredness, pressure, preoccupation, boredom, or even over-confidence. Prepare thoroughly so that you are familiar with the geography, your ship’s handling characteristics, the weather, tides and currents, and the likely behaviour of other shipping. Know your limits, and be aware of when you are approaching the edge of your comfort zone.


Layout of This Book


I have tried to make this book as user-friendly as I can. Most of the chapters are tied to specific rules, or blocks of rules, and where it is appropriate I have suggested that you read the particular rule or rules before starting on each chapter. Where it will help, I have included verbatim extracts of the Rules in the text, set into pale yellow text boxes.


I have also added my own comments and observations in pale blue boxes. Where I have done so, it must be recognised that these comments and observations are exactly that – my own – and they refer to the particular situation that I am describing. Manoeuvring for collision avoidance often involves more than the two vessels that are generally depicted in books like this – any manoeuvre that you make for one ship may well affect other vessels in your vicinity, and may also have implications on navigational safety. What you actually do in any particular set of circumstances is – and will always remain – a matter for your own personal judgment, balancing a number of wider considerations. So please take my advice as what it is – a personal view borne of many happy years of experience. How you ultimately choose to manoeuvre is up to you.


To help you absorb the information, I have attached a small self-test to each chapter. You will see that I have asked the questions, but not given you the answers – I would much prefer you to reference your answers to the Rules themselves (Chapter 12) so that you get the wording absolutely right – as so often in laws or rules, the use of specific words (for instance the difference between ‘will’ and ‘may’) is absolutely critical. I suggest that you complete each test before moving on to the next chapter.


But you should also test yourself on a regular basis: find a way of engaging in gentle Rule of the Road quizzes with colleagues without making it a big issue. It needn’t be dull or intrusive, and it is hugely valuable. To help with this process, I have set out a Rule of the Road test on the Fernhurst Books’ website (www.fernhurstbooks.com/other-resources/nautical-rules-road-self-test-questions/).


A Word of Caution . . .


Even when ships are showing the proper shapes and lights in the right place, they are not always as conspicuous or as simple as a Rule of the Road book would lead you to imagine. Large ships at anchor, for instance, often dwarf the anchor ball on their bows; fishing boat lights are often far less prominent than their working lights; and cruise liners are normally lit up like Christmas trees. You may also find that warships’ navigation lights are displaced from the ‘normal’ position and most navies will use private flag-hoists, lights and shapes when communicating amongst themselves.
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A vessel at anchor showing a black anchor ball.


There really is no substitute for experience – hands-on experience in the bridge, wheelhouse or cockpit of a seagoing vessel – at sea and doing the business.




What you can do to make things easier


So, if these warnings have not put you off going to sea, I suppose nothing will. But there are things that you can do to make things easier and safer. Off the top of my head, a few practical suggestions would be:


1.   Keep a good look-out. Look astern as well as ahead.


2.   Maintain a clear surface picture in your head. Take into account traffic, your route, navigation hazards and the weather. Don’t become fixated on one thing, no matter how close and ugly it is.


3.   Think ahead. Work out how other ships are likely to behave, and take the necessary actions good and early.


4.   Be generous. Often a small, early alteration can avoid a close-quarters situation arising at all. But when you have to alter course or speed in accordance with the Rules, do it boldly enough for the other vessel to notice, and make sure that you leave adequate separation.


5.   Trust your judgment. Use electronic aids to support your eyes and your brain, not the other way round. By far the most reliable anti-collision device ever invented is the human eyeball properly supported by sound judgment, experience and intuition.


6.   Know the Rules thoroughly. As well as learning the Rules, refresh your knowledge regularly.


7.   Always keep a watch on VHF Channel 16. Keeping a good watch on VHF is an important part of ‘keeping a good look-out’ and can be almost as important as keeping a good visual look-out. There are times when talking to another ship (see Chapter 11) is useful for avoiding confusion, but don’t rely on it. Keep the option to use VHF up your sleeve but always remember that the other guy may not be keeping a watch on VHF, or may not share your language, or indeed may not be in a position to implement any action that you propose. VHF communications are, of course, mandatory in some Vessel Traffic Service (VTS) areas. But most importantly of all, you must always be prepared to question your assumptions and never, never be too proud to ask for help or advice, or to admit to a mistake.








 


____________


1The earliest manifestation of the Rules was the Steam Navigation Act of 1846, which contained just two rules. The first required a steam vessel that was about to pass another vessel in a narrow channel to leave that vessel to port. The second required steam vessels crossing on different courses to turn to starboard to avoid a collision. If only life was that simple today.


2www.imo.org.


3ARPA – Automatic Radar Plotting Aid. Many small boat systems also have this now.


4In this case, they would of course be Restricted in their Ability to Manoeuvre.


5I have heard some big ship drivers – not the Royal Navy I hasten to add – rather unfairly referring to yachtsmen as WAFIs: wind-assisted complete idiots, and PAFIs: power-assisted complete idiots. If you are a yachtsman, do please try to exceed their expectations!


6CPA is the ‘closest point of approach’ – the minimum range between two vessels passing each other.





2  Context of the Rules: Rules 1–7



Read through Rules 1–7 at the back of this book before you start on this chapter.


Rules 1–7 contain some useful points about the application of the Collision Regulations that you should be familiar with.


Applicability of the Rules (Rules 1–3)


I can confidently predict that just about any competent rule-of-the-road test that you ever do will ask you where, and to whom, the Rules apply. The answer appears in Rules 1(a) and (b), and 3(a):




Rule 1


(a)   These Rules shall apply to all vessels upon the high seas and in all waters connected therewith navigable by seagoing vessels.


(b)   Nothing in these Rules shall interfere in the operation of special rules made by an appropriate authority for roadsteads, harbours, rivers, lakes or inland waterways connected with the high seas and navigable by seagoing vessels. Such special rules shall conform as closely as possible to these Rules.


Rule 3


(a)   The word ‘vessel’ includes every description of water craft, including non-displacement craft, WIG craft and seaplanes, used or capable of being used as a means of transportation on water.





The Rules apply to anything that you can think of that is used for transport on the water, from a raft to a super-tanker. Their jurisdiction starts at sea and extends to any inland waterway that seagoing vessels can access, unless superseded by local rules. Even so, local rules should be as close as possible to the International Rules (Rule 1(b)).


The Rules are actively policed in much of the world. Whether at sea or in an inland waterway, the International Maritime Organization (IMO), member states and competent local authorities have real, enactable powers to enforce compliance and to penalise those who do not comply. Ignorance or foolishness are not excuses for putting peoples’ lives at risk and anyone who sets out on the water in a vessel is expected to behave responsibly. The Royal Navy administers the waters of the Eastern Solent and every year it is forced to take action against a number of individuals, driving a wide range of vessels, who behave irresponsibly in this narrow and congested waterway.


Rules 1(c) and 1(e)1 are useful to tuck away. Governments reserve the right to authorise special shapes, signals and lights for particular vessels or functions as they see fit, provided that they can’t be mistaken for any signals authorised by the Rules and that they conform as closely as possible to the sort of signals that you and I are expecting to see.


Rule 2 is all about responsibility:




Rule 2(a)


Nothing in these Rules shall exonerate any vessel, or the owner, master or crew thereof, from the consequences of any neglect to comply with these Rules . . .





You must know the Rules – and you must abide by them. You are, of course, expected to take any necessary precaution that good seamanship or ‘the ordinary practice of seamen’ would demand, even if those actions are not specifically prescribed in the Rules2. Rule 2(b) exceptionally allows experienced mariners to act outside the Rules where it is necessary ‘to avoid immediate danger’.


General Definitions (Rule 3)


Don’t be put off by the rather bureaucratic nature of the definitions in Rule 3: they are well worth a read and, as always, the important part lies in the small print. To pick out a few:


Rule 3(d). You don’t count as a vessel engaged in fishing merely because the chef has thrown a line with a spinner over the stern. ‘Engaged in fishing’, under the Rules, implies two things: firstly, that you are actually fishing, and secondly that the equipment that you are using for fishing restricts the manoeuvrability of the vessel.


Rule 3(f). To qualify as a vessel Not Under Command (NUC), you must, through some exceptional circumstance, be unable to manoeuvre appropriately for collision avoidance. This is seldom premeditated, and a vessel will only declare itself Not Under Command if it is virtually powerless to take avoiding action. In other words, there is a major crisis onboard. It may still be making way, but its actions will be unpredictable and there will be a fair number of people on the bridge and elsewhere trying to sort the problem out. Keep clear. Do note, though, that the use of NUC lights or shapes is not a distress signal.


Rule 3(g). Six pretty disparate categories of vessel are set out in Rule 3(g): each is recognised as a vessel Restricted in her Ability to Manoeuvre (RAM). The thing that matters here is that a vessel classified as Restricted in her Ability to Manoeuvre is limited by the nature of its work – unlike a vessel that is Not Under Command – and this is almost always premeditated. You should always give these vessels space. As a naval officer, I have engaged in just about all of the Restricted in Ability to Manoeuvre activities, and there is nothing worse than knowing, for instance, that there is a diver under the water as a motor boat screams past at high speed, out of sheer curiosity and completely oblivious to the danger. Vessels restricted in their ability to manoeuvre may be more manoeuvrable than vessels not under command, but don’t count on it. And occasionally, as when launching and recovering aircraft, these ships may be moving pretty fast.




Rule 3(g)


The term ‘vessel restricted in her ability to manoeuvre’ means a vessel which from the nature of her work is restricted in her ability to manoeuvre as required by these Rules and is therefore unable to keep out of the way of another vessel.


The term ‘vessel restricted in her ability to manoeuvre’ shall include but not be limited to:






	(i)


	a vessel engaged in laying, servicing, or picking up a navigational mark, submarine cable or pipeline;







	(ii)


	a vessel engaged in dredging, surveying or underwater operations;







	(iii)


	a vessel engaged in replenishment or transferring persons, provisions or cargo while underway;







	(iv)


	a vessel engaged in the launching or recovery of aircraft;







	(v)


	a vessel engaged in mine clearance operations;







	(vi)


	a vessel engaged in a towing operation such as severely restricts the towing vessel and her tow in their ability to deviate from their course.











Rule 3(k) and (l). Don’t overlook these two rules that deal with restricted visibility. They are actually pretty important.


The early part of the Rules are divided into three categories:


■   Rules 4–10 apply in any condition of visibility;


■   Rules 11–18 apply when vessels are in sight of each other;


■   Rule 19 applies when vessels are operating in restricted visibility.


Annoyingly (but deliberately), ‘in sight of each other’ and ‘operating in restricted visibility’ are not quite mutually exclusive. But the point to remember is that if you can’t see the other guy, for whatever reason – poor visibility, smoke, sand or some other obstruction – your rule-set is different. At times, this can be quite exciting: in patchy visibility, or on the edge of a fog bank, you may be working the ‘in sight of each other’ rules for one contact and the ‘restricted visibility rules’ for another. But there again, seafaring just wouldn’t be so much fun if it was too easy!




Rule 3(k), 3(l)


(k)   Vessels shall be deemed to be in sight of one another only when one can be observed visually from the other.


(l)    The term ‘restricted visibility’ means any condition in which visibility is restricted by fog, mist, falling snow, heavy rainstorms, sandstorms and any other similar causes.





Proper Look-out (Rule 5)




Rule 5


Every vessel shall at all times maintain a proper look-out by sight and hearing as well as by all available means appropriate in the prevailing circumstances and conditions so as to make a full appraisal of the situation and of the risk of collision.





Keeping a good look-out is absolutely fundamental in any condition of visibility, yet most ships and most mariners are guilty of letting it slip from time to time. In a dived submarine at periscope depth and with good visibility, you scan the horizon every three minutes – less if the visibility reduces. Next time you are on watch in your yacht or your super-tanker, just ask yourself how thorough your look-out actually is – especially astern. How often do you look over your shoulder before altering course, for instance? You need to supplement a visual look-out with any other tools that you have available: radar, ARPA and AIS3, for instance, and Vessel Traffic Services (VTS) operated by a Port Authority. In poor visibility, you may want to have someone permanently manning the radar, and to establish additional look-outs (whose job, of course, is both to look and to listen).


Safe Speed (Rule 6)


All ships react differently, but a mariner is expected to be able to gauge the safe speed for his ship in any given set of conditions. The speed, that is, beyond which he cannot be confident that he is able to take proper and effective action to avoid a collision and to be stopped within a distance appropriate to the prevailing circumstances and conditions. This is a particular issue in congested waters and reduced visibility. Rule 6 sets out a number of factors that affect safe speed, but there is nothing here that a relatively experienced car driver would find unusual. The parameters of visibility, traffic density, handling characteristics and all the rest are no more exotic than the decisions that you make every day on the road. In a ship or a yacht, an experienced and sensible operator will instinctively choose the right speed for any given set of conditions, and will know when he or she is going too fast.


The 12 factors for determining safe speed are important. Not only do they form a good checklist in poor visibility, but I have yet to see a rule-of-the-road test that doesn’t invite you to list some or all of these factors.




Rule 6


Every vessel shall at all times proceed at a safe speed so that she can take proper and effective action to avoid collision and be stopped within a distance appropriate to the prevailing circumstances and conditions.


In determining a safe speed the following factors shall be among those taken into account:


(a)   By all vessels:






	(i)


	the state of visibility;







	(ii)


	the traffic density including concentrations of fishing vessels or any other vessels;







	(iii)


	the manoeuvrability of the vessel with special reference to stopping distance and turning ability in the prevailing conditions;







	(iv)


	at night the presence of background light such as from shore lights or from back scatter from her own lights;







	(v)


	the state of wind, sea and current, and the proximity of navigational hazards;







	(vi)


	the draught in relation to the available depth of water.
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