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FORWARD 

 

On August 30, 2016, a catamaran-type passenger ferryboat collided with a group of kayakers in New York Harbor. A 

group of ten kayakers in nine kayaks, eight singles and one double, were headed south near the middle of the chan-

nel in the Hudson River. The commuter ferry departed Pier 79 in Manhattan and had come up to a speed of about 20 

knots while headed across the waterway. Due to the angle of the late-afternoon sun, about fifteen degrees above 

the horizon, the captain of the ferry did not see the kayakers as they were in the glare of the sun. The ferry collided 

with multiple kayaks, causing two serious injuries including the trip leader. The entire accident was recorded on a 

bow-facing camera on the ferryboat. 

 

The significance of this kayak/ferry collision caused the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) to become in-

volved. In January of 2017, the NTSB issued a lengthy Safety Recommendation Report - “Shared Waterways: Safety 

of Recreational and Commercial Vessels in the Maritime Transportation System” (NTSB/MSR 1701). Subsequently 

the U.S. Coast Guard issued Marine Safety Alert 04-17 in May of 2017. The alert is directed to all vessel operators, 

including “human-propelled vessels”. It makes a number of recommendations, including that all paddlesport enthu-

siasts participate in boating safety education and carry a DSC-VHF marine radio. The alert further states: “It is critical 

that all mariners, including recreational boaters, have a good working knowledge of the Navigation Rules.” 

 

The Navigation Rules are officially known as “The International Regulations for the Prevention of Collision at 

Sea” (COLREGS). These rules, along with “The United States Inland Rules” (essentially identical to the COLREGS), are 

often referred to as “The Rules of the Road” and apply to all vessels, including paddlecraft, on virtually all waters. 

Civil and criminal penalties may be assessed for violations of the Navigation Rules. 

 

The way the Navigation Rules are written, it is generally accepted that, unlike Motor Vehicle Law, when two moving 

vessels collide, both parties are at fault. The New York accident was no exception; both the captain of the ferry and 

the kayakers were cited with multiple violations of the Navigation Rules. The level of fault of each party is usually 

determined later, on a percentage basis, in subsequent proceedings. 

 

The Navigation Rules, like other laws, can be complex, and many recreational boaters may find them a little confus-

ing. The purpose of this work is to familiarize paddlers with the basics of the Navigation Rules and to provide a sim-

ple explanation of those rules that directly affect paddlers and other “human-propelled vessels”. 
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General Information 

Paddlers must first understand that canoes, kayaks, paddleboards (SUPS), and other human-powered watercraft 

are by law considered a “vessel”; the person in control is the “operator” and is subject to the Navigation Rules. 

 

Definitions from Code of Federal Regulations 33 CFR 173.3 

 

Vessel means every description of watercraft or other artificial contrivance used, or capable of being used, as a 

means of transportation on water. 

 

Paddlecraft means a vessel powered only by its occupants, using a single- or double-bladed paddle as a lever 

without the aid of a fulcrum provided by oarlocks, thole pins, crutches, or similar arrangements. 

 

Operator means the person who is in control or in charge of a vessel while it is in operation. 

 

In Oct. 2008 the U.S. Coast Guard put out a Memorandum: Legal Determination on Vessel Status of  Paddleboard. 

This determination concluded that “When beyond the narrow limits of a swimming, surfing, or bathing area, the 

device known as a “paddleboard” is a vessel under 46 U.S.C. 2101, and subject to regulations administered by the 

U.S. Coast Guard and its Office of Auxiliary and Boating Safety, unless specifically exempted.” 

 

As mentioned earlier, there are two sets of rules: the “International” and the “Inland” rules. They are almost iden-

tical with subtle changes to the Inland Rules to account for the differences in the operating environment between 

the open sea, and the more enclosed bays, inlets, harbors, and rivers of the inland environment. The Inland Rules 

are in effect inside the coastal United States, and the International Rules are used outside the coastal United States 

on the high seas. The divide line between the two sets of rules is clearly indicated on nautical charts by the 

“COLREGS Demarcation Line”. Paddlers will operate in both areas, although probably more so in the Inland area. 

 

Both sets of rules are available to view or print online at “The U.S. Coast Guard Navigation Center”: 

 https://www.navcen.uscg.gov/ . Click on Navigation Rules-Amalgamated. 

 

In reviewing the Navigation Rules, one will notice that the rules are generally based on a principle of “relative ma-

neuverability”. This is most obvious in Rule 18, which provides a “pecking order” of vessels. When two vessels 

meet close enough to involve a risk of collision, the vessel that has the greater ability to avoid the collision is re-

quired to keep out of the way of the other vessel, which is required to maintain its course and speed. In the rules, 

the vessel  charged with taking action is called the “Give-way” vessel (Rule 16), and the vessel required to maintain 

course and speed is the “Stand-on” vessel (Rule 17). 

https://www.navcen.uscg.gov/
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Common Sense 

Before examining the rules, paddlers need to consider some common sense items before proceeding out on the water. 

Commercial vessels and boats for hire are required to be operated by licensed professionals who know the Navigation 

Rules. Unfortunately, the same cannot be said of recreational boat operators. Due to historical and other reasons, few 

jurisdictions require any type of licensing or mandatory boater safety education for recreational boaters. It is estimated 

that less than 10% of recreational boaters actually have a thorough working knowledge of the Navigation Rules. Pad-

dlers should always consider, when encountering another vessel on the water, that the operator may not know the 

rules.  

 

Most vessels that paddlers encounter on the water will likely be larger, heavier, faster, and have a lot more power than 

their human-powered vessel. A collision with one of these vessels, regardless of rules or fault, may likely be devas-

tating, or even deadly, to the paddlecraft operator. When encountering another vessel out on the water, paddlers 

should apply “The Law of Gross Tonnage”. This is not actually a law or rule stated in the Navigation Rules, but rather a 

common sense rule used on both land and sea. If it is bigger and heavier than you, it is better to just give way. When 

encountering another vessel, take early action to keep clear and avoid having to determine who is the “Stand-on” or 

“Give-way” vessel. 

 

In some situations, determination of the “Stand-on” or “Give-way” will be very clear, such as in Rule 13: Overtaking. In 

other situations the boat operator must consider “relative maneuverability”, which was mentioned earlier. There is 

always a question as to who is more maneuverable between paddlecraft, powerboats, sailboats, and other types of 

vessels. Paddlecraft are not mentioned in the “pecking order” of Rule 18 or the rules in general. Each specific situation 

will be different and paddlers may not have the time to make that determination when encountering another vessel 

out on the water. Usually the actual determination is made by the maritime courts after a collision, which the prudent 

paddler should seek to avoid at all costs. 

 

In applying the rules out on the water, all paddlers should use good common sense and practice good seamanship in 

accordance with Rule 2. It is imperative that all paddlers maintain a proper lookout at all times in accordance with Rule 

5. When encountering another vessel, paddlers should use a collision bearing (CBDR will be described in detail later) in 

accordance with Rule 7, and if needed, take early action to avoid collision in accordance with Rule 8. 
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The Navigation Rules 

The following is an examination of each rule that specifically applies to paddlecraft. The rules are presented in order 

with the rule number and title. Rules that are lengthy and complex are summarized and include an explanation of 

how they apply to paddlecraft. In some cases where a rule is simple and self-explanatory, all or part of the rule will 

be quoted. The rules can and should be viewed in their entirety on navcen.uscg.gov. Navigation Rules-Amalgamated 

displays both the International and Inland Rules side by side. While this work will only focus on those rules that apply 

to paddlecraft, it is recommended that all paddlecraft operators familiarize themselves with all the rules, including 

those regarding power and sailcraft. It is helpful for all mariners to understand how the rules apply to different types 

of vessels so they might anticipate the movement of those vessels as they maneuver to comply with the rules. 

 

Part A - General 

Rule 1 - Application 

The International Rules apply to all vessels on the high seas, and the Inland Rules apply to all vessels on the inland 

waters of the United States. This includes all paddle and human-powered craft. 

 

Rule 2 - Responsibility 

This rule is often referred to as the “General Prudential Rule” and is considered the most important rule of all. It 

charges that all in control of a vessel must practice good seamanship and do everything possible to avoid collision, 

including departing from the rules if necessary to avoid immediate danger. The language of this rule has always been 

construed to mean that in a collision of two vessels, both parties carry some level of fault. 

 

Rule 3 - General Definitions 

This rule provides definitions of terms used in the rules. Most important is the definition of “vessel”, which describes 

“every description of watercraft.” This includes paddlecraft and other human-powered vessels. Also, “underway” 

means a vessel not anchored or made fast to shore. This rule also defines different types of vessels that have varying 

degrees of maneuverability that will be used in Part B - The Steering and Sailing Rules 4-18. It also defines “vessel 

engaged in fishing” as vessels with trawls, nets, lines, or other apparatus that restrict maneuverability. It clarifies that 

trolling or using other fishing gear that does not restrict the vessel’s ability to maneuver is not included. In other 

words, sportfishermen and those fishing from a canoe, kayak, or paddleboard, do not have any right to be given way 

unless they are anchored. 

https://www.navcen.uscg.gov/?pageName=NavRulesAmalgamated


 8 

Part B - Steering and Sailing Rules 

I - Conduct of Vessels in Any Condition of Visibility 

Rule 4 - Application 

Rules 4 - 10 apply to any condition of visibility. These rules are some of the most important basic rules that apply to all 

vessels at all times. 

 

Rule 5 - Lookout 

“Every vessel shall at all times maintain a proper lookout by sight and hearing as well as by all available means...” Fail-

ure to keep a proper lookout is one of the most often cited violations in a vessel collision. Paddlers are usually single-

handing as the only one aboard a vessel, and often it is difficult to enjoy the sights and environment while trying to 

maintain a proper lookout for other vessels at all times. Nevertheless paddlers must always be watching for other 

traffic that could pose a danger. 

 

Rule 6 - Safe Speed 

“Every vessel shall at all times proceed at a safe speed so that she can take proper and effective action to avoid colli-

sion…” All vessels should travel at a safe speed that would allow them to stop before collision. One must remember 

that vessels do not have brakes, thus once the operator takes action to stop, the momentum will carry the vessel for-

ward for some distance. Generally speed is rarely a problem for paddlecraft, or other human-powered vessels. Howev-

er, paddlers should not exceed an appropriate speed for the prevailing conditions. (Note: Speed will be discussed again 

in Rule 19.) 

 

Rule 7 - Risk of Collision 

This rule is one of the most important rules for paddlecraft or any vessel as it requires operators to use all available 

means to determine if a risk of collision exists. “Such risk shall be deemed to exist if the compass bearing of an ap-

proaching vessel does not appreciably change.” 

 

This refers to a simple technique that any vessel operator can use to determine if they are on a collision course with 

another vessel. It is often called a ”collision bearing” or a CBDR (Constant Bearing with a Decreasing Range) and should 

be employed by all operators anytime an approaching vessel is seen. Simply put, if the relative bearing of an approach-

ing vessel does not change, the operator is on a collision course with that vessel. The best way to describe this tech-

nique here is to give an example.  Paddlers, listen up; this is important! 

 

You are paddling along in your paddlecraft on a steady course and speed when you notice another vessel far off on 

your 2 o’clock position. Several minutes later the vessel appears larger but is still in your 2 o’clock position; you are on 

a collision course with that vessel as the relative bearing has not changed. (Note: each clock number = 30 degrees 2 X 

30=60 degrees) See Illustration A: 
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Please note that the vessel speed or angle of closure makes no difference. As long as the 

relative bearing between the two vessels remains the same, 60 degrees in this case, the two 

vessels are on a collision course. If, in this example, the other vessel had moved to your 1 

o’clock position (moving towards your bow) that vessel would pass ahead of you. Conversely, if 

it had moved to your 3 o’clock position (moving aft) it would pass behind you. 

Illustration A 
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Rule 8 - Action to Avoid Collision 

“Any action to avoid collision shall be taken in accordance with Rules 4-19” and “be positive, made in ample time.” 

This is usually done with a change in course and/or speed and shall “be large enough to be readily apparent to anoth-

er vessel.” Also if necessary to assess a situation, a vessel should slacken speed, stop, or reverse propulsion. 

 

In other words, when the operator of a vessel determines that they are on a collision course with another vessel, they 

need to quickly determine, by Rules 4-19, if they are required to “Stand-on” or “Give-way”. The “Give-way” operator is 

required to take action and change course and/or speed to avoid collision. This should be done in a positive way that 

is “readily apparent” to the other vessel. 

 

Once a risk of collision has been determined and there is still ample distance, paddlers should just give-way early and 

avoid having to determine who is the stand-on or give-way vessel. In the example given in Rule 7 where the paddler 

has an oncoming vessel in their 2 o’clock position, the best option would be to take a hard turn to starboard (right) 

and pass to the stern of the other vessel. This turn should be done so that it can be readily apparent to the other ves-

sel. Another option would be to stop altogether and wait until the other vessel passes. Fortunately, paddlecraft, being 

much lighter, can stop almost immediately within a couple feet, unlike larger, heavier vessels, some of which can take 

more than a mile to stop. 

 

The reasoning used in this example is simple: 

● The other vessel may not see you. 

● The other operator may not know the Navigation Rules. 

● A large change in course is much easier to see than a change in speed, which is minimal in a paddlecraft. 

● Since the “pecking order” in Rule 18 does not mention paddlecraft, it is always questionable as to which vessel 

might be considered more maneuverable and thus who is the “Give-way” or “Stand-on” vessel. 

● Most likely the other vessel will be much heavier and more powerful with the potential to inflict severe damage to 

the paddler and paddlecraft. 

 

This is the time for paddlers to use common sense and avoid a collision at all costs. Keep a sharp lookout and act early 

if possible. 

 

Rule 9 - Narrow Channels 

Vessels operating in a narrow channel shall keep to the starboard (right) side of 

the channel as practical, and vessels less that 20 meters in length cannot im-

pede the passage of a vessel that must stay in the channel due to its draft 

(“constrained by draft”). It is permissible to fish in a channel, but a fisherman 

cannot impede the passage of vessels in the channel. Paddlecraft should always 

take care to cross a channel and never impede vessel traffic that must use the 

channel. Also, vessels should avoid anchoring in a channel unless absolutely necessary. 
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Caution should be used when rounding a bend in a channel that is obscured by intervening obstruction and use a 

sound signal prescribed in Rule 34(e). 

 

Aids to Navigation System (ATONS) 

ATONS are not part of the Navigation Rules, and are outside the scope of this work. However, most channels have 

markers so paddlers should have a working knowledge of the various buoys, beacons, and markers used on these wa-

terways. The United States uses the “lateral” system of buoyage, and paddlers should have a thorough understanding 

of the “red, right, returning” rule. When returning from sea or open water and entering a marked channel, one 

should keep the red markers on the starboard (right) side of the vessel to stay in the channel. By understanding this 

rule, paddlers can always know where the channel is and anticipate where boat traffic may likely be. ATONS and 

channels will usually be found marked on nautical charts. 

 

Note: There is no requirement, other than draft, for any vessel to follow a channel; however, paddlers must always 

“Give-way” to vessels that are “constrained by draft” to the channel. 

 

Rule 10 - Traffic Separation Schemes 

Some large seaports employ Traffic Separation Schemes (TSS), which are similar to divided highways with a median to 

safely transit opposing sea traffic. These schemes are delineated by imaginary lines that can be found on the local 

nautical chart. They have inbound and outbound ship lanes separated by a “Separation Zone”. Some schemes have 

intersecting legs that meet in transition and terminal areas noted on the chart as a “Precautionary Zone”. These 

schemes are diagrammed in magenta color on nautical charts. However, unlike a typical channel, the lane boundaries 

are generally not marked by ATONS out on the water. Vessels transiting these schemes are using electronic naviga-

tion to position themselves in the proper lane. 

 

This rule requires vessels using the TSS to proceed in the appropriate lane in the general direction of traffic flow and 

keep clear of the separation zone. Vessels needing to cross a TSS “shall cross on a heading as nearly as practicable at 

right angles” (90 degrees), and vessels less than 20 meters shall not impede the passage of a power-driven vessel fol-

lowing the traffic lane. All vessels should use caution within the precautionary zone as this is where many vessels may 

be turning and intersecting other lanes or channels. Vessels less than 20 meters may avoid the TSS and use the in-

shore traffic zone, which is the area between land and the landward boundary of the TSS. 

 

Each TSS system is unique to the area and paddlers should avoid them if possible. In certain areas, avoidance may not 

be an option such as the TSS in the Strait of Juan De Fuca and Puget Sound, which is a very popular paddling destina-

tion. Paddlers operating around a TSS should first review a nautical chart to familiarize themselves with the TSS. If 

possible, avoid the TSS and use the inshore traffic zone. If a paddler needs to enter the TSS, they must follow the 

rules and stay within the proper lane, be extra vigilant in a precautionary zone, and if crossing 
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the traffic lanes, do so at a right angle. It is highly recommended that paddlers using or crossing a TSS carry a handheld 

chart reading GPS to position themselves within the system. Also carry a marine VHF radio and locate the local channel 

used by vessels in the system. In the event of a problem, the paddler can contact a vessel if needed. 

Illustration B 

II - Conduct of Vessels in Sight of One Another 

Rule 11 - Application 

Rules 11-18 apply to vessels in sight of one another. 

Rule 12 - Sailing Vessels 

This rule is specifically directed towards two sailing vessels meeting and will not be examined here; however, paddle-

craft operators operating under sail power only should familiarize themselves with this rule. 

Rule 13 - Overtaking 

“Any vessel overtaking any other shall keep out of the way of the vessel being overtaken.” Paddlecraft attempting to 

overtake (pass) any other vessel must give-way to that vessel and take action to go safely around. The overtaken ves-

sel is the stand-on vessel and must hold course and speed until the passing is complete. Paddlers being overtaken 

must hold course and speed. 
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Rule 14 - Head-On Situation 

Rule 15 - Crossing Situation 

Rules 14 & 15 are specifically directed towards two power-driven vessels meeting and will not be examined here. 

 

Rule 16 - Action by Give-way Vessel 

“Every vessel which is directed to keep out of the way of another vessel shall, so far as possible, take early and sub-

stantial action to keep well clear.” In other words a vessel required to keep out of the way of another shall take action 

in accordance with Rule 8. 

 

Rule 17 - Action by Stand-on Vessel 

“Where one of two vessels is to keep out of the way, the other shall keep her course and speed. The latter vessel 

may, however, take action to avoid collision by her maneuver alone, as soon as it becomes apparent to her that the 

vessel required to keep out of the way is not taking appropriate action in compliance with these Rules.” In other 

words, the vessel required to hold course and speed shall do so until it becomes apparent that the give-way vessel is 

not taking appropriate action as per Rule 8. At that point, the stand-on vessel may take action in accordance with 

Rule 2. 

 

Rule 18 - Responsibilities Between Vessels 

This rule establishes a “pecking order” of vessels that, due to their relative maneuverability, must give-way to vessels 

of less maneuverability. Unfortunately, paddlecraft are not mentioned at all. This is due to the fact that the rules are 

historic and were written long before paddlecraft became popular on open water. Regardless, the rules do apply to 

today's paddlecraft. With regards to this rule, let’s examine where paddlecraft are required to give-way. Paddlecraft 

must always give way to any vessel it is overtaking (it should be noted that this happens more often than one might 

think). They must also give-way to any vessel that is restricted in its ability to maneuver such as vessels dredging, lay-

ing pipe or cable, servicing ATONS, vessels broken down, and fishing vessels dragging nets, trawls, or such. Paddle-

craft must also give-way to any vessel following a channel that must stay in the channel due to their draft, and power-

driven vessels in a Traffic Separation Scheme (TSS). 

 

Since paddlecraft are not listed in the pecking order of Rule 18, other than the clear-cut situations listed above, how 

does a paddlecraft operator make the stand-on or give-way decision when encountering the typical sail or powerboat 

out on the water? Paddlecraft can turn and stop almost immediately; however, they are underpowered and slow. 

Determining relative maneuverability can be a very questionable task that both parties may have little time to consid-

er. Let’s examine the three basic situations of “overtaking”, “head-on”, and “crossing” and how they might be han-

dled. 
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Overtaking: This situation is simple; a paddlecraft overtaking another vessel must give-way. It does not matter which 

side the paddler uses so long as it is clear. If a vessel is coming up behind a paddlecraft, if done early with ample dis-

tance, the paddler can just move out of the way if possible. Also remember that in accordance with Rules 9 & 10, pad-

dlecraft (<20 meters) cannot impede vessels required to be in narrow channels or TSS. Once another vessel is close 

behind, the paddler is obligated to “Stand-on” and maintain course and speed until the other vessel has passed. If the 

paddler senses that the overtaking vessel is not giving-way, they may take what action is necessary to avoid collision. 

Beware: Don’t just make a hard turn without looking as the paddler might just turn into the overtaking vessel. 

 

Head-on: The rules do not specifically address a paddlecraft in a head-on situation. However, we can learn something 

from Rule 14: Head-on Situation. This rule only applies to two power-driven vessels meeting head-on. It directs both 

power vessels to alter course to starboard (right) to pass each other. While this does not apply to paddlecraft, it is a 

good course of action for the paddler to take in a head-on situation. In the United States, all automobile drivers and 

boaters are taught to drive on the right-hand side, and powerboaters are to steer to the right when meeting head-on, 

thus it is more likely a powerboat meeting a paddlecraft head-on will steer to the right. Sailing vessels are dependent 

upon wind direction, so anticipate that they may respond differently. 

 

When a paddlecraft is coming into a head-on situation, early action should be taken. Unless circumstances warrant 

otherwise, the paddler should make a hard turn to starboard (right) in a way that is readily apparent to the other ves-

sel so as to be seen, then continue to paddle out of danger. 

 

Crossing: Paddlecraft operators entering into a crossing situation with another vessel should first use the “collision 

bearing”, CBDR discussed in Rule 7, to determine if there is a risk of collision. This is where the paddler can take ad-

vantage of the turning and stopping ability of the paddlecraft. If there is a risk of collision, the paddler should alter 

course early on with a hard turn that is readily apparent to the other vessel. If the crossing is already close in, the pad-

dler can simply stop and allow the other vessel to pass. 

 

In all three situations, keeping a proper lookout in accordance with Rule 5, determining risk of collision per Rule 7, and 

taking early action per Rule 8 will help a paddler avoid having to make a split-second decision in a critical situation. 

 

III - Conduct of Vessels in Restricted Visibility 

Rule 19 - Conduct of Vessels in Restricted Visibility 

This rule applies to vessels not in sight of one another due to restricted visibility or fog. Vessels shall travel at a safe 

speed due to the prevailing circumstances. (All vessels are required to make sound signals in or around areas of re-

stricted visibility in accordance with Rule 35).  Vessels hearing fog signals forward of their beam are required to re-

duce speed or stop to avoid collision. 
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Occasionally paddlers will encounter areas of restricted visibility or fog and must be prepared to deal with it. A rule of 

thumb in navigating any vessel in fog is to travel at a speed where the vessel can stop in less than one-half of the dis-

tance of the visibility. Speed is not usually a problem with paddlecraft. However, if all vessel operators would apply 

this rule, there wouldn't be any collisions. Paddlers are required to make sound signals and should be listening for 

other fog signals. 

 

It is recommended that paddlers hearing the fog signals of an 

approaching vessel stop and point the bow of the boat toward 

the sound. This presents a smaller target and the paddler will be 

in a better position to see an oncoming vessel and take action if 

necessary to avoid collision. Also by listening to the sound of the 

vessel, the paddler might be able to determine if the vessel is 

approaching head-on or moving off at an angle. Of course, the 

paddler should also be sounding the foghorn (discussed further 

in Rule 35) directly at the approaching vessel. 

 

Part C - Lights and Shapes 

This section addresses vessel lights to be used at night, or restricted visibility, and shapes to be displayed during the 

day. These lights and shapes are different for each vessel, as described in the “pecking order” of Rule 18, so that other 

vessels can determine the type of vessel approaching and take appropriate action. Rules 23-31 specifically address the 

requirements of each individual type of vessel. Discussion of this section will be limited only to those rules, and parts 

of rules, that are of importance to paddlecraft. 

 

Rule 20 - Application 

“Rules 20-31 shall be complied with in all weathers.” “The Rules concerning lights shall be complied with from sunset 

to sunrise, and during such times no other lights shall be exhibited...” These lights shall also be exhibited in restricted 

visibility or other circumstances when deemed necessary. 

 

Rule 21 - Definitions 

This rule defines each type of light that is used in this section. Most important to all paddlers is to understand the 

basic pattern of navigation lights that are displayed on all vessels at night.  

The typical running lights required to be displayed are: a green light on the starboard (right) side showing from the 

bow to 112.5 degrees aft, a red light on the port (left) side showing from the bow to 112.5 degrees aft, and a white 

stern light showing for 135 degrees from the center of the stern. In other words, vessels will show these lights over 

360 degrees arc of the horizon. See Illustration C: 
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Illustration C. 

Different vessels will carry different configurations of this pattern depending on size and type. Some small vessels can 

carry one tri-color light as above at the topmast. Most smaller powerboats carry the red and green in one combined 

light on the bow with a separate white light on the stern. Large vessels carry the red and green as separate sidelights 

and a white light at the stern. 

 

Simply put, if you are paddling at night and you see or hear another vessel approaching, if you see a green light, you 

are looking at the starboard (right) side of the vessel. If you see a red light, you are looking at the port (left) side of 

the vessel. Some remember this by “port wine is red.” If you see only a white light, you are aft of the vessel and it is 

probably moving away from you. Beware: If you see both a green light and a red light in a horizontal plane, you are 

directly off the bow and the vessel is headed directly at you. You need to take immediate action to get out of the 

way. 

 

Another definition that paddlers should be aware of: (e) “All-round light means a light showing an unbroken light 

over an arc of the horizon of 360 degrees.” This will be discussed further in Rule 25. 
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Rule 25 - Sailing Vessels Underway and Vessels Under Oars 

Small sailing and human-powered vessels generally do not carry the equipment to either generate or store electrical 

power, so displaying regular running lights is impractical. This rule provides exceptions for these vessels and gives al-

ternatives. Paddlecraft may comply with section “(d)(ii) a vessel under oars may exhibit the lights prescribed in this 

rule for sailing vessels, but if she does not, she shall exhibit an all-around white light or have ready at hand an electric 

torch or lighted lantern showing a white light, which shall be exhibited in sufficient time to prevent collision.” 

 

In other words, paddlecraft may carry the regular running lights of a sailboat, as described in Rule 25; however they 

must be in compliance with the technical requirements of Rules 21 & 22 and Annex I. They may also carry an all-

around white light; however, this light is required to show ”an unbroken light” over 360 degrees, thus in order to com-

ply with the rules, this light would have to be mounted on a mast that is over the top of the paddler’s head. This may 

be impractical for some and a real problem for someone standing on a SUP. 

 

The easiest way for a paddlecraft operator to comply with this rule is to simply carry a white flashlight and have it 

ready at hand to exhibit to an approaching vessel. Also note: In accordance with Rule 20, paddlers should not display 

any other lights that may be mistaken by another vessel and possibly lead to collision. Keep it simple and stick to the 

rules. 

 

Part D - Sound and Light Signals 

This section, Rules 32-37, addresses sound and light signals and the equipment to produce these signals. This equip-

ment is also covered in the Federal Regulations (33 CFR) in what is often referred to as the “carriage requirements”: 

the minimum safety gear that all vessels are required to carry. Discussion of this section will be limited to those rules, 

or parts of rules, that specifically apply to paddlecraft. 

 

Rule 32 - Definitions 

This rule only has three definitions. It defines a whistle, short blast, and prolonged blast. Paddlers are required to carry 

a whistle, and most paddlers comply with this by attaching a small whistle to their PFD. A short blast is a blast of about 

one second, and a prolonged blast is about four to six seconds in duration. 

 

Rule 34 - Maneuvering and Warning Signals 

This rule describes the different sound signals to be used by vessels in different situations. Most important for pad-

dlers to know is section (d), which describes the basic warning signal used by all vessels to gain attention when there is 

a problem, which is “at least five short and rapid blasts.” This can be done with a whistle, horn, or rapid flashing lights. 

Paddlers beware: Anytime you hear five or more rapid blasts, look around immediately and make sure it isn’t you that 

they  are signaling. Padders can also use this signal to gain the attention of another vessel or when they are uncertain 

of the other operator's intentions. 
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Another signal that paddlers should be aware of is described in section (e). Vessels nearing a blind bend in a channel or 

river are required to sound one prolonged blast. In other words, if a paddler is approaching a sharp turn in a channel or 

river and they hear one prolonged blast, it means a vessel is coming around the bend. Also be aware that many non-

commercial and recreational vessel operators fail to comply with this rule. 

 

The Inland Rules section (h) provides that vessels may communicate their intentions regarding head-on, crossing, or 

overtaking situations using marine VHF. It should be noted that in the New York kayak/ferry collision, none of the 

kayakers had a marine VHF and thus had no way to make the captain of the ferry aware of their presence or relay their 

intentions. The USCG recommends all recreational boaters carry a DSC-VHF marine radio. 

 

Rule 35 - Sound Signals in Restricted Visibility 

Vessels in or near areas of restricted visibility, day or night, must make sound signals. This rule highlights specific sound 

signals to be used by different types of vessels. Section (j) requires small vessels <12 meters, including paddlecraft, 

“shall make some other efficient sound signal at intervals of not more than two minutes.” 

 

Paddlers on occasion will have to deal with fog and need to make other vessels aware of their presence. There is no 

prescribed, specific sound signal for paddlecraft; they just need to make some efficient sound signal on intervals as 

necessary so long as it is not more than every two minutes. 

 

Note: Paddlers are only required to carry the typical whistle that often comes attached to a new PFD. That is an ap-

proved sound device. However, there are times when that device is simply insufficient to produce the sound needed to 

gain the attention of another vessel. Someone driving a powerboat or a captain on the bridge of a large commercial 

vessel is simply unlikely to hear a paddler blowing a whistle. Paddlers should consider carrying an air horn on their boat 

and have it readily available when navigating in heavy vessel traffic or fog. Particularly in fog, paddlers must consider 

that many boaters have little or no knowledge of the Navigation Rules and may not be traveling at a safe speed for the 

conditions. Paddlers need to do everything possible to make their presence known to nearby vessels. 

 

Rule 37 - Distress Signals 

This rule discusses the various distress signals that are to be used by vessels in distress. 

 

Paddlers are required to carry Visual Distress Signals (VDS) when paddling at night in open waters in accordance with 

33 CFR 175.101. VDS are typically flares, flare pistols, electric distress lights, and such that boaters can use in accord-

ance with this rule. More detailed information regarding VDS can be found in “The Boater's Guide to the Federal Re-

quirements for Recreational Boats” and other information put out by the U.S. Coast Guard. 
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Rules 38-41, and Annexes I-V 

These are the remaining sections of the Navigation Rules, which contain administrative, legal, and technical infor-

mation that has little significance to paddlecraft and will not be reviewed here. Again, it is recommended that all mari-

ners should regularly review the Navigation Rules in their entirety to maintain a good working knowledge of these 

requirements. 

 

Conclusion 

A paddlecraft is a vessel and the operator carries the same responsibilities as any other vessel operator out on the 

water, be it a kayak or a cruise ship. The purpose of this work is to simply examine the Navigation Rules and how they 

apply to paddlecraft. However, all paddlers should realize that the rules are only one facet of the responsibilities of a 

vessel operator. All paddlers should enroll in skills courses to learn and practice the various boat handling skills need-

ed for safe paddling. Paddlers should also take a boating safety course to learn the other responsibilities required of 

all boat operators. Subjects such as federal and state laws, required safety equipment, marine VHF, navigation, 

ATONS, weather, as well as the Navigation Rules and other important information are covered in these courses. It is 

the knowledge and application of all of these subjects that ultimately makes a safe paddlecraft operator and will con-

tribute to continued safe and enjoyable paddling experiences. 
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