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Headed out for an afternoon of boating. What could possibly go wrong?
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Inland & Great Lakes Rules of the Road

Goal: Introduce maritime collision regulations (COLREGS) and VHF radio use

Objectives: 
 
 Understand - 
• Vessel types and responsibilities
• Maneuvering and making passing arrangements
• Use of VHF radio for passing arrangements and distress calls
• Proper calling stations

Outline:

• The COLREG rules
• Responsibility between vessels 
• Right of way on the Great Lakes
• Sound signals for passing agreements
• VHF radio basics
• Passing arrangements on the VHF radio
• Distress calls



Rules of the Road

Rule 1 - Application 

Who do these rules apply to?
• To all vessels upon inland waters of the United States and to both US and Canadian vessels on the Great Lakes.
 
On what size vessel am I required to carry a copy of the “Navigation Rules of the Road?
• Any self- propelled vessel over 12 meters (39.36 feet) long 

Rule 2 - Responsibility 

When can I depart from the rules?
• When you are in immediate danger due to navigation hazard, or in special circumstances, including limitations 

of the vessels involved. 

Rule 3 - General Definitions 

What is considered a “Vessel” according to the rules?
• Any watercraft capable of being used for transportation is considered a vessel.  

When are vessels in sight of one another?
• When the vessels can be seen unaided y each other 

What is considered restricted visibility?
• When precipitation, sandstorms, fog or similar causes restrict the distance you can see. 

Rule 18 - Responsibilities Between Vessels 
 
Pecking Order: each type of vessel has the right of way over the vessels under it on the list.
1. Vessel Being Overtaken
2. Not Under Command
3. Restricted in Ability to Maneuver
4. Fishing
5. Sailing 
6. Power

Rule 13 - Vessel being Overtaken 

If you are being overtaken, you have the right of way and it is your duty to maintain your course and speed. 

When are you being overtaken? 
• When another vessel is passing you from 22.5 degrees abaft the beam. 

• If you are overtaking another vessel, you will only see their stern light. If you can see either of the vessel’s side 
lights, you are in a crossing situation and the rules of crossing situations apply.



Rule 27 - Not Under Command

What is a vessel Not Under Command? 

• The definition is “through some exceptional circumstance, is unable to maneuver as required by the rules and is 
therefore unable to keep out of the way of another.” Basically something has gone horribly wrong and you need 
to keep clear of them to avoid a collision. 

The lights at night for a vessel Not Under Command are an all-around red over an all-around red at the mast head.  
Easy way to remember the lights is “red over red captain is dead”. In the day time it will exhibit two black balls one 
on top of the other at the mast head. 

What is a Vessel Restricted in its Ability to Maneuver?

This applies to vessels that, due to the nature of their work, are unable to adhere to the rules and maneuver as 
necessary. These include vessels that are:
• Laying or picking up navigational marks, cable, or pipeline
• Dredging, surveying, or underwater operations
• Replenishng or transferring people, provisions, or cargo while underway
• Launching or recovering aircraft
• Towing that severely restricts the maneuverability for the tug and tow

A vessel restricted in its ability to maneuver will show “three all around lights in a vertical line. The highest and 
lowest shall be red and the middle light shall be white.” These lights are in addition to the lights needed for a vessel 
of its size from sunset to sunrise.   From sunrise to sunset three black day shapes in a vertical will be displayed the 
highest and lowest are black balls and the middle a black diamond. 



Rule 12 - Sailing Vessel

What is considered a Sailing Vessel?

A sailing vessel is a vessel that is being propelled by sail alone. If it has an engine, it is not in use. Standard practice 
for most sailing vessels is to simply show side and stern light when underway at night.  In addition, a sailing vessel 
may show lights “at or near the top of the mast:, two all-round lights in a vertical line, the upper being red and the 
lower green.” If the sailing vessel is also being propelled by machinery it will show only the lights for a power-driven 
vessel of its size. 

Rule 26 - Fishing Vessel 

Who is a Vessel Engaged in Fishing? 

Every small fishing vessel on the lake would like to think that they have the right away because they are fishing. 
However, only certain kinds of fishing matter in the COLREGs. To be engaged in fishing you must be using nets, 
lines, trawls, or some type of fishing apparatus that restricts maneuverability. Trolling with lines such as is common 
with the fishing in the bay is not consider a restriction of the ability to maneuver. That said, if you can give way it’s 
always a good idea to be courteous to your fellow boater. A slight change of course can help everyone on the water 
have a good day.  

At night a vessel fishing will show two all-around lights in a vertical line, the top of which is green and the bottom 
is white, if it is a vessel trawling. If it is using something other than a trawl that meets the criteria for fishing it will 
show two all-around lights in a vertical line, the top of which is red and the bottom is white.  

During the day two triangles, apexes together, will be displayed. If there is gear that extends out more than 150 
meters an additional day shape of a triangle will be displayed on the side of the gear. 

TrawlingFishing Other than Trawling

During daylight hours if 
they are sailing with the 
assistance of machinery 
a black cone apex down 
should be shown.



Give Way Vessel

The vessel in a meeting situation that is responsible for altering course to avoid collision.

Stand On Vessel

The vessel in a meeting situation that should maintain course and speed. The only time the stand on vessel should 
make a course or speed correction is when it is determined “that action by the give way vessel alone cannot 
prevent collision.” 

Right of Way Between Two Sailing Vessels 

When two sailing vessels are approaching each other, one needs to stay out of the way of the other. The one with 
the wind on the port side (facing the bow, wind is coming from the left) shall stay out of the way of the one with 
the wind on its starboard side. If both vessels are on the same tack then the one to windward shall iveway to the 
other.

Give Way Between Sailing Vessels on Different Tacks

Give Way Between Sailing Vessels on Same Tack



Right of Way Between Two Power Driven Vessels  

What is a considered a Power Driven Vessel? 

All vessels that are being propelled by machinery. This includes a sailing vessel with sails up that is also using its 
engine.  
 
When two power boats are approaching head on, both vessels should alter course to starboard and pass port to 
port. 

Rule 15
 
 In a crossing situation the vessel that has the other vessel on its starboard side “shall keep out of the way,” and this 
vessel should also avoid crossing in front of the vessel.

When a sailing vessel is being 
overtaken, it is the stand-on vessel 
regardless of what tack this is on.  This 
is because an overtaking situation 
outranks sailing in the pecking order. 
Course changes should be large so they 
are obvious to the other vessel.



A good way to determine if you are the stand-on vessel is to think what color side light you are seeing.  If you are 
the vessel to starboard then the side of the other vessel will be the starboard side and will display a green light: 
green means go or stand on. The other vessel is seeing your red light. Just like on land red, means stop or give way. 

If you see neither side light and only a stern light then you are in an over 
taking situation. If you are the vessel overtaking then you are the give 
way vessel. At no point should an overtaking situation become a crossing 
situation. This means that you should not come up from behind then turn 
right in front of the other vessel. 

Arranging Passing Agreements

Now that you are able to establish who has right of way, how do you let 
the other vessel know what you intend to do? The word “intent” is 

specific to Great Lakes and Inland waters. All sound signal in these waters express intent and must be answered by 
the other vessel to confirm the intent is understood before action is taken. This is different when sailing on coastal/
international waters, where sound signals are used to let the others know “you ARE altering course’ and do not 
require a response by the other vessel. For this class we will only be focusing on the Great Lakes/ Inland rules so all 
signals will be to express intent. 

There are many different ways to express the intent of a maneuvering vessel. We will talk about the two common 
ways; VHF radio and sound signal. Sound signals are often the most effective way of making passing arrangements 
with smaller vessels. Many small boats never turn their radio on, or don’t hear it, or don’t answer because unless 
you happen to know or can see the name of the small boat, you can’t address them using the name of their vessel.

By contrast, it’s hard to ignore a boat blasting a horn at you. 

When using a sound signal you will sound the signal “wait for a response.” Once the other vessel has responded 
agreeing to the maneuver, the give- way vessel will then execute the proper maneuver.  This means that this 
exchange must be done well before the risk of collision exists. Think of it as having a pre-meeting to plan an 
upcoming event so that everyone is on the same page and things go smoothly.  If one vessel  is unsure of what the 
other vessel wants to do or feels that the proposed manner of passing will be unsafe, they are required to sound 
the danger signal, which is five short blasts.  If the danger signal is sounded, the give-way vessel must propose a 
different method of passage. It may slow down to give both skippers more time to asses the situations and prevent 
a collision.  

The sound signals we’re talking about in this application are made using the vessel’s horn. The rules refer to the 
horn as a whistle. If your vessel does not have a fixed horn you can use a USCG-approved air horn as a signaling 
devise. There 3 sound signals that are used:

1. Short Blast - is a 1 second blast of the vessels horn.
2. Prolonged Blast - is a 4-6 second blast of the vessels horn.
3. Danger Signal - five short blast of the vessels horn.



So, at what point is the appropriate time to make your passing agreement? 

• In a meeting or crossing situation, according to Rule 34, “When Power-driven vessels are in sight of one 
another and/or meeting or crossing at a distance within half a mile of each other.”

Whose responsibility is it to make the proposed passing arrangement?

• The burdened vessel is the one the that is supposed to make the passing agreement. As if to say, “Oh, hey, 
I’m in your way. I plan to do this to get out of the way, if that works for you?” The signals for a meeting, 
crossing, or passing agreement are as follows. 

•  One Short Blast means “I intend to leave you on my port side”
•  Two Short Blasts mean “I intend to leave you on my starboard side” 

An easy way to remember that one blast is port and two is starboard is that port has one syllable and 
starboard has two.

In the inland waters, the vessel being signalled needs to respond before maneuvering. So, this must be done 
early enough to leave ample time for the conversations between the two boats to happen.  The diagram below 
shows two vessels in a crossing situation making a passing agreement. 

1. The give-way vessel is the vessel to port of the other vessel. That vessel is signaling one blast. This is letting 
the stand-on vessel know that it intends to alter course to starboard and leave the stand-on vessel on its 
port side. 

2. The stand-on vessel has agreed to this passing arrangement by responding with one short blast. Now that 
the stand on vessel has agreed to the passing arrangement,  its job is to maintain its course and speed. 

3. The give-way vessel now must make a large maneuver so it is obvious that no risk of collision exists. 

This same process is used in an overtaking situation 
using the same signals to tell the other vessel what 

side you intend to leave them on.



Remember in the end it is everyone’s responsibility to prevent a collision. So, if despite making a passing 
agreement, the skipper on the give-way vessel doesn’t make a large enough course change to prevent a 
collision, then at that time, and only that time, the stand-on vessel must also act.

Radio

The other way to arrange a passing agreement is to use the Radiotelegraph, otherwise known as the VHF 
Radio. The advantage to using the radio is that all radio calls on channel 16 are recorded. If you are ever in 
an incident that is investigated, you can prove that you attempted to contact another vessel in order to avoid 
collision. There are specific procedures set by the Federal Communication Commission for use of the VHF. 
Don’t let this scare you! Unless you have a radio license no one will expect you to know all the rules.

The basic things to know to sound like a pro are:
1. How to operate your radio
2. Channels on the radio and their proper uses
3. How to call another vessel/station
4. Distress and information calls

VHF is a short distance radio, meaning that you can only broadcast “in sight” of one another. This does not 
mean that you have to be able to see the other vessel. It means that they must be close enough that the curve 
of the earth has not obstructed the line of sight between the radio antennas. When you set up your radio, the 
higher up your antenna, the longer your line of sight will be.



With passing arrangements your transmission range will not be an issue. But if you are planning a trip across the 
lake, you should realize that you may not be within range of another VHF radio out in the middle of the lake - so 
consider another form of communication to use in case of an emergency. Twenty miles is the typical maximum 
range at which you can reach the Coast Guard.

Once you have the radio set up you will turn it on and tune it to channel 16. There is a nob on the radio that says 
“squelch.” You always want the squelch as low as it will go without hearing annoying static. The squelch tunes out 
weak radio transmissions that come through as static. If it is too high you will tune out strong signals from vessels 
trying to hail you.  

Channel 16 is the channel that you always want to monitor when out on your boat. This is the channel the Coast 
Guard uses to broadcast important marine safety information.  Channel 16 is only to be used for International 
Distress, Safety, and Calling. 

How Do I Call Another Vessel?

You are allowed to call, or “hail” another vessel on channel 16 as long as you switch channels once you have 
establish contact. When you answer another vessel calling you on the radio, respond with your vessel name and 
move the conversation to an alternative channel. Holding a conversation on Channel 16 is similar to calling 911 and 
tying up the line for a non-emergency. Below is an example of how to call another vessel from the USCG website*.

Procedure for Calling A Ship by Radio

You may use channel 16 to call a ship or shore station, but if you do so, you must, must be brief! We recommend 
this same procedure be used over channel 9, if channel 9 is used as a calling channel.

Example:

Blue Duck: “Mary Jane, this is Blue Duck” (the name of the vessel or MMSI being called may be said 2 or 3 times if 
conditions warrant)
Mary Jane: “Blue Duck, this is Mary Jane. Reply 68” (or some other proper working channel)
Blue Duck: “68” or “Roger”

Now that you are on another channel you are free to chat about the weather, ask how the family is doing, or 
simply proceed with your passing arrangement. It is very important to remember that everyone can listen in on the 
conversation you are having so do not share personal information. Also, just like on television, swearing on the VHF 
is illegal according to the FCC.

Once you have finished your conversation you will want to go back to monitoring channel 16. To do this, at the end 
of your discussion on 68 or another channel you will state the name of your vessel, state you are clear of channel 
68 or announce <name of your> vessel standing by on 16. 

Example:

‘Blue Duck clear channel 68, standing by channel 16”



This is done to let the other vessel know you are no longer listening for them on that channel and if they need 
further communication they will need to hail you on channel 16. 

If you are in distress and need immediate assistance you will make a MAYDAY call.

Mayday! Mayday! Mayday!...Sending a Distress Call

You may only have seconds to send a distress call. Here’s what you should do:

Procedure for Digital Selective Calling (DSC) Radio: DSC MAYDAY

Procedure for VHF Channel 16 MAYDAY:

1. If you have a VHF marine radio, tune it to channel 16. Unless you know you are outside VHF range of shore and 
ships, call on channel 16 first.

2. Distress signal “MAYDAY”, spoken three times.
3. The words “THIS IS”, spoken once.
4. Name of vessel in distress (spoken three times) and call sign or boat registration number, spoken once.
5. Repeat “MAYDAY” and name of vessel, spoken once.
6. Give position of vessel by latitude or longitude or by bearing (true or magnetic, state which) and distance to a 

well-known landmark such as a navigational aid or small island, or in any terms which will assist a responding 
station in locating the vessel in distress. Include any information on vessel movement such as course, speed 
and destination.

7. Nature of distress (sinking, fire etc.).
8. Kind of assistance desired.
9. Number of persons onboard.
10. Any other information which might facilitate rescue, such as length or tonnage of vessel, number of persons 

needing medical attention, color hull, cabin, masks, etc.
11. The word “OVER”

Stay by the radio if possible. Even after the message has been received, the Coast Guard can find you more quickly 
if you can transmit a signal on which a rescue boat or aircraft can home.

Example:

MAYDAY-MAYDAY-MAYDAY
THIS IS BLUE DUCK-BLUE DUCK-BLUE DUCK WA1234 MAYDAY THIS IS BLUE DUCK
CAPE HENRY LIGHT BEARS 185 DEGREES MAGNETIC-DISTANCE 2 MILES
STRUCK SUBMERGED OBJECT
NEED PUMPS - MEDICAL ASSISTANCE AND TOW
THREE ADULTS, TWO CHILDREN ONBOARD
ONE PERSON COMPOUND FRACTURE OF ARM
ESTIMATE CAN REMAIN AFLOAT TWO HOURS
BLUE DUCK IS THIRTY TWO FOOT CABIN CRUISER-WHITE HULL-BLUE DECK HOUSE
OVER

Repeat at intervals until an answer is received.



If You Hear a Distress Call...

If you hear a distress message from a vessel and it is not answered, then you must answer. If you are reasonably 
sure that the distressed vessel is not in your vicinity, you should wait a short time for others to acknowledge.

Only use Mayday if you are in immediate distress. For other situations where you may need assistance simply 
call the Coast Guard as if you were calling another ship.

Example: US COAST GUARD, US COAST GUARD, US COAST GUARD. This is BLUE DUCK on 16. 

From there the Coast Guard will ask you questions and if possible will ask you for your cell phone number and 
call you if you are in range. Remember, if you think you need assistance it is always best to call for help long 
before the need for a MAYDAY call.  

Useful Websites

*Radio Procedures
https://www.navcen.uscg.gov/?pageName=mtBoater

U.S. VHF Channel Information
https://www.navcen.uscg.gov/?pageName=mtvhf

Navigation Rules PDF
https://www.navcen.uscg.gov/pdf/navrules/ 


