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THE SKIFF AND IT’S EQUIPMENT 

Club Skiffs 

 The St Ayles skiff is a 22ft long 5ft 8 inch wide open coastal rowing boat 

designed by Iain Oughtread at the request of the Scottish Fisheries Museum, 

Anstruther. 

“Mingulay” is the 173rd skiff to be launched in the UK and was built from the 

207th kit supplied by Jordan Boats. “Cruachan” is the 190th to be launched. 

St Ayles skiffs are being built and rowed in countries all over the world. 

The clinker hull is constructed using Lloyds Approved Marine Plywood supplied 

with the kit. 

“Mingulay” was made by Gordon Leveratt over the winter/spring of 2017/18 

mostly using Douglas Fir.  She was launched on Loch Awe at the Ardanaiseig 

Hotel boathouse near Kilchrenan on 14 July 2018, and was the first such skiff 

to be launched on a fresh water loch in the UK.  

“Cruachan” was made commercially at the Tallship, Riverside, Glasgow 

following a National Lottery award. She was delivered as a barewood boat in 

August 2019, finished and launched at Tervine on 29 August 2019, and then 

raced in the Castle to Crane (C2C) in September. 

Skiff Equipment 

Under the Scottish Coastal Rowing Association’s (SCRA) racing rules the skiff 

is required to be equipped as follows: 

2.1 Boats taking part in races shall comply with class rules for their class, as 

approved or adopted by the SCRA. 

2.2 Crews shall not attempt to race in a boat which is not sound and fit for its 

purpose. 

2.3 In addition to any requirements in their class rules, whenever on the water 

on a race day all racing craft shall carry the following equipment: 
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a. A waterproofed means of communicating with the shore (preferably a 

working hand held VHF radio), which failing a mobile phone with list of 

essential numbers for the event. 

b. At least two means of efficiently bailing the boat. 

c. Personal Flotation Devices (PFD) for each crew member. These must be 

worn by all crew members at all times. 

d. A length of rope at least 14mm diameter and at least 8 metres in length, 

securely attached to a strong point in the bow of the boat and capable of being 

used to tow the boat and crew. 

e. An anchor, together with a suitable chain and line of minimum 30 metres 

length, giving a combined minimum weight of anchor chain and line of 7kg, all 

as suitable for use in the conditions and area of use. 

f. In addition it is recommended that boats carry a throwing rope, flares, space 

blanket for hypothermia, first aid kit, smoke signals and spare woolly hat. 

2.4. No commercial advertisement or company logo shall be exhibited on the 

hull of the boat.  

Mingulay’s  & Cruachan’s Equipment Inventory 

Oar set comprising 4 oars. 

Galvanised grapnel anchor secured to a 5 metre chain and 25 metre rope (all 

weighing about 11 kg) and contained in bag or drum. 

Foot stretchers and straps (4) 

Drain Plugs (2) in bottom of boat near keel. 

Boat cover and securing lines  

Bow and Stern lines 

Tholes (5) including a spare. 

Thwarts (seats and seat cushions). 

Cord ties for securing kit eg oars either in transit or in bail out situation afloat. 

Bailers – know where they are stowed – they may be needed in a hurry. 

Boat hook - Mingulay only 

1 x 6ft Paddle  

Rudder and tiller 

5 Space blankets  

First Aid kit 

Heaving line 

Throw Bag 
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Equipment Held Ashore (used afloat as necessary) 

Please note that not all the following equipment is owned by LACRC but has 

been made available for use by Gordon Leveratt. A separate record is kept of 

items belonging to the Club. 

1 x Inshore Flare pack including smokes - Mingulay only 

6 x VHF Handheld Marine Radios - 4 belong to LACRC. 

10 x Life Jackets (stored in two bags– to be dried after use) - 5 belong to 

LACRC. 

Hand bearing magnetic compass  

2 x Road trailers with tail gate light bar and light panels, rollers/bench guides 

and hand winch. Securing straps and an SAS lockable wheel clamp with key. 

2 x Waterproof covers with support bars and ties. 

1 x Launch trolley 

1 x Pop Up Shelter  

2 x First Aid Bags  

 

PRE- SEA CHECKS 

The following are to be checked by the Cox before any skiff enters the water. 

• Both drain plugs tightly secured. 

• Life jackets worn by each crew member. 

• Heaving line & lifebuoy/throw bag.  

• Anchor cable secured to fore stem inner ring bolt. 

• Two bailers - one of each secured fwd and aft. 

• Two fenders secured inboard on port and stbd side. 

• Boat hook & paddle(s) secured - Mingulay only 

• One oar for each rower. 

• Rudder shipped and the tiller secured. 

• Mooring ropes fore and aft  

• 10 metre tow rope secured to fore stem outer top eye bolt.  

• First aid kit on board 

• VHF Radio (preferably in a water proof bag). 

• Mobile phone with list of emergency numbers/channels. 

⚫ Distress flare(s) in a watertight container (expedition only). 

⚫ Cord ties for securing equipment in boat eg oars, if being swamped 

⚫ Personal Location Beacon (PLB) - to be carried by Cox at all times 

when afloat 
 



5 
 

    

 

 

 

BOAT HANDLING 

Boat handling and seamanship are best learned by practical demonstration and 

every crew member should receive instruction with particular reference to 

launching, recovery etc and rowing technique. The following notes provide 

some guidelines. 

Every Cox should get to know the skiff’s capabilities and help to meld the crew 

into an efficient unit.  Remember that the crew is the most important asset of all. 

Every crew member should learn to throw a heaving line and also how to tie a 

few simple knots eg, reef knot; round turn and two half hitches; bowline and  

cleating. 

Launching 

Having carried out pre-sea checks and ideally rigged the rudder and tiller, the 

launch itself must be conducted safely with due attention paid to the prevailing 

weather conditions. 

The aim should be to float – rather than pull - the skiff off the trailer or launch 

trolley though this is not always possible if the water is too shallow.  The ease 

with which this is achieved will depend upon trailer access, the launch gradient, 

whether the water is shoaling or deep, the wind and the sea state.  The crew 

may require assistance from others to carry out this evolution safely and 

efficiently particularly in strong wind or surf.  Remember that those helping 

from pontoons etc must also be wearing life jackets.  

Depending on the launch gradient it is best to back the trailer until it’s 

mudguards are just submerged having first eased off the winch strap. If the 

gradient is very shallow then someone wearing waders will probably be needed 

to assist the launch as the car and trailer won’t eb able to back far enough.  
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When the boat is afloat the winch strap can be removed though this may require 

someone to clamber onto the trailer even if that person is wearing wellies. Also, 

it will be necessary to keep the bow and stern lines in hand whilst moving the 

boat alongside a jetty/pontoon. These lines can either be held by those assisting 

ashore or else tied round a pontoon bollard. The crew should then man the boat 

- one at a time – under the direction of the Cox and take their positions and 

check oars and tholes. It is important that no one stands unnecessarily in the 

boat and hands are kept clear of gunwales to prevent them being trapped. 

Of course, a pontoon/jetty will not always be available and the crew will need 

to board over the bow – also one at a time – to take their positions.  

Recovery 

If possible the whole crew should leave the boat before it is recovered onto it’s 

trailer. The rudder and tiller might also need to be removed if the water is 

shallow. 

Again the aim is to float the boat onto the trailer/trolley and keep it properly 

aligned whilst the winch strap is secured - this may be awkward depending on 

the wind, sea state and depth of water. However, no one should be between the 

boat and the shore or trailer during this evolution. 

Once the winch strap is secured to the boat and it is winched in sufficiently to 

keep it steady in position the trailer can be pulled out of the water where it is 

easier to fully secure it. 

Leaving Shore 

• Usually the boat will have to leave stern first which can be tricky in any 

wind/stream because the inboard oars cannot be used immediately and 

steerage going astern is poor. 

• Be prepared to fender off with either boat hook, paddle or oars. 

• If the wind is strong you may need to use lines as bow or stern springs or 

more simply tow the boat to the end of the pontoon before casting off. 

• In any event it is important to be ready to row/back paddle on one side as 

quickly as possible until all the oars can be used.     

Picking up a Mooring Buoy 

• Watch out for trailing lines on the downstream side. 
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• Brief crew and prepare the bow line early. 

• If wind and stream are in the same direction manoeuvre to stem them 

whilst maintaining steerage way. 

• Look sideways to judge speed. 

• Turn bow at last moment to bring buoy alongside the boat and then hook 

or hold on before securing the mooring line. 

• If wind and stream oppose each other then approach into the stronger of 

the two. 

• You may need to hold water or back water to stop. 

• To tie off use at least two turns on the bow line to reduce chaffing. 

Coming Alongside 

• Check what the wind and stream are doing 

• If possible approach into the wind/stream so they act as brake. 

• Brief the crew and prepare lines/boat hook. 

• Start approach as far off as practical at an angle of 30-40 degrees just 

maintaining steerage way. Put fenders out. 

• If approaching too fast or too slow it may be necessary to take another 

stroke or to hold water momentarily. 

• Cox’s orders to the rowers must be clear, concise, audible and logical. It 

will be necessary for the inboard rowers to boat oars but think carefully 

about timing and what the outboard rowers need to do particularly if 

there is no one ashore to assist. 

• If wind/stream make it difficult, be more positive and attempt to get one 

or more lines ashore – usually the bow line first. 

 

Handling in Difficult Conditions 

 

The Ocean Rowing Society has reproduced an ancient but relevant te on 

handling a rowing boat in testing conditions including approaching a beach 

through surf. This is well worth reading though perhaps a little scary! 

 

See www.oceanrowing.com/rules_1878.htm  

 

 

EMERGENCY PROCEDURES 
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Man Overboard Drill (MOB) 

In the event of a crew member falling overboard it is vital that that person is 

kept in view at all times. 

The Cox should shout “Man Overboard” three times and the bowman should 

throw the unattached lifebuoy over the side.  

One rower should then cease rowing and with an out stretched hand point 

continuously at the person in the water to show the Cox the direction to steer. It 

is very easy in waves to lose sight of a person in the water and they will tend to 

drift more than the skiff due to wind and tide or both. 

The Cox, who will be very much engaged in attempting to recover the MOB, 

should also quickly make an emergency 999 mobile phone call and request 

Coast Guard assistance. The PLB should be activated if the man overboard 

cannot be quickly recovered and fera of life is very real. 

A distress call should be as follows:“Rowing Skiff Mingulay/Cruachan – 5 

POB (Persons on Board), recovering a Man overboard from the crew on 

northern end of Loch Awe – Request Assistance and Ambulance possible 

hypothermia – Skiff will be landing at Dawn Fresh Fish Farm at Tervine  in 

…… minutes time.”  

If rowing on coastal waters the Cos should make a distress call on VHF 

Channel 16 to the Coastguard saying, “Rowing Skiff Mingulay/Cruachan – 5 

POB (Persons on Board), recovering a Man overboard from the crew off 

Ganovan Sands..” 

If the incident happens on Loch Awe it is likely the Coastguard will task the 

nearest Search and Rescue (SAR) helicopter. At sea, the nearest lifeboat will 

also be tasked 

The Cox will steer the boat back to the MOB, ideally head to wind to counter 

any drift. Whilst manoeuvring the boat the Cox will decide on which side to 

recover the MOB and will brief the crew to be prepared to lift their oars to 

avoid hitting the MOB and inflicting further injury. 

In calm water the Cox may attempt to stop the boat in it’s tracks and then 

backwater towards the MOB. Otherwise he/she will aim to bring the boat about 

in a tight circle to recover the MOB.  
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When approaching the MOB the bow and stroke should row slowly to keep the 

boat head to wind and hold position, whilst the two middle rowers (Nos 2 and 3) 

should prepare to bring the MOB back on board.  

When within reasonable distance of the MOB the Cox or some other crew 

member can throw the heaving line bag for the MOB to try and grab hold of 

and then be pulled towards the boat. 

The easiest place to bring a person back on board is in the skiff’s waist ie about 

midway along it’s length.  A boat hook may be used to manoeuvre the MOB to a 

better position and life jackets are fitted with a loop for this purpose.  

The crew should be able to position themselves so as to adjust their weight in 

the boat to lower the recovery side gunwale to allow the MOB to be pulled 

inboard. However, care must be taken not to lower the gunwale so that water 

comes inboard.  

This evolution is best done with the Cox, Stroke and Bow being on the opposite 

side of the boat to the MOB recovery whilst the remaining two crew members  

attempt to pull the person back in the boat. Lifting the person under the arms is 

the preferred method but it may be easier if they are heavy to recover the MOB 

feet first – their head being held up by their lifejacket.  

To get a better feel for how this is all done  it will help to watch some U-Tube 

videos showing the MOB Recovery Technique in various controlled scenarios 

eg Loch Carron, Ullapool harbour. 

If the MOB is conscious and able to assist his/her own recovery it may be useful 

to lower a bight of the aft mooring line for the MOB to get a purchase on or 

otherwise use the casualty’s life jacket. If the MOB is unconscious it may be 

necessary to use the mooring line to parbuckle the casualty by making a loop of 

like a sling to lift them on board horizontally or else use the life jacket straps. 

Upon recovery into the boat the casualty should be assessed both for shock and 

cold water shock, a thermal  cover placed over him/her before being laid as flat 

as possible in the boat to protect from wind and spray. Treatment for shock 

and hypothermia is paramount and so it is crucial to land the person safely 

ashore as quickly as possible.  The Coastguard may advise a  suitable place to 

land for ambulance or even SAR helicopter recovery.  
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All LACRC crews will need to exercise MOB drills at regular intervals but 

always under strictly controlled conditions in calm water in order to gain 

confidence and proficiency for a real emergency.  

Further guidance following life jacket and recovery SCRA trials at Loch 

Venacher recovery is given later in this manual. 

Swamping/Taking Water/Capsize 

To reduce the risk of swamping it is crucial to stay clear of big, breaking waves. 

The skiff should ride out large waves at sea and although it may be 

uncomfortable and cause some anxiety particularly amongst less experienced 

crew members, the skiff is inherently stable and sea worthy.   Way should be 

kept on the boat at all times and the oars can act as stabilisers. 

Breaking waves are a sign of shoaling – exactly where you don’t want to be. 

When taking in water it is important to bail out excess water as quickly as 

possible as the sloshing about of “free surface” water reduces the boat’s 

stability and further increases the risk of swamping and capsize. For this reason 

it is important that crew members know where the bailers are stowed in the 

boat. 

As an exercise drill the skiff should be located close to shore, preferably in calm 

water and all crew members should lean over to one side as far as possible 

without everyone getting too wet. Once the water starts to enter the boat all but 

one of the crew should get out and hang on to the gunwale. Before the water in 

the boat gets too deep the remaining on board crew member should locate and 

secure the bailers and tie down all loose items of equipment eg oars, before they 

float off. 

The boat should have sufficient reserve of buoyancy for the remaining person to 

sit in the boat with only his/her legs in the water. This person should then start 

bailing but care is required as the boat will be unstable and wind waves may 

swamp the boat. Once sufficient water has been bailed out the other crew 

members - particularly the lighter more agile members -  may be able to get 

back in and assist. 

On U-Tube there is a short film sequence of a St Ayles Skiff carrying out a 

controlled capsize in Anstruther Harbour. 
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Also, Ullapool share their MOB swamping and recovery practice with others 

on their website www.ullcoastrow_wordpress.com/safety-matters/ 

 

HYPOTHERMIA AND COLD WATER SHOCK 

A separate is produced covering this subject. The key points are as 

follows: 

• Water temperature in UK waters can be as low as 5 degrees Celsius.  

• Cold water shock is a risk to anyone falling into water, particularly deep 

fresh water lochs such as Loch Awe which can be colder than the sea. 

• Hypothermia can seriously reduce a person’s capability to respond or 

assist in their own rescue. 

• Hypothermia can result in death. 

• On immersion in cold water the blood vessels in the skin constrict and 

increase the blood flow to the heart. 

• This, with an increased heart rate and hydrostatic squeeze from the 

water, raises the blood pressure dramatically. 

• This can lead to a cardiac arrest or a stroke in susceptible people. 

• Rapid uncontrollable breathing may lead to the inhalation of water 

• In the second phase of immersion, the heart and breathing rate decrease 

and a gradual decline of muscular strength begins. 

• The ability to swim fades and the hands become useless as the body 

temperature falls. 

• The priority is to get the casualty out of the water. 

• Hypothermia is unlikely to develop in less than 30 minutes in a fit, 

clothed adult provided their head remains above water. 

• The slide into unconsciousness is gradual but once started the body 

temperature will continue to fall unless this is arrested.  To do this a  

Type TPA Thermal Protective Aid bag is most effective. 

• Insulate the casualty from any cold surface to prevent further heat loss. 

• Treat the casualty gently and keep them lying down – it reduces the load 

on the heart. 

• A rapid rise in body temperature can cause re-warming collapse. 

• Hypothermia is an emergency situation and must be treated as such. 



12 
 

• The Coastguard should be called (Channel 16 or 999) so the casualty can 

be evacuated to  hospital as soon as possible if necessary by SAR 

helicopter. 

 

LAUNCH SCENARIOS 

What to think about 

a. From a Harbour 

• Other traffic eg boats, jet skis etc 

• Slipway, shore or pontoon 

• Big harbour walls surrounding the harbour 

• Narrow entry 

• Prevailing wind, tide and sea state when launching. 

• Steering/manoeuvring problems 

• Confined space – is there enough oar room? 

• Obstacles and hazards 

• Clear instructions from Cox to crew 

• Shore fishermen and their lines - possible verbal abuse! 

• Swell/ bow waves created by other boats 

• Low tide could mean insufficient water on return. 

• Wildlife eg seals etc 

• Need for fenders and mooring lines 

• Be aware of speed limits 

• Check sea conditions outside the harbour if launching in a sheltered 

place. 

• Get harbour Masters consent 

• VHF channels to guard and call eg Harbour Master etc 

• Local Mobile Phone numbers to record. 

• Positioning of Shore Safety Officer for VHF contact. 

 

b. From a Public Beach 

• Check vehicle access  

• Place to safely park car/trailer/ launch trolley 

• Members of the public including small children and their pets 
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• Enough strong people to carry and launch the boat 

• Check depth of water 

• Check for other water activities/events 

• Beware of surfers, swimmers, boats, animals 

• Incoming & outgoing tides 

• Do you launch bow or stern first 

• Breaking waves, dumping waves – look ahead before launch 

• Be aware of currents and tidal races 

• Be aware of sand bars 

• Be aware of shoals, submerged features at High Water and rocky areas. 

• Need to navigate around creel pots, buoys etc? 

• Presence of fishing boats and trawlers 

• Look out for and respect wild life. 

• Best area for a race event 

• Wear suitable footwear for rocks and slippery areas eg seaweed. 

• Best launch and recovery times  

• How best to get crew in the boat  

 

c. From a Marina 

• Access for car and trailer/launch trolley 

• Secure parking for above 

• Times of gaining access - any padlocked gates & the codes etc. 

• Enough strong people to launch 

• Check if a side launch possible and/or preferable  

• Small paddles to manoeuvre before you can use oars 

• Availability of mechanical assistance eg boat lift 

• Fenders, tie lines, boat hook, paddles 

• Ensure you are insured 

• Practice if possible 

• Local advice from marina club members and follow it! 

• Watch out for the £1million yacht 

• Beware of mooring buoys, mooring lines and cables 

• Avoid fishermen 

• Abide by local speed limits 

• Ensure you have permission to launch/recover 
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• Know the wind direction, tides etc 

• Know the “Rules of the Road”  

 

d. From a Tidal River 

• Is the tide in or out? 

• Know the current’s strength and direction 

• Is it springs or neaps? 

• Need to know about the river bed 

• Be aware of sand bars and areas of shoaling - breaking waves are a sign 

of danger. 

• Any shipping/navigation information. 

• Navigation buoys and what they mean (port/stbd hand, middle ground, 

drying marks etc) 

• Launching – slipways, pontoons, crane etc 

• Use conditions to advantage – outbound/inbound 

• The physical ability of the crew 

• Fishermen on the banks 

• Any environmental considerations 

• Any obstructions eg weirs, dams, trees etc 

• Rainfall affecting depth/water quality/flow 

• Bank/shore considerations eg mud, rock, sand, gravel 

 

ANCHORING 

Scottish Coastal Rowing Racing Rules require that a skiff carries the following 

anchor equipment:- 

An anchor together with a suitable chain and a rope line of minimum length 30 

metres, giving a combined minimum weight    of anchor, chain and line of 7kg, 

all suitable for use in the conditions and area of use. 

“Mingulay” and “Cruachan” are fitted with a 4kg galvanised folding grapnel 

anchor (picture below) to which is attached a 5 metres length of chain and 25 

metres of rope giving a total length of 30 metres and a weight of 11 kg. 
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This 30 metres assembly means the optimum depth of water in which to anchor 

is 10 metres.  This does not mean you cannot anchor in deeper water but the 

anchor will not hold for any length of time. 

Deploying the anchor over the bow can be used to steady the bow in rougher 

weather. 

Before deploying the anchor ensure the end of the rope is secured to the 

inboard eye bolt on the bow stem inside the boat. 

To operate – rotate the collar until it clears the stop, lift up – the flukes will 

drop down – slide the collar down and lock by rotating. Take care not to catch 

your fingers when the flukes drop. 

To drop the anchor the skiff should be head to wind as this helps the anchor to 

bite when the full length of chain and rope is played out. 

The bow oars person (maybe with help from No.2) will first lower the anchor by 

the chain and then the rope depending on the depth of water. Ideally, for secure 

anchoring the amount of chain to be let out should be 3 times the depth of 

water.  It is the weight of the chain on the seabed that holds the boat – the 

anchor flukes only hold a position and need to embed themselves to provide a 

turning point. 

Contrary to the Hymn “Will your anchor hold”, you do not want to anchor on a 

rocky seabed. The best bottom type is thick mud but in an emergency you can’t 

be choosy. 

Once the anchor has reached the seabed the weight will come off the anchor 

chain and rope and provided there is sufficient rope 3 times the depth of water 

should be paid out slowly.  The skiff will then drift downwind and it’s weight 

will come on the anchor line. If the weight comes on too quickly it may be 

necessary to row gently towards the anchor position. The line should then be 

secured to a strong point in the boat. 

Check bearings should then be taken of shore marks using a hand held compass 

if carried.  If available a transit bearing should be taken ie the end of a harbour 

wall in line with a church spire or any two prominent objects in line eg radio 

masts. If after a while there is no change in the bearings, the anchor is holding. 
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The skiff will swing to the wind and tide and this will sometimes be 

uncomfortable as it rides up and down with the passing waves. 

In order to raise the anchor the bowman will pull in the anchor line whilst the 

remaining crew row slowly ahead to reduce the effort required to recover the 

line. The bowman may require assistance and it may be easier for the two aft 

rowers (No.3 and Stroke) to pull in on the anchor line rather than row the skiff 

forward. 

Once the line is vertical in the water the grapnel flukes may have to be pulled 

clear of the bottom using some force or the skiff rowed around in a circle to 

detach it from the seabed. 

Once the anchor is clear of the bottom it is said to be “aweigh”. The skiff is 

now subject to wind, tide and can be rowed as normal. 

Reasons to Anchor 

There are several reasons to anchor.  If may simply be to go ashore somewhere 

and have a picnic in which case you can choose your spot and check the chart 

for the bottom type, the rise and fall of the tide and such factors as sufficient 

room to swing etc. You can also prepare the anchor early and if it drags you 

can raise it and start again. 

However, you may need to anchor for more serious reasons.   Perhaps no 

matter how hard the crew rows they aren’t able to make headway against the 

wind and/or tide. It may also be because the crew is too tired to go any further 

and needs to rest. It might also be because a crew member requires first aid or 

some important item of equipment has broken eg an oar. 

More serious still, perhaps the boat is being moved by wind and tide towards a 

lee (downwind) shore with rocky outcrops or even being blown out to sea.  

When approaching the shore in heavy seas and breaking waves to avoid being 

dumped or broaching it is prudent to turn the boat before reaching the wave 

breaking line, head into the waves, deploy the anchor (and perhaps a sea 

drogue) and use it/them to steady the bow and control the speed of the boat onto 

the beach.  This is a tricky manoeuvre and should be practised in calm water.  
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RADIO COMMUNICATIONS (RADIO WORK) 

VHF Handheld Marine Radio. 

General 

All fixed and handheld VHF Marine Band Radios (Transceivers) require to be 

licenced by Ofcom for use in UK territorial waters.     

Two licences are needed to operate VHF on a boat, namely, a Ships Radio 

Licence and an Authority to Operate Licence. The Ships Radio Licence is free, 

valid for up to 10 years and relates to the vessel or the radio rather than the 

operator - a bit like a car road tax licence.  

The VHF radio operator should hold an Authority to Operate Licence. In our 

case a Short Range Certificate (SRC) issued by the Royal Yachting Association 

(RYA). It is a two day course leading to a competency test - rather like a car 

driving licence – and lasts for life. 

A Ships Portable Radio Licence covers a portable or hand held licence in a 

boat and does not have a call sign attached to it. It licences the radio and not 

the vessel and so it is useful for use on any boat.   

Pleasure craft are not required to keep a Radio Log though it is a good idea to 

record distress and safety messages. 

VHF Radio Waves   

Radio waves are no respecter of borders and so co-operation is needed by 

users. This is achieved by the International Telecommunications Union (ITU) 

which controls the Radio Regulations both internationally and nationally.  

Ofcom is one of two governing bodies in the UK (the other is the Maritime 

Coastguard Agency- MCA) and it monitors and enforces the Rules and 

Regulations.  

For example it is an offence to:- 

a. Broadcast on VHF ie transmit without specifying the recipient other than in 

distress. 

b. Transmit without identifying yourself. 
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c. Transmit unnecessary messages – if the message does not relate to the boat’s 

activity it is unnecessary. 

VHF radio waves operate at about 156 Mhz and do not bend and so are pretty 

much line of sight. The maximum distance a VHF signal is likely to be received 

depends on the height of both the transmitting and receiving aerials. In the case 

of a skiff with an antennae height of less than two metres the radio horizon is  

about 4 miles provided there is no obstruction in the way eg  hills etc. 

With radio (except Duplex Marine Radio Channels) only one person can speak 

at a time. Once the press to talk (PTT) button is depressed the channel is 

occupied out to the user’s VHF range.  There have been occasions when by 

accident or intention important radio frequencies eg VHF Channel 16 – the 

Marine Calling and Distress Frequency - have  been blocked by inappropriate 

use.   

 Operating a Marine VHF Radio 

(1) Squelch.  

The squelch control regulates the sensitivity of the receiver so it affects the 

ability off the radio to receive signals. It does not affect the volume of the 

received signal. 

 Increasing the squelch reduces the sensitivity and vice versa. 

 If the squelch is fully decreased it will pick up unwanted noise eg              

atmospherics, producing a crackling noise. This is a useful indication that the    

volume is right. 

 As the squelch is increased the noise will suddenly stop. This is the correct   

setting. 

(2) Power. 

Most VHF portable radios have High and Low power settings. 

Maximum transmit power may give longer range but perfectly satisfactory  

results can be obtained using less power. 

Less power prolongs battery life and by reducing the range allows others to use 

the same frequency. 



19 
 

A low power setting (1 watt or less) should give adequate range. 

(3) Channel Selection. 

Because VHF frequencies have six figure numbers eg 156.748 Mhz,   some 

frequencies are assigned specific purposes eg Channel 16 for distress and 

safety messages and for making initial contact with other vessels.  

Most radios have a separate control for this channel. 

 All craft are encouraged to keep a continuous listening watch on      

 Channel 16 because of its special status. 

 Dual watch allows you to monitor Channel 16 plus another designated     

channel. 

Designated VHF Channels 

Originally VHF radios had some 28 channels with 50 khz spacing though 

nowadays the number has almost doubled with reduced frequency spacing. 

Certain frequencies have been assigned a specific purpose by the ITU and these 

have designated numbers. The following channels are worth noting: 

0 – Private for Search and Rescue (SAR) 

12, 14 – Harbour Master Port Operations 

6 ,8, 72 and 77 - Intership 

13 - Bridge to bridge for large ship navigational safety  

16 - Distress, Safety Calling 

67 – UK Coastguard small craft safety. 

70 - DSC (Digital Selective Calling)  ie non voice. 

80 – UK Marinas  

23, 84 UK Coastal Weather and Safety (transmission only) 
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Voice Procedure  - Some General Guidelines 

• Listen before you transmit so as not to interfere with other users. 

• Think before you speak – plan what you want to say and how best to say 

it. 

• Use the microphone correctly – hold it like a phone slightly off one side 

of the mouth 5-10 cms  away. 

• Speak normally – don’t shout. 

• Press to talk (PPT) and release to listen.  

• Use “over” and “out” correctly.Out” terminates the conversation. 

“Over” seeks a reply. 

Identify yourself and the person you are calling every time you press PTT eg 

boats name.  

 

Sample Routine Radio Calls between Cox and Shore  

(1) If the Cox wanted to speak to shore he/she will use the c/s “Mingulay” and 

the other person “Shore”. 

“Shore, Shore, this is Mingulay, Mingulay. Over.” – the station   c/s may be 

used up to 3 times but generally twice will suffice as we should be the only ones 

using the channel. Do not call more than 3 times without response except in the 

event of an incident as the other person may be busy and it clogs the air waves. 

Shore will reply - “Mingulay, Mingulay, this is Shore. Over” 

Mingulay will then pass its message eg “We will be coming in in 15 minutes to 

change crews.Over.” 

Shore – “There are three rowers waiting.Over.” 

Mingulay – “Understood. Out” “Out” terminates the conversation. 

 

(2) Another example is a radio check. 

“Mingulay, Mingulay, this is Shore, Radio Check. Over.” 
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“Shore, this is Mingulay you are loud and clear. How do you receive me?  

Over” 

“Mingulay, this is Shore You are loud and clear also. Out”. 

Distress Calls 

The definition of distress is when a vessel or a person is in grave and imminent 

danger eg man overboard. 

A radio distress message may trigger an expensive and even dangerous        

search and rescue effort and so isn’t done lightly. 

A distress call is one of only two occasions when a craft is allowed to broadcast 

and the message should be given in a slow but clear way on Channel 16. 

 Distress Call Procedure 

• Check radio is switched on. 

• Select Channel 16 

• Press the PTT and say slowly and clearly 

         “MAYDAY, MAYDAY, MAYDAY, 

           THIS IS SKIFF MINGULAY, MINGULAY, MINGULAY 

           MY POSITION IS  … Bearing and distance from land/charted object     

                                         (don’t guess if you don’t know) 

           I AM … state the nature of distress  eg sinking, Man Overboard etc 

           I REQUIRE IMMEDIATE ASSISTANCE  

           I HAVE … number of people onboard (including yourself) 

                          plus  any other useful information eg plans to abandon ship,    

                          Lifejackets, flares fired etc. 

            OVER.” 

• Now release the PTT button and listen for a reply. 

• Keep listening to Channel 16 for instructions 

• If you hear nothing repeat the distress message. 

Receiving a Distress Message 

Should you receive a distress message then: 

Allow time for a coastal radio station to respond before doing so   yourself. 

If you cannot offer effective assistance then do not respond. 
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Unless involved maintain radio silence on all channels in use for distress  

communications. 

Write down the distress message in case you can help by sending a Mayday  

Relay. 

If after a few seconds you haven’t heard a coastguard response and you think 

you can help, then acknowledge the message as follows; 

“MAYDAY . THIS IS SKIFF MINGULAY, MINGULAY, MINGULAY, 

RECEIVED MAYDAY. OUT” 

Then tell the casualty where you are, how fast you are travelling towards them 

and your ETA. 

The ICOM IC-M31 Handheld VHF Radio  

The Club has the use of 6 units with chargers all of which are needed during 

regattas etc though only 2/3 are routinely required. Those to be used must be 

fully charged beforehand.  

When used afloat they should ideally be contained in a watertight bag but 

anyway be clipped to a lanyard so they don’t fall overboard. 

Every member should be able to use these VHF sets and know how to make and 

receive a call. 

To enable members to become familar with the ICOM VHF Marine Transceiver 

they are welcome to borrow one together its with charger and Instruction 

Manual .  

 

Walkie-Talkies 

General. 

The walkie -talkie is a hand held, portable two way radio transceiver developed 

initially during the Second World War primarily for military use but since then 

have spread commercially into every sector from recreation to job sites. 

The typical walkie-talkie is a half duplex communications device and only one 

radio on a particular channel can transmit although any number can listen. The 

transceiver is usually in receive mode and when the user wants to talk he/she 
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presses a push to talk PTT button which turns off the receiver and turns on the 

transmitter.  

Personal walk-talkies operate in the line of sight UHF frequency band 

particularly in the 27Mhz, 49Mhz and 400-500Mhz spectrum) to keep them 

compact. Except government graded devices which are rated in power output 

most personal use devices are rated in miles/kilometre range (often wildly 

exaggerated) though some are rated according to terrain  eg urban, open areas, 

wooded etc. 

Low powered walkie-talkies do not require a licence. 

Standard voice procedures as used on VHF radios should also be used on 

walkie-talkies to preserve circuit discipline though due to their short range 

there is less chance of interception or cluttering the net. 

The Binatone Marina 900  

The Club has the use of this particular walkie-talkie but VHF radios are much 

preferred because they a have a longer range and are more robust. However, 

walkie-talkies do not require a licence to operate.  

The Binatone Marina 900 is an 8 channel two way radio operating at 446 Mhz.  

It can be submerged in less than metre of water for about 30 minutes without 

damage but this is not recommended as the sound will be distorted. 

The battery should be fully charged at the beginning of a rowing session but 

thereafter the battery life will depend on usage though it should be adequate in 

most scenarios before needing to be recharged.  There is a battery level meter 

which should be monitored by the operator and when the level is low the battery 

icon flashes. 

The manufacturers claim a transmission range of 10km in open areas but this 

will be dependent on environmental conditions.  In practice the effective range 

is likely to be about 4 km. 

The Marina 900 has a number of different functions such as Group Mode, 

Privacy Codes, Channel Scan, Silent Mode and Missed Call Alerts.  
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These functions are not described in this handout as they are not necessary 

during a normal rowing session.  Although the Group Mode may be 

advantageous if a safety boat is deployed.   

Full operator instructions are available for those wishing to know. 

Using the Marina 900 in Standard Mode 

 (1). To turn the radio on Press and hold the      button. 

 (2). To adjust the volume press the VOL      or      to increase or decrease the 

level.      

(3). Select the Channel you have agreed with the other user by pressing  

CH      or      and then press ENTER/        to confirm and lock 

(4). To talk press and hold PTT and then pause briefly before speaking in a 

clear, normal voice about 2-3   inches away from the microphone. While you 

transmit TX appears on the display . 

(5). When you finish speaking release PTT so you can now receive incoming 

calls. 

(6). Press and hold the button to turn the radio off. 

The radio has a Monitor Mode which allows you to listen to weak signals on the 

chosen Channel at the press of a key. 

To turn on the Monitor Mode: 

• For brief listening press MON.  MON appears on the screen and RX 

flashes. 

• For continuous listening press and hold MON for 2 secs – two beeps will 

sound and the receiver circuit stays open. 

• To turn off the Monitor Mode: 

• Press MON to return to the previous mode. MON and RX disappear.   

Mobile Phones 

The Cox and ideally other crew members – as well as the skipper of any Safety 

Boat - should each carry a mobile phone when a crew is out on the water. It is 

advisable that phones used afloat are wrapped in  specifically made watertight 
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even floatable bags through which the phone can be operated. These bags are 

readily available on line. 

Consideration should be given to using relatively cheap phones with Pay as you 

Go SIM cards as an expensive Smart phone is not necessary. The mobile phone 

is simply for ship/shore communications and does not need an email or internet 

capability. 

Regardless of the phone the most important thing is that it is served by a 

Network Provider 3, EE, O2, Vodaphone etc which has the strongest and most  

reliable signal in your operating area.  Coverage maps are readily available on 

line but there is no substitute for local experience. 

In Argyll mobile phone signal strength varies considerably depending on 

location eg proximity to mountains etc and there are many places where the 

signal is weak or non-existent regardless of the chosen Network. In the specific 

case of Loch Awe, Vodaphone 2G appears to provide the strongest signal 

reception and best coverage. 

Each mobile phone should contain a list of numbers to ring in an emergency 

and the Club Chair and Safety Officer will if necessary ring the crew members 

next of kin.  

Additionally, if launching from a marina or harbour the numbers of relevant 

authorities eg Harbour Master, should be added. 

 

THE HAND HELD MAGNETIC COMPASS 

General 

When away on expeditions or coastal passage the Cox will carry a Vion 

Marine Hand-Bearing magnetic compass for use on the skiff.  It is a compact 

compass with a rubberised case a bit like a hockey puck but worn around the 

neck with a lanyard. It uses an infinity prism to take bearings which have a 1 

degree resolution so it is quite accurate. 

The compass has several uses not least to steer by in the event of reduced 

visibility. For example if at sea and subject to the height of tide – particularly 

high tide – it may be prudent to take a bearing of some prominent feature 

close to where you launched as a guide when  returning to shore. Remember 
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the shore line can look very different between high and low tide depending on 

the tidal range. 

By definition, fog is a reduction in horizontal visibility to less than 1000 

metres on water (100 metres on the road). If the visibility is more than 1000 

metres it is mist.  

A  magnetic compass  allows courses and bearings to be identified in degrees 

between 0-360. 0 and 360 are North  -  Magnetic North - a magnetic compass 

always points to Magnetic North whereas for navigational purposes we need 

to know True North.   

All magnetic compasses depend on the assumption that the Earth’s magnetic 

field is lined up to a North/South axis but this isn’t quite true. For instance in 

2003, the Earth’s magnetic North Pole was nearly 900 km from the real North 

Pole. Therefore, bearings and courses need to be corrected.  

  Variation 

The difference or discrepancy between magnetic north and true north is called 

Variation because it varies from year to year and from place to place. The 

amount of Variation can always be found by looking on a navigational chart 

where it is usually given in each compass rose or in the information just 

below the chart’s title.  

To covert from Magnetic to True add easterly variation or subtract westerly 

variation. (M = T + W Variation). 

To convert from True to Magnetic add westerly variation and subtract 

easterly easterly variation.  (T=M + E Variation). 

To help remember this rule there is a simple rhyme. Error West Compass 

Best; Error East Compass Least – best in this case means biggest & least 

smallest. 

Or you can use the CadeET rule ie to get from C (Compass) to T (True) you 

must “ad” (add E - Easterly errors). 

In Oban the Variation is 5 degree 30 mins West so if a magnetic compass 

bearing was 111 degrees the true bearing would be 107 degrees. So if you 

wish to steer in a true westerly direction  (270 degrees) you would actually 

steer by magnetic compass 275 degrees . 
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The Other Compass Error is Deviation. 

The earth’s magnetic field is very weak o it is easily distorted by large metal 

objects such as wrecks, pipelines and jetties etc. but fortunately their effect on 

a magnetic compass is very localised.  

Various types of naturally occurring magnetic material can have a more 

pronounced effect and cover a wide area. Where such anomalies are known to 

occur they are marked on the relevant navigational chart. 

Deviation is almost always present to some extent but it changes as a boat  

alters course and to a lesser extent as she heels or pitches. The amount 

depends on the magnetic signature of the ship/boat you are in. 

Skiffs being made of wood have very little magnetic effect so the deviation can 

be regarded as minimal for all practical purposes. 

Using the Vion Hand Bearing Compass 

The compass can be used in two ways – to steer by and as a means of 

measuring bearing. 

Club members may borrow this compass to familiarise themselves with its 

use. 

a. Steering 

Hold the compass horizontally and look down through the rounded prism 

glass on the right hand side of the compass face and the red number in the 

centre of the prism is the direction in which the boat is heading.  

If the Cox alters 20 degrees to starboard then the number in the prism will 

increase by 20 degrees. As an example if you are steering West 9270) and you 

alter 45 degrees to starboard the course you will then be steering will be 315 

degrees ie North West. 

b. Taking Bearings 

The compass can also be used to take bearings of distant objects which you 

can then transfer to a navigational chart if you have one in the boat. To take a 

bearing you hold the compass horizontally up to your eye and quite close to 

your cheek. You then sight the object across the top of the infinity prism and 

then read it’s bearing in the centre of the prism. When you are focussing on 
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the object in the distance the prism projects the bearing into your field of view 

so you don’t have to shift your eye. Object and bearing are in focus at the 

same time which is particularly useful if the conditions are rough.   

By taking bearings of two different objects preferably some 45 degrees apart  

you can find your position by seeing where the bearings intersect on a chart. 

However, if one or both bearings have been taken inaccurately your charted 

position will be wrong. Therefore, it is better to take three bearings of 

different objects to refine your position. If you get a “cocked hat” ie not all 

the bearings cross at the same point, then then there is a good chance you are 

not inside it and it is better to retake the bearings to refine your position.  

The compass can also be used to check transit bearings – this occurs when 

two identifiable features are in line with each other. To steer on a transit 

course is useful provided of course you are not passing over any hazards.  

If you intend anchoring for any length of time it is prudent to take compass 

bearings of objects ashore (occasionally you may need to use navigation  

buoys but it is best not to as these can move) to check that the anchor isn’t 

dragging. 

Finally, take a bearing on first sighting another vessel particularly if you are 

concerned that a risk of collision exists. Take a second bearing a few minutes 

later and repeat regularly. If the approaching ship’s bearing remains the 

same you are at risk of collision. 

If the vessel is on the starboard side and the bearing reduces then the vessel 

will pass ahead. If the bearing increases the vessel will pass clear down your 

starboard side. Conversely, if the vessel is on your port side and the bearing 

increases the vessel will close on your bow and pass ahead, and if the bearing 

decreases it will pass clear down your port side. 

 

TIDES AND WEATHER  

Tides  

Tides are vertical movements of water caused mainly by the gravitational pull 

of the moon and to a lesser extent by the sun’s pull on the earth. 
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It is an over simplification to say the moon orbits the earth. In fact both are held 

together by each other’s gravity and they spin around their combined centre of 

mass (1000 miles below the centre of the earth – the Barrycentre). The earth is 

held in orbit around the Barrycentre by the moon’s pull and the earth’s water 

nearest the moon is attracted more strongly that the solid mass of the earth thus 

creating a bulge. The effect is two bulges of water, one on each side of the 

earth. 

The earth spins on it’s axis every 24 hours so a bulge occurs roughly every 12 

hours. In practice the bulges (and shallows) rotate around the earth in step with 

the moon which takes 271/2 days to complete one orbit. This is why High Water 

(HW) is typically 12 hours 25 mins apart instead of every 12 hours.  

In practice, there are two High Water and two Low Water tides every 24 hours 

and a wee bit. Therefore, each day the times of the highest and lowest tides get 

later though this varies from place to place. 

Remember that many marinas have cills to maintain a minimum depth in the 

marina when the water is out. This can set absolute limits unless you can get on 

a waiting pontoon. 

Locks and swing bridges have opening hours and these may be governed by the 

height of tide. The pattern of their use can only be known with local knowledge. 

Springs and Neaps   

The sun produces tides by the same mechanism but the timing is different and its 

power is less because it is much further away (400 times) than the moon. 

Therefore we don’t see the sun’s tide as separate highs and lows but as a 

distortion of the moon’s tides. 

Roughly once a fortnight at about full and new moon the sun’s tides coincide 

with the moon’s giving Spring tides. In between the sun and moon work against 

each other and reduces the moon’s tides to about half the size of Springs and 

these are called Neap tides. 

Thus the highest tides are referred to as Springs and the lowest as Neaps. Just 

to make things more difficult, the height of tide varies. 
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It is also possible to get tides higher or lower than the Mean High/Low Water 

Springs. The biggest tides tend to occur around March and September ie during 

Equinoctial Springs. 

Coastal Tides 

There are many anomalies here and so we use a system of prediction based on 

standard and secondary ports. Tidal predictions at secondary ports are based 

on less data and on the assumption the tide there is related to the tide at the 

nearest standard port. The information for these ports is found in Almanacs 

which provide a set of difference tables compared with the standard port. 

Most places in the United Kingdom have tidal prediction tables and also tidal 

curves which more easily show the cyclical nature of the tides. These 

predictions are contained in Tide Tables and heights are given above Chart 

Datum and in Greenwich Mean Time (GMT). 

When the tide comes in it is said to be flooding and ebbing when it goes out. 

Slack water occurs around the time of high and low water when there is little or 

no movement due to water flow and will last for a while. 

High tides on the West Coast of Scotland can be several metres, whereas in the 

Channel Islands it can be double that. Low tides can be zero or even less in 

places depending on the Chart Datum used to survey tidal levels. 

Quicktide (www.quicktide.co.uk) or 0177-973 6688  produce a very handy 

simple “widget”  for £7.99 and it is well worth Coxes getting buying one as it 

gives a quick way of determining  tide times over a two year period. QuickTide 

North covering Holyhead to Wick is now in its 21st year as they are very useful. 

 Rule of Twelths 

There is a simple process for estimating the height of tide between High Water 

(HW) and Low Water (LW). 

In the first hour after High or Low water the tide falls about 1/12 th of its range. 

Then: 

          2nd  hour      2/12,    3rd hour        3/12,  4th hour            3/12 

           5th hour       2/12,    6th hour                 1/12 
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Meteorological conditions can also effect tides, particularly high barometer 

pressure can lower the sea level and low pressure can raise it. Also onshore 

winds can push water with it producing earlier and higher HWs but this seldom 

amounts to more than 0.3 metre except for storm surges which can raise and 

lower the sea level by as a much as a meter.   

The important thing for us to consider is how much water there is under us 

noting that the draft of a laden skiff is about 0.5 metre or 20 inches. 

Tides are reported as follows: 

LW (Low Water)     Time 02.26 hrs          Height 2.14m 

HW (High Water)   Time 08.54 hrs          Height 4.47m 

LW                          (15.19) 3.19               Height 1.8m 

HW                          (21.32) 9.32              Height 4.48m 

This means that at 08.54 the total depth of water over a 2.0 mark is 6.47 and at 

15.19 the depth of water would be 3.8m. 

Tidal Streams 

These are horizontal movements of water and are mainly rotary ie the direction 

changes through 360 degrees rather than rectilinear (one way then the 

opposite). 

Information about tidal streams is found in Tidal Stream Atlases which is a 

book containing small charts giving data in pictoral form. You have to 

remember that the tide is only Spring or Neap one day in every seven so you 

need to interpolate. And this is a very imprecise art. Information is also given 

on Charts shown as Tidal Diamonds. 

Tidal streams and currents are given in the direction they are flowing towards 

ie a NE tidal stream will take you to the North East. This is called set and can 

make a significant difference. If say you are rowing at 3 knots ie at 3 nautical 

miles per hour -  a nautical mile is 1852 – and the tidal set with you is 5 knots 

then you will be travelling at 8 knots over the ground. If on the other hand the 

set is 5 knots against you, you will going backwards at 2 knots.  

Remember that tides around the UK can often equal a sailing yacht or even the 

speed of a motor cruiser and some narrow channels have tidal gates. 
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Tidal stream can also effect sea state. If the wind and tide are in the same 

direction the waves can be longer and lower and crests less likely to break. 

When the tide flows against the wind the waves become higher and shorter with 

breaking crests. 

Charts 

Most maritime countries including Britain have a government department that 

is responsible for compiling and publishing official charts. In the UK, it is UK 

Hydrographic Office who sell their charts under the brand name “Admiralty 

Charts and Publications.” 

Apart from 3000 “standard” Admiralty charts covering he UK and some 

commonwealth waters in detail and reduced coverage elsewhere it produces 

two separate series of charts for yachts and small craft. All small craft products 

have been named Leisure and their folios are in packs on thinner paper, slightly 

bigger than A4 size. 

Some civilian companies also produce charts using data from various sources 

including UKHO. In the UK the main ones are Imray, Laurie Norie and 

Wilson, and Stanford’s charts which mainly cover the southern half of Britain 

and adjoining European coasts. 

Suffice to say here our principal interest is in depth.  The depths are given in 

numbers and/or contour lines printed on the chart and are the depth of water at 

Chart Datum. The actual depth of water at any given place is this charted 

depth plus the height of tide at the time. Thus, if the charted depth is 6.0m and 

the tide is known to be 2.0m at that time then the total depth is 8.0m.  

Charted depths are given in metres (older charts will probably be in fathoms).   

Weather 

The weather will effect every rowing session to some extent and also planning a 

longer excursion. At its worst it can be life threatening but even if it is moderate 

it will effect the boat’s handling, it’s speed (particularly if rowing into a head 

wind) , navigational accuracy and increase crew fatigue.  

The main source of weather forecasts is the Met Offices 4 times a day broadcast 

by the BBC on 198 kHz. 

Twice a day these forecasts are supplemented by the Inshore Waters forecast. 
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Relevant extracts are broadcast by the Coastguard on relevant VHF Channels. 

Also Harbour Master’s notices and at marinas and sailing clubs. 

Visibility 

The skiff will not go on the water if the visibility is poor because fog is 

potentially serious both from the viewpoint of collision avoidance and 

navigational safety. If the skiff is caught out by fog the Cox should return to 

harbour if safe to do so or find shallow water and stay there until the visibility 

improves. 

Good visibility is 5 miles or more 

Moderate  is 2-5 miles 

Poor is 1km – 2 miles 

Fog is less than 1 km 

 

Wind and Sea State 

 

Unlike Tidal Stream, the wind and swell waves are named for where they come 

from ie an Easterly wind will move the skiff to the West. Conversely a Westerly 

wind will cause the skiff to move eastwards. This is called leeway.  

It is worth noting the wind on land is always 20-30 degrees to the left of the 

wind at sea. Thus, a Northerly breeze over land means a NE breeze at sea. 

Thus, a boat approaching the coast will see the wind backing in the last few 

miles.  

 

Backing is an anticlockwise swing in the wind direction. Veering is a 

clockwise swing in the wind direction. 

 

Note that the wind on Loch Awe can change significantly in the course of an 

hour or so. It can also be quite confused because of the surrounding mountains 

and create vortexes particularly at the northern end. 

 
 

Sea State 

 

Normally sea state forecasts relate more to the way waves look from a large 

vessel rather than a small craft. Therefore, a moderate sea state of 2.5 metres is 

enough to capsize a small boat. 
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After sunset and before sunrise the crew’s ability to read the waves is reduced 

potentially catching them unaware by making things more uncomfortable and 

possibly dangerous. 

Sometimes rough water in otherwise calm conditions may be encountered. This 

is caused by fast flowing tidal streams (tidal races) passing over rough sea 

beds. These races are marked on charts and are best avoided as they can 

swamp a small boat. Therefore either go round them or pass through at slack 

water when they will disappear altogether. 

 

 

INTERNATIONAL REGULATIONS & “RULE OF THE ROAD” 

The International Maritime Organisation (IMO) is the prime organisation for 

the regulation of ships and shipping. 

The Maritime and Coastguard Agency (MCA) is the UK Government Agency 

under the auspices of the Department of Transport. 

The MCA has issued a Marine Notice placing the IMO regulations into UK 

Statute in the form of “The Regulations for Preventing Collisions at Sea” – 

otherwise known as the Rule of the Road. 

Some relevant extracts of these Rules are as follows: 

These rules shall apply to all vessels upon the high seas and in all waters 

connected therewith navigable by seagoing vessels. 

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. 

 

Rule 5: Lookout.  

Every vessel shall at all times maintain a proper lookout 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. 
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Rule 7: Risk of Collision. 

a. Every vessel shall use all available means appropriate to the prevailing 

circumstances and conditions to determine if risk of collision exists. If there 

is any doubt such risk shall be deemed to exist. 

In determining if risk of collision exists the following considerations shall be 

among those taken into account; 

(i) such risk shall be deemed to exist if the compass bearing of an 

approaching vessel does not appreciably change. 

When a vessel is right ahead (straight in front), both vessels should alter 

course to starboard so that they should pass clear port side own boat to port 

side of the other vessel. 

When overtaking, it is standard practice, to overtake on the other vessels 

starboard side – own boat port side to the other vessel’s starboard side. 

If the other vessel is crossing from the starboard side, check it’s bearing and if 

it doesn’t change then there is a risk of collision and you are required to alter 

course – usually to starboard – making sure that this alteration is quite large 

and can be seen by the other vessel. It is usually good practice to steer clear of 

the stern of the other vessel. 

Under all circumstances you shall keep out of the way of sailing vessels and in 

some circumstances it is better to stay out of the way of everything. 

To a big ship you are quite small even if he sees you – so best to stay out of the 

way altogether – he will not be able to stop and you are more manoeuvrable 

than he is.  

Racing rules may be different and shall be followed if at a regatta. 

 

ANNEX IV of the Regulations for Preventing Collisions at Sea. 

Distress Signals 

1. The following signals, used or exhibited either together or separately, 

indicate distress and need assistance. 

a. A gun or other explosive signal fired at intervals of about a minute. 
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b. A continuous sounding with any fog-signalling apparatus. 

c. Rockets or shells, throwing red stars fired one at a time at short intervals. 

d. A signal made by radio telegraphy or by any other signalling method 

consisting of a group ….. (SOS) in Morse Code. 

e. A signal sent by radio telephony consisting of the spoken word 

“Mayday.” 

f. The International Code Signal of distress indicated by N.C. 

g. A signal consisting of a square flag having above or below it a ball or 

anything resembling a ball. 

h. Flames on the vessel (as from a burning tar barrel, oil barrel etc). 

i. A rocket parachute flare or a hand flare showing a red light.  

j. A smoke signal giving off orange- coloured smoke. 

k. Slowly and repeatedly raising and lowering arms outstretched to each 

side. 

l. The radio telegraph alarm signal. 

m. The radio telephone alarm signal. 

n. Signals transmitted by emergency position-indicating radio beacons. 

o. Approved signals transmitted by radio communication systems, including 

survival craft radar transponders. 

 

2. The use or exhibition of any of the forgoing signals except for the purpose of 

indicating distress and need of assistance and the use of other signals which 

may be confused with any of the above signals is prohibited. 

 

3. Attention is drawn to the relevant sections of the International code of 

Signals, the Merchant Ship Search and Rescue Manual and the following 

signals; 

a. A piece of orange-coloured canvas with either a black square and circle 

or other appropriate symbol (for identification from the air). 

b. A dye marker 

SOLAS V – Chapter 5 of the International Convention for the Safety of Life 

at Sea 

This Regulation includes parts which are applicable to small, privately owned 

pleasure craft. 
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Regulation V/34 – Safe navigation and avoidance of dangerous situations 

concerns the prior planning of any trip and the following points should be 

addressed:- 

The weather and tides 

Limitations of the vessel – it is up to the planned trip and suitably equipped 

Crew – the experience and physical ability, crews suffering from cold, tiredness 

and seasickness won’t be able to do their job properly. 

Navigational dangers 

Contingency plan 

Information ashore – make sure somone – usually the Shore Safety Officer 

(SSO)ashore knows your plans and what to do if they become concerned for 

your well-being. In the event of an emergency, dial 999 and ask for the 

Coastguard.  The “Mingulay” is registered under the Coastguard Voluntary 

Safety Identification Scheme (CG66) . This includes a description of the 

“Mingulay”, it’s equipment and likely crew complement.  

Many vessels are equipped with, and even rely on, radar for navigation and 

locating other vessels – the “Mingulay” is mostly made of wood which does not 

offer a good return to radar transmissions. 

Regulation V/29 requires awareness of the illustrated table below, so that you 

can communicate with each search and rescue services of other boats. 

Assistance to Other Craft 

Regulations V/31,V/32 and  V/33 require you to let the Coastguard know if 

you encounter anything that could cause a serious hazard to navigation, if it 

has not already been reported.  

You can do this by calling the Coastguard. 

These regulations also require you to respond to any distress signal that you 

see or hear and help anyone or any boat in distress as best you can without 

putting yourself in danger. 

 

Misuse of Distress Signals 

Regulation V/35 prohibits misuse of any distress signals. These are critical to 

the safety of life at sea and by misusing them you could put your or someone 

else’s life at risk. 
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Marine Guidance Note MGN 489 

There are a number of Marine Guidance Notes covering the legal aspects of 

going on the water. Those for our type of craft are contained in MGN 489. 

The guidance is not included here but makes good bed time reading – 

particularly for those who cannot get off to sleep quickly! 

 

 

LIFEJACKETS – DONNING, MAINTENANCE & RECOVERY 

TRIALS 

SCRA Rules of Racing state that Personal floatation Devices (PFDs) must be 

worn by all crew members at all times. It is the responsibility of wearers to 

ensure that their PFD is fit for purpose, is worn correctly, and is well looked 

after and regularly serviced.   

Ensuring that PFD’s are worn in accordance with their instructions can be 

more important in saving a life than the type of PFD and neither the LACRC 

nor the SCRA is in a position to enforce such matters except on very limited 

occasions. However, the Club and individual members are required to take 

responsibility for the PFDs they respectively own, ensuring they are worn 

correctly and for providing guidance on what devices eg buoyancy aids or life 

jacket, are suitable for the circumstances in which they are used. 

The Club has 10 life jackets for use by members – enough to crew both skiff. 

However it is strongly recommended that members purchase their own for 

comfort and safety and take responsibility for its maintenance. 

It is a Club Rule that life jackets shall be donned by all members in the skiff 

together with those members who are assisting from say a pontoon or jetty. 

When the Safety Boat is in use it’s crew must also wear life jackets. 

Make sure your life jacket is comfortable and the front buckle fully closed and 

secure. It should be tight enough so that the jacket does not slip over your 

head. The side straps can be used to adjust. The use of crotch/thigh straps is 

highly recommended to ensure the user floats face up and the life jacket does 

not ride up over the head - particularly important with children. 
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If you have your own life jacket it is so much easier to set up for a rowing 

session 

Bluewave Manual 150N Navy Life Jacket 

The Club has the use of 10 of these manually inflated life jackets (owning 5) 

which are suitable for inshore and coastal use - both fresh or salt water.  

One size suits all people of 40kg and above.  

The life jacket weighs just under 750g and can support the user wearing foul 

weather clothing. It has manual inflation via a pull toggle and uses the latest 

British UML-5 inflation system using a 33g CO2 cylinder. It can also be 

inflated or topped up with air via an oral inflation tube. 

With 150 Newton’s of buoyancy this jacket conforms to European standard 

EN396 it is classed as a life jacket because it will turn you into an upright 

position once in the water. 

The Bluewave life jacket was chosen because it is light and comfortable even in 

light clothing and has a high cut which allows ample freedom of movement for 

rowing and working the skiff.  The manual rather than the automatic version 

was chosen because the latter could inflate accidentally if spray hits the 

wearer.  

Pre-Wear Check 

• Visually inspect for any damage 

• Check the Co2 cylinder is screwed in tight 

• Check that the pull toggle is visible and free when donned (1) 

Maintenance 

To prolong the life of the jacket it is advisable to service it on an annual basis 

from date of purchase and certainly every two years. 

• The jacket should be rinsed in fresh water if used in salt water and then 

dried (but not in direct heat) before repacking. 

• Check for oil stains and debris – if found wash in soapy water 

• Check the Co2 cylinder for corrosion. 

• Check for signs of abrasion. 

• Check webbing and buckles. 
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• Never try to repair a faulty bladder yourself but send to approved service 

agent. 

• Record the maintenance check in a log. 

Re-arming the Lifejacket 

• Gas cylinders are potentially dangerous and must not be misused. 

• Re-arming packs are not kept by the Club and it is preferable to have 

this done professionally eg Dunstaffnage Marine which charges about 

£12. 

 

 

Lifejacket Recovery Trials 

 

In October 2013, during the Freshwater Sprints on Loch Venacher two 

volunteers tumbled into the loch from a skiff in a demonstration organised 

by the SCRA to see if they could be recovered from the water by their crew 

mates. Conditions were perfectly calm. 

 

The first test was of a harness style automatically inflating life jacket. This 

automatically inflates when the wearer enters the water so there is no delay 

in obtaining the additional buoyancy it brings.  The device does not rely on 

the de-skiffed individual being conscious to activate it. Balanced against 

this however is that users may wish to consider if they prefer to have the 

choice as to whether to inflate or not. Having an inflated life jacket in waist 

high surf may restrict the wearer’s ability to rescue themselves.  

 

The second test was of a pouch style life jacket. It requires to be pulled over 

the head at the point when it is needed. It is not clear whether this needs to 

be done before or after inflation though in the video it is done beforehand. 

Clearly, users need to be clear about how it should be used before they put 

it on. 

 

The bladder of the pouch type is not strapped down to the back of the 

wearer’s waist belt like other life jackets, and is held from popping off the 

wearer’s head although in some types ribbons may be included which need 

to be tied when in the water. 
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The instructions with the pouch life jacket used in the demonstration state 

that when rowing it should be worn to the front.  Some rowers have worn 

them to the rear and then plan to swivel it to the front before inflating. 

Again, wearers need to be clear about how it should be used before they put 

it on but it is likely that once in the water with the bumbag to the front the 

wearer then pulls the toggle so the life jacket blows up in front and then it is 

slipped over the head. 

 

Without being definite as to the best PFD to wear it is clear that inflated life 

jackets can hamper recovery of a person from the water in to a skiff but 

should not prevent it from happening. Certainly, it is important to make sure 

there is an unobstructed gunwale by first removing  kabes/tholes on the 

recovery side.  

 

 

NAVIGATIONAL NOTES 

The Royal Yachting Association (RYA) offer an online course in Basic 

Seamnaship and Navigation which is well doing. 

The following notes are by way of guidance when planning an exped  trip in the 

skiff(s) 

Solas V - Chapter 5 of the International Convention for the Safety of Life at 

Sea includes regulations which are applicable to small, privately owned craft 

such as “Mingulay”. 

Regulation V/34 – Safe Navigation and avoidance of dangerous situations 

concerns the prior planning of every trip. This Regulation requires all voyages 

to be planned using the appropriate charts and publications. In every case, the 

following should be taken into account: 

• Weather forecast- assessing this for the voyage is fundamental.  

• Tides & tidal heights. 

• Sunrise/sunset 

• Limitations of the vessel – is it capable of undertaking he trip and is it 

suitably equipped. 
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• The Crew – the experience, age and physical ability of each member – 

those suffering from cold, tiredness and seasickness cannot perform 

efficiently. 

• Navigational dangers. 

• Contingency Plan 

• Information ashore – it is crucial that a responsible person ashore knows 

your plans ie where you are going and when you should arrive (ETA). 

Ideally this should be an experienced Club member familiar with 

situation -He/she must know what to do if they become concerned about 

the crew’s well-being. In the event of an emergency they must dial 999 

and ask for the Coastguard.  

• Are you rowing near shipping lanes? If so, get relevant information off 

the internet - it is a wonderful source of data. 

• Pilotage ie navigating in confined waters. Buoy hopping? 

• Do you have GPS (waterproof cover)? 

•  Do you have a mobile phone app? The What 3 Words app is very 

accurate. 

Passage Planning 

The key to passage planning is to do it thoroughly and well in advance so that 

you have time to refer to a wide body of information eg charts, pilot books,, 

almanacs, internet, tourist guides, harbour leaflets etc  

• Do you have an Admiralty Chart of the area? These are quite large and 

unwieldy in a small boat so it is better to photocopy, then laminate them 

into sections so they fit into a waterproof case!  

• Admiralty Leisure Chart Folios are very useful and contain a number of 

charts/chartlets for a given area eg West Coast of Scotland SC5611.  

• Do you have access to tide information (Tide Tables). Can you get hold of 

the relevant Tidal Diamond information referred on the chart.  Have a 

QuickTide North widger onboard. 

Passage Planning has four distinct phases:- 

(1). Appraisal 

• Why are you undertaking the trip. 

• What do you expect to achieve. 
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• Have you told someone or are you just heading off? 

• Select the appropriate chart or charts covering your passage. There are 

some inland lochs for which the Ordnance Survey have maps which 

include under water contours eg Loch Awe. 

• Use the largest scale chart possible especially if passaging close inshore. 

• Check your route for obvious dangers. Remember that charts depths   or 

charted depths need to be corrected for height of tide where depth of 

water is a factor. 

• Using a 2B pencil circle the dangerous obstacles to highlight them. 

Where the chart is printed in white there should be enough water for a 

skiff but nonetheless check. The areas printed in buff are the hard bits 

which can be very sore and cause damage – avoid them. Those in varying 

shades of blue may be safe depending on the height of tide and the draft 

(depth) of your skiff. Green areas on the chart are dry when the tide goes 

out. 

• Having looked at your proposed route for places of safety as a 

contingency plan. Is it likely to be sheltered enough for your craft in the 

forecast wind? 

• Is a safety boat accompanying you? What about it’s fuel consumption and 

reserves? 

• Check the appropriate Sailing Directions – the Clyde Cruising Club 

produce some excellent documents for the West Coast of Scotland. 

• The internet can produce plenty of information to check on Ports and 

Harbour Authorities – contact details – whether you need permission – 

need to submit passage plans (if you are using Scottish Canals- eg 

Caledonian Canal you may need to submit your plans 3 months in 

advance) – hence the reason to plan well ahead of sailing. 

• Have you worked out where and you wish to go – how long it will take – 

what speed have you allowed (3 to 5 nautical miles per hour). Have you 

built in any contingency for crew change overs.  

• A nautical mile is 6080 feet as opposed to a statute mile of 5280 ft. A 

nautical mile = 1 minute (1/60th of a degree of latitude at that latitude). 

On average this equals 1852 metres. 

• Always measure distance on a chart on the latitude scale (North/South) 

as close to the latitude you are operating. Due to the projection of the 

chart (Mercator) the length of a mile will increase (in centimetres on that 

chart) as you go northwards.  
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• It is useful to mark areas of high density shipping – use a 2B pencil to 

make a note. Is there a ferry? When does it sail and at what intervals 

Where does it go? Calmac ferry timetables from internet. In any event 

steer clear – they are bigger than you and may have difficulty 

manoeuvring. Also, they create a wash that can be uncomfortable so steer 

into it. Listen out on VHF. 

• Check the tides and any tidal flows along your route – some charts have 

tidal diamonds and at salient points give the direction and rate on the 

flood (incoming) and ebb (outgoing). Are you trying to row against a 

strong current. Is this current faster than you can row? If so, wait for 

slack water – it may well save you time! 

(2). Planning 

   Is there a prevailing wind? For example on Loch Ness the prevailing 

 wind  is south to north so to row from Fort Augustus to Inverness is 

 easier than the other way around. 

• Once you have determined the best route to follow – identify and mark all 

dangers or places to avoid, and your proposed course on a chart (let) and 

then obtain courses to steer and distances to go. Remember all courses 

on a chart will be True Courses and you will need to correct for compass 

variation – remember the rule CadET. 

• Once you have determined the distance you need to think about stops for 

comfort breaks, sight-seeing, overnight stays. 

• Plan a Safety Check in Procedure with the person covering your progress 

from base. 

(3). Execution 

• Have you sufficient safety equipment for the trip. 

• Do you have sufficient line on the anchor. 

• Do you need a heavier anchor. 

• Have you worked out a rowing rosta. 

• Are there sufficient trained coxes. 

• Is there an experienced navigator onboard. 

• Are you carrying extra crew or equipment onboard. 

• Remember that if you rowing in fresh water (lochs) you will lie deeper in 

the water for any given weight. 

•  



45 
 

(4). Monitoring  

• When using a paper chart it is important to use a 2B pencil not least 

because it is easy to rub out. If using a laminated chart then use a 

chinagraph pencil. 

• Know where you are – and where you would like or ought to be. 

• How? GPS – a good and generally reliable means of fixing your position 

• Can it be used to input waypoints. 

• Remember GPS is only an aid. 

• How else can I check my position? Use a compass to take bearings and 

plot them on a chart. Remember it will give you magnetic bearings which 

need to be converted to True. Remember also the use of transits and see if 

any conspicuous ones are marked on the chart - they can be useful for 

both fixing and steering.  

• The Cox should keep the hand held compass around his/her neck – not 

close to the anchor where it will be affected by Deviation. 

There is so much more that could and perhaps should be said but this is only a 

guide. Suffice to say, don’t hesitate to seek advice from an experienced member. 

The important thing is to have an enjoyable, worthwhile and safe expedition . 

 

 

          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


