Boating Safety
By Bill Hancock

Let’s review the steps we can take to
ensure a safe and pleasant experience
for not only ourselves but also our
passengers. While you may envision
yourself to be the heartiest of gnarly
sailors and feel ready for anything,
you or your boat may not be up to
the task, and more importantly, your
passengers may not embrace your
raging enthusiasm.
If things were to go the wrong way, you may
suddenly find yourself faced with a scared crew and a
sinking boat. While we may not want to think about it,
the last thing any of us want to do is to harm somebody.
So let’s consider it now while we are safe and dry, as
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opposed to when we are in the middle of an emergency.
Unfortunately for many, Boating Safety only
becomes critical after or during an accident on the
water. Boating Safety begins
well before the boat ever leaves
the dock. Many people look
at Coast Guard requirements
simply as a necessity to avoid
a costly ticket, and nothing
else. There are many very good
reasons why those requirements
are in place. For example, the
goal of a properly sized and
installed life vest is to allow a
person to float face up.
Remember, in an accident,
you may have been knocked
unconscious, so floating face
up is a necessity. The golden rule: In the event of an
emergency, get the life vests out immediately. If you are

headed for trouble, such
as a storm, be proactive
and put the vests on
prior to riding through
the storm. You should
always have a “throwable
device” such as a Coast
guard approved seat cushion
or life ring, preferably with a line
attached, in case you need to aid
somebody in the water.
Over half of the drowning
victims involved in boating
accidents last year were not wearing
a life vest. It should go without
saying that the vests must be up to
date and in good shape. Make sure
your vests are readily accessible in
case you have an emergency.
When you are on the water,
weather plays a huge part in
boating. Unlike a car, where in the
worst case, you pull off the road,
park, and wait for the weather to
clear; it is not so easy in a boat. If
you are new to boating, seriously
consider taking a boating safety
course. These are often offered by
the United States Power Squadron
or the Coast Guard Auxiliary. It
would also be wise for you to obtain
a copy of Chapman Piloting and
Seamanship, often considered by
many to be the Bible of recreational
boating.
We have all read articles
about boating safety, stressing
the importance of Coast Guard
mandated safety gear, but as
members of the antique boating
community, we bring an additional
set of needs to the safety picture.
Most of us are well versed in the
required safety items and perhaps
many feel that if we comply with

You should always have a
“throwable device” such as
a Coast guard approved seat
cushion or life ring, preferably
with a line attached, in case
you need to aid somebody
in the water.
the Coast Guard requirements
and follow all of the rules we will
have a safe boating experience.
Certainly, all of the aforementioned
equipment and rules are very
important and necessary, but we
also need to address are items
and procedures more closely
tailored to what we actually do.
Despite your best planning and
preparation, you may encounter
trouble such as engine failure,
running aground, fire, injury, or
other issues. Depending on the
severity of your situation, such as
fire or injury, you can call the Coast
Guard or local law enforcement,
or in the case of running aground,
one of the towing services. For the
money, the towing services are the
best thing going. They will come
out, day or night, rain or shine
and retrieve your boat. However,
in order to avoid a hefty bill, you
must be a preexisting member.
Remember, when you do call for
help, the first thing any responder

will ask is “where are you?”
You must be prepared with
a concise answer. “Around
a turn and just past a
big oak” or “I think we
are still on the Ocklawaha
River, and I remember passing
a boat ramp awhile ago” is not a
very definitive answer, especially
when a person’s life may hang in the
balance. Better to carry a map with
GPS Coordinates or better yet a
hand held GPS unit. If you are able
to give GPS coordinates, a pin point
response can be mounted within
minutes.
A satellite phone will stand an
excellent chance of working in this
environment. GPS coordinates
repeated slowly and carefully will
get you the best response time
possible. Practice finding your
coordinates and teach your spouse
how to do it too, so should you
need help, they can step in and
summon help. Should you be faced
with a boat that is sinking, your first
duty is to get everybody including
yourself in life preservers, call for
help and keep communication
open. If becomes inevitable that
your boat is going to sink, and you
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have time, take the anchor line and
tie one end to a cleat and the other
end to an inflatable object such as a
plastic fender. It will make the job
of finding and retrieving your boat
and valuables much easier.
Anchors are commonly
overlooked by many boaters, since
they are not a legal requirement.
An anchor is invaluable when you
have to stop the action. Either
to prevent your boat from being
dashed upon the rocks, or to simply
hold it in place while you enjoy a
swim or picnic. First and foremost,
select an anchor and accompanying
line that is properly sized for your
craft, but more importantly, for the
depth of water you will encounter.
Most marine stores have charts and
recommendations for anchor sizes
and types. Have an anchor line that
is at least seven times longer than
the deepest depth of the water you
will encounter on your journey.
Make sure you know how to tie
some basic knots before you leave
the dock. Aside from looking like
a complete rookie or a hopeless
hack, some basic knots will keep
your anchor attached and your boat
properly tied up. If you learn only
three knots, learn how to tie a clove
hitch, a square knot and a bowline
knot. And remember; before tossing
an anchor overboard, have the loose
end of the line fastened to your
boat.
Signal flares are great, however
they are not easily seen during
daylight hours. Always make sure
that the flares have not expired.
For the most part, antique
boating occurs on calm inland
waterways where the newest boat
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is typically 25 years old, and yes, in
some cases, carrying older people,
including the operator. Just as we
provide for small children, we
should also plan our events to meet
the needs of older less mobile folks.
This means, stopping more often,
choosing venues where passengers
are not required to climb out of
the boat onto a dock four feet
above the deck, and limiting the
actual boating to 6 hours or less
per day. We are not participating in
a version of the popular Survivor
reality TV series, we are trying
to enjoy our boats as they were
originally intended to be used.
When planning a cruise event, plan
on a route that allows you frequent
access to infrastructure such as
gas docks, toilet facilities, food
and drink and is within reasonable
range of boat ramps and medical
facilities.

WEATHER
After choosing your destination,
plotting your course, and preparing

Watch your guests for
signs of motion sickness,
overheating, or too much
sun. Unless you have a
head on board, don’t plan
a trip longer than the
smallest bladder aboard.

your boat; start looking at the
weather as far ahead as one week.
Check daily and watch several
different sources to get a better
picture. The forecast will obviously
become more accurate as your
departure time gets closer. When
you see favorable conditions, notify
your crew and choose a time to
cast off. If you are in tidal water,
tides may play a part in your plans.
Never consider the idea that you
will just beat a storm or simply
drive through it. That’s not a good
strategy even for an ocean liner
in most cases, but as the boat gets
smaller the caution factor should
rise. Calm seas and fair skies
will make boating enjoyable for
everybody.
Always have bottled drinking
water, some energy bars, fresh
sunscreen, long sleeved shirts, big
hats, and sunglasses for your guests
who may not be accustomed to
being on the water. Have plenty of
fuel, a spare quart of oil, and fresh
batteries for your electronics. It

also helps to be able to monitor
your fuel consumption as well as
how far your boat can travel on a
tank full of fuel. Take some zip lock
plastic bags so, in case of inclement
weather, you can store things like
wallets, cell phones and cameras in
a dry environment. Always carry a
marine radio.
Watch your guests for signs of
motion sickness, overheating, or too
much sun. Unless you have a head
on board, don’t plan a trip longer
than the smallest bladder aboard. If
you have an open boat, having some
good rain gear available can make a
bad situation tolerable. Sometimes
a simple plastic trash bag fashioned
into a pancho makes a world of
difference
Regardless of the instruments
you may have, nothing beats being
fully aware of your surroundings.
Make it a habit to look around
your vessel in a full circle every 15
minutes. You would be surprised
to see how another boat can appear
from seemingly nowhere, or how
quickly a calm sunny day can turn
into a summer squall with 60 mph
wind gusts and lightning bolts a
mile long. Remember, Florida is the
lightning capital of the entire world.
If you stay ahead of the weather
you will be much better equipped
to avoid it. Think of weather status
as your margin for error. Making a
run for it, across a shallow body of
water with 4 ft. waves and blinding
rain then seeing a lightning bolt hit
near you will quickly remind you
of your insignificance and Mother
Nature’s fury. You will wish you had
been paying attention and headed
for a safe refuge 20 minutes earlier.

By now you could be safely moored
dockside and in a restaurant
watching the storm. Doppler radar
apps on cell phones are amazingly
accurate. They will allow you to
be ahead of the curve, but they
will never replace being constantly
aware.
Try to plan for emergencies that
might occur on a cruise. Suppose
somebody fell while boarding a boat
and suffered a compound fracture.
For openers, how would you simply
wrestle them carefully back on
board? It would be essential to get
qualified help from trained medical
responders. You would naturally
want to pick up a cell phone and
call 911. What if you were in an area
where no cell service existed? How
would you summon help, or would
you just transport the patient to the
nearest phone along the waterway
where you could summon help.
With many accidents, simple
First Aid will suffice to stabilize the
victim until they can be transported
to a care facility. This requires
somebody trained in First Aid and
a small kit. The main requirement is
to keep the training up to date along
with fresh supplies in the kit.
For our demographic; falls,
heart attacks and strokes are
unfortunately part of the picture.
Many choose to ignore this reality
and go merrily on their way.
Unfortunately, falls are the number
one killer of people above 60 years
old, not heart attacks, cancer or
auto related fatalities.
Today, with the cost and
availability of AED’s Automatic
Emergency Defibrillators, there is
absolutely no reason not to carry

An AED made by Phillips
which includes recorded
instructions and will walk
a first responder through
the procedure.
one of these on a cruise where you
will be going to remote locations.
AEDs are located in shopping
malls, airports, theaters, parking
garages and a host of other public
locations. Unless you were in a
marina or park, equipped with an
AED, no responder would be able
to reach you in time to prevent
death or debilitating injuries
since the window for emergency
treatment is so narrow. These AED
systems are the size of a child’s
school lunchbox and cost less than
a typical ambulance ride. Training
in their use is as close as your local
Red Cross or Fire Department.
Wouldn’t you gladly pay ten times
that amount to still have that
family member or close friend
still around? If I seem somewhat
passionate about this subject it is
because I have been able to enjoy
the last twenty two years because
I personally was saved by an AED
after suffering a heart attack on the
Interstate.
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Think about this; there is always
somebody who carries a nice
camera which typically costs more
than a defibrillator, on every cruise.
Think how rewarding it would be
to save a life rather than being able
take a picture of a loved one having
a heart attack, besides that, today,
somebody always has a camera
phone.
Burns are another common
injury. Having some simple supplies
to treat the burns and protect the
burn area while seeking help will
go a long way toward preventing
further injury or worse.
All serious offshore boaters
consider a device called an EPIRB
(Emergency Position Indicating
Radio Beacon). These devices
are either manually activated
or automatically turn on when
exposed to water. The device
begins to transmit a special coded
distress call which identifies your
vessel, and pin points your location
which allows the Coast Guard to
send help, usually in the form of a
rescue helicopter. Like an AED, the
EPIRB is not an expensive device
when you consider the power,
ease, and accuracy with which it
sends a signal. The signal from the
EPIRB goes directly to a federal
command center via satellite which
immediately initiates a response.
You can bet that when the response
center gets an EPIRB signal, the
cavalry is on the way. Unlike some
federal programs, the EPIRB
program has proven to be very
solid.
Today we have very affordable
readily available and proven
technology that can save lives and
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EPIRB (Emergency
Position Indicating
Radio Beacon)
made by ACR
electronics in
Ft Lauderdale,
Florida
prevent further injury, all we have
to do is become familiar with it and
use it. However, the overriding take
away from all of this is to use care in
planning your event and activities
to prevent accidents. Plan your
outings with safety in mind. The
cruise Captains should always PreRun the cruise routes with a list of
safety requirements in hand. Have a
written plan for emergencies. Carry
tow lines and a power bilge pump.
Never refuel a hot boat. Have lunch
and let everything cool down, then
refuel. Don’t try to jump aboard a
boat. Arrange for good footing and
helping hands before you carefully
board or disembark. Above all
don’t get in a hurry. Use common
sense. Have PFD’s (Personal
Flotation Devices) where they can
be easily reached in the event of an
emergency. They will do absolutely
no good if they are hidden in the
bow under the deck where they
can’t be seen or easily reached.
Make sure you have proper sizes for
adults as well as kids. Insist that the
small kids and non-swimmers wear
them at all times.

THE BOAT BAG
Have a small bag, preferably
waterproof, which contains all of

the necessities for a safe voyage,
such as registrations for the boat
and trailer, a spare set of keys, signal
flares & gun, a hand held marine
radio, maps and charts, first aid
supplies, some tools, sunglasses, sun
screen, a whistle or portable horn, a
compass, a hand held GPS, a spare
hat, and a cell phone. This way, you
can be sure that everything you
need is easily available. Left in the
boat, many of the aforementioned
items will rust, deteriorate, lose
their charge or simply get lost, so
always remove the boat bag after a
trip.
In the past, some people felt
somewhat reluctant to help a victim
or boater in need for fear of a
lawsuit. Maritime law requires all
mariners to stop and render aid to
another vessel in distress. Today, in
most States and Countries there are
laws designed to protect the Good
Samaritan. Check with your local
authorities to get the details.

FINAL THOUGHTS
One of the immeasurable
benefits to belonging to a boating
club like Sunnyland is being able to
network with others and participate
in group activities such as cruises.
While getting to know your boat
and learning to navigate, you can
simply follow along, ask questions,
and develop your skills as you
enjoy boating to its fullest. Having
other boats and people around will
serve to act as a wonderful safety
net should you run into trouble or
simply need some advice.

Happy & SAFE Boating
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