
Rules of the Road Part 1



History of the Rules

ÅRegulations for Preventing Collisions at Sea (COLREGS)

ïRefers to International Rules ONLY

ïFull name: Convention on the international Regulations for Preventing 
Collisions at Sea, 1972

ïRules in this form were developed by the IMO, put in effective July 15, 
1977 and amended in 1981 and 1989

Å Inland Rules

ï Inland Navigation Rules Act, 1980

ïCombined and standardized old sets of Rules

ï Inland Rules are part of the Code of Federal Regulations: this means 
they are LAW
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The Nature of Risk at Sea

ÅIn 1979, MIT analyzed collision data with the 
following results

ɀCrossing 9%, Overtaking 9%, Doubtful 10%, Meeting/Head-
On 72%

ɀ1/3 of collisions occur at night or early morning (4-8 watch)

ɀVisibility was the number one factor influencing collision
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Construction of the Book

ÅFive Parts

ïPart A: General

ïPart B: Steering and Sailing Rules
ÅThree Subparts

ïPart C: Lights and Shapes

ïPart D: Sound and Light Signals

ïPart E: Exemptions (Not testable)

ÅFive Annexes

4



Construction of the Book

ÅOther information
ï Interpretive Rules

ïLines of Demarcation (where else can they be found?)

ïPenalty Provisions (Inland)

ïAlternative Compliance

ïWaters Specified by the Secretary

ïVessel BTB R/T Regulations

ïCorrections

ÅάΧǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ƴƻ ǎǳōǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘȅƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
ǊǳƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŀŘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ /ƻŀǎǘ DǳŀǊŘ ǘŜȄǘέ
ïADM James Stavridis
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Part A
General



Rule 1
Application

International

ÅApplies to ALL vessels upon 
the high seas

ÅRules do not interfere with 
national sovereignty
ïOperation of special rules

ïMust comply as closely as 
possible with COLREGS

ïTraffic Separation Schemes

ïGovernments approve 
άŎƭƻǎŜǎǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŀƴŎŜέ

Inland

ÅApplies to all vessels upon 
the inland waters of US
ï/ƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ άǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ǊǳƭŜǎέ ŀǎ 

referred to in COLREGS

ïThese must not interfere with 
special rules made by SECNAV

ïTraffic Separation Schemes 
may be established

ïά¢ƘŜ {ŜŎǊŜǘŀǊȅέ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŜǎ ŀƭƭ 
certificates of alternative 
compliance
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Rule 1
Application

Special Navy Signals (Title 32 ςNational Defense)

ÅSubmarines

ÅMan Overboard

ÅYardarm signaling lights

ÅA/C Warning

ÅUNREP contour

ÅMinesweeping station 
keeping

ÅSpecial operations

ÅConvoy

ÅWake illumination

ÅFlight ops

ÅAmphibious ops



Rule 2
Responsibility

ÅάbƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ wǳƭŜǎ ǎƘŀƭƭ ŜȄƻƴŜǊŀǘŜ ŀƴȅ ǾŜǎǎŜƭΣ ƻǊ 
the owner, master or crew thereof, from the 
consequences of any neglect to comply with these 
Rules or of the neglect of any precaution which may 
be required by the ordinary practice of ǎŜŀƳŀƴέ

ÅThe General Prudential Rule

ïForehandedness and prudence

ïThe mariner is  responsible not only for complying with the 
Rules but also for avoiding a collision.
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Rule 3
Definitions

ÅBasics
ïSailing vessel

ïPower-driven vessel (includes non-displacement)

ïVessel

ïUnderway

ï In sight of one another

ïRestricted Visibility: normal range of visibility for a given height of eye 
is reduced
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W.I.G.
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Rule 3
Definitions

ÅVessel engaged in fishing
ï¦ǎƛƴƎ άƴŜǘǎΣ ƭƛƴŜǎΣ ǘǊŀǿƭǎ ƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƛǎƘƛƴƎ ŀǇǇŀǊŀǘǳǎ 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘ ƳŀƴŜǳǾŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅέ

ï.Ŝ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭ ǿƛǘƘ άǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘǎ ƳŀƴŜǳǾŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 
ƛǘ ƛǎ bh¢ άǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŜǳǾŜǊέ

ïDoes not include a vessel engaged in trolling

12Trolling Trawling



Rule 3
Definitions

ÅVessel not under command
ïUnable to maneuver as required by the Rules

ïUnable to keep out of the way of another vessel 

ï²Ƙŀǘ ŀǊŜ άŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΚέ

ïLoss of main engines; Damaged shaft; Major internal 
damage; etc.
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Rule 3
Definitions

ÅVessel restricted in her ability to 
maneuver
ïFROM THE NATURE OF HER WORK is 

restricted in her ability to maneuver 
as required by these Rules

ïUnable to keep out of the way of 
another vessel

ï Includes towing ONLY if severely 
restricted in ability to deviate from 
their course
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Rule 3
Definitions

ÅConstrained by draft
ï International only

ïDraft in relation to the available depth and width of 
navigable water

ïbƻ ƛƴƭŀƴŘ ŜǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ άǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ 
rule might lead to abuses and result in a situation 
wherein a vessel considering herself constrained by 
her draft claims a right of way to which she is not 
ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ǘƘŜǊŜōȅ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴέ -
Farewll

15



Rule 3
Definitions

ÅAdditional Inland terms

ïWestern Rivers

ïGreat Lakes

ïSecretary

ïInland Waters

ïάLƴƭŀƴŘ wǳƭŜǎέ ƻǊ άwǳƭŜǎέ

ïInternational Regulations
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Part B
Steering and Sailing Rules

Subpart I ςConduct of Vessels in Any
Condition of Visibility



Rule 4
Application

ÅApplication of Rules 4-10

ïAnycondition of visibility
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Rule 5
Look-out

ÅMaintain a proper lookout by all available 
means underway AND at anchor
ïSight and hearing

ïDesignated comms watch to enable listening in 
restricted visibility

ïBearing circles, alidades and night vision

Å Is your look-out maintaining a proper 
watch in foul weather?
ïSupport your lookout with foul weather and 

cold weather gear  

Åaǳǎǘ ōŜ ǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ άƳŀƪŜ ŀ Ŧǳƭƭ ŀǇǇǊŀƛǎŀƭ 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΧέ
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Rule 6
Safe Speed

ÅDeterminants of Safe Speed
ïDraft of vessel in relation to charted depth

ïStopping distance and turning ability

ïPresence of background lighting 

ïState of winds, sea, and current

ïState of visibility

ïTraffic density

ÅάCŀǎǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŜǳǾŜǊΣ 

ǎƭƻǿ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ǎǘƻǇ ƛƴ ǘƛƳŜέ
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Rule 6
Safe Speed

ÅVessels with operational radar should also 
consider:
ïCharacteristics, efficiency and limitations of the 

radar set

ïConstraints imposed by range scale in use

ïEffect on radar of sea state, weather or other 
interference

ïPossibility that small vessels, objects, or ice may 
not be detected by radar at an adequate range to 
avoid collision

ïNumber, location, and movement of vessels 
detected

ÅMust reassess as conditions change!
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Rule 7
Risk of Collision

ÅEvery vessel shall use all available means 
appropriate to the prevailing circumstancesto 
determine if risk of collision exists
ïEarly use of RADAR or equivalent systematic observation of 
ŘŜǘŜŎǘŜŘ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎΧah.h!w5{Η

ïSystematic observation

ÅDO NOT make assumptions on scanty information
ïCorroborate sources of data

ÅCBDR = risk of collision

ÅAssume risk of collision exists if not sure
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Rule 8
Action to Avoid Collision

ÅAny action taken to avoid collision :
ïShall bepositive, made in ample time, and with 

due regard to the observance of good 
seamanship

ïShould be large enough to be readily apparent 
to the other vessel

ïAvoid small alterations of course and speed.

ïGiven ample sea room, course change alone is 
most effective

ÅThe effectiveness of the action shall be 
carefully checked until the vessel is passed 
and clear
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Rule 8
Action to Avoid Collision

Å¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ ǘǿƻ ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜǎ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ 
alter to avoid collision: courseand 
speed

Å If necessary, slacken speed to allow 
more time to analyze the situation or 
avoid collision

ÅEven if you are the stand on vessel, 
you still must take action to AVOID 
COLLISION
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Rule 8
Action to Avoid Collision

ÅA vessel required by any rule in this part not to impede 
ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǾŜǎǎŜƭΩǎ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜ {I![[ ǘŀƪŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ

Å If you must not impede a vessel, you must be fully aware of 
the action required by your vessel under the Rules

Å If you are the stand-on vessel, you are still responsible for 
preventing collision
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Rule 9
Narrow Channels

ÅThe basics
ï{ǘŀȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ άǊƛƎƘǘέ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴƴŜƭ

ïSailing vessels, fishing vessels, and vessels less than 20 meters shall 
not impede vessels restricted to the channel

ÅCrossing vessels shall not impede vessels which can only 
safely operate in the channel

Å If the circumstances of the case admit do not anchor in a 
channel
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Rule 9
Narrow Channels

ÅRule 9 (e) i (International)
ïSignals SHALL be sounded 
άǿƘŜƴ ƻǾŜǊǘŀƪƛƴƎ Ŏŀƴ ǘŀƪŜ 
place only if the vessel to be 
overtaken has to take action 
ǘƻ ǇŜǊƳƛǘ ǎŀŦŜ ǇŀǎǎƛƴƎέ

ÅRule 9 (e) i (Inland)
ïSignals SHALL be exchanged 

for all overtaking situations
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ɆDanger signal required if any doubt existsɉɆɆɆɆɆɊ
ɀThis signal is used beforea vessel is in extremis so confusion can be 

resolved

Ɇ3ÉÇÎÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ×ÈÅÎ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÉÎÇ Á ÂÅÎÄ ɉ״Ɋ



Rule 10
Traffic Separation Schemes

ÅThe basics
ïUse small angle of approach to 

enter/depart

ïCross the scheme at right angles

ïOnly proceed in the correct lane

ï If possible, do not proceed in the separation 
zone or use inshore traffic zone except 
entering or leaving the TSS

ïDo NOT proceed in the wrong direction

ï If not using the TSS avoid it by as much as 
possible
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Crossing



Rule 10
Traffic Separation Schemes

ÅApplies to traffic separation schemes adopted by IMO. Does 
not relieve any vessel of her obligation under any other rule.
ïTSS is just paint on the chart (different than a narrow channel)

ïNormal rules to determine stand-on and give-way apply
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