ROOM AT THE MARK!

By Mike Eades

How often do we encounter this scene? A group of boats converge on a mark or obstruction. As they get closer to the obstacle the boats get closer and closer as if the obstacle exerts the gravitational pull of a black hole. Suddenly there is a gust of wind, almost always from a different direction than before, boats swerve, collisions abound and a chorus of “You hit me!” “I was on starboard!”, “I had inside overlap!” etc. ensues. This scenario is the source of more pond side friction than any other. While it can and does occur at any mark, it is most common at the leeward mark for reasons I will explain below.

Why does it happen? There are several reasons. First and probably foremost, many of us have failing eyesight and, with boats relatively far away and either sailing away or towards the skippers, our perspective of distances is faulty. Also it is fair to say that skippers’ knowledge of the rules, rights of way etc. are sketchy, especially under the pressure of an evolving situation. While these factors are problem enough, I also believe that most skippers seriously overestimate their own skill and their boats maneuverability and underestimate the effective width of their and other boats in a sailing situation.

Let me illustrate these last two factors approaching the leeward mark.

Effective width: On a dead downwind run, a SeaWind’s main boom projects out approx. 14 inches from the center line. As we all know, sailing dead downwind is not a stable situation as a slight wind shift can cause a main sail gibe from port to starboard tack or vice versa. So each boat needs a minimum of 2 x 14 inches = 28 inches of room, just to allow for its own sails. Boats sailing less than 28 inches apart are asking for trouble, even with a steady wind. At the leeward mark one boat length separation should be the absolute minimum and more if the wind is strong and gusty. At a windward mark boats can sail closer as their sails are close hauled and courses are more stable depending on the skippers’ skill levels.

Effect of a wind gust on sailing skills and boat maneuverability:
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In the diagram two boats, A & B, are approaching the leeward mark running before a generally southerly wind. However A is on starboard gibe while B is on a port gibe. Entering the four boat length circle A clearly has an inside overlapped position on B and calls for “Room at the Mark!” A gust of wind from a more westerly direction puts the cat among the pigeons! Suddenly A is sailing by the lee and is likely to swing its main sail over to full port gibe while B is now on a broad reach and will tend to accelerate and turn in towards the mark. Only extreme seamanship and quick reactions will prevent a collision. A is also going to be tending to swerve in towards the mark. If A is on a course too close to the mark he runs the risk of fouling the buoy mooring line. If either or both skippers overcorrect or react poorly a collision of some sort is almost inevitable.

Magnify this situation to one where there are several boats all converging on the same mark and ask your self  “ Who is at fault if collisions occur?” 

 In most cases almost all the boats bear some measure of responsibility. In the example, boat A, though apparently having rights, is probably guilty of cutting his mark rounding too close knowing he enters the area in an unstable configuration and will have to gibe to round the mark. Boat B is sailing too close to A knowing he is likely to gibe at any moment. If boat A had entered the four boat-length circle on port gibe with a reasonable amount of room to round the mark, his obligation is to do so in a “seamanlike manner”. All other boats alongside him or astern of him must keep clear of A. If more than one boat is alongside, each boat is obligated to give sufficient room to the boat inside of it.

How can collisions be avoided? The obvious answer is that skippers need to take a more conservative view of “Room”. Realize your limitations and those of others, recognize that a boat’s course is not constant, especially if relatively inexperienced skippers are involved and leave plenty of margin for error. While it is a competitive sport it is not life and death! It is no coincidence that the most common comment you see in Regatta reports about the winner is “He sailed his own race and avoided getting into conflict situations.” Don’t waste time and temper with protests and disputes, sail around potential trouble situations and keep your boat speed up. Give room, stay happy and enjoy your sailing.

