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USCG Rules of the Road Cheat Sheet

Navigating the waterways safely and efficiently is crucial for all mariners,
whether they are seasoned professionals or recreational boaters. The United
States Coast Guard (USCG) has established a set of rules known as the "Rules
of the Road" to ensure safe navigation and prevent collisions at sea. This
article serves as a cheat sheet to summarize these essential rules, providing
a concise reference for boaters of all skill levels.

Understanding the Rules of the Road

The Rules of the Road are part of the International Regulations for
Preventing Collisions at Sea (COLREGs) and are designed to maintain order on
the water. These rules apply to all vessels on the navigable waters of the
United States and are crucial for avoiding accidents. The key components of
these rules can be categorized into two main sections: General Rules and
Specific Situations.

General Rules

The General Rules provide a foundation for safe navigation and include the
following key principles:

1. Responsibility: All boaters must take proper precautions to avoid
collisions.



2. Safe Speed: Vessels should navigate at a speed that allows them to take
effective action to avoid collisions.

3. Visibility: Boat operators must ensure that they can see and be seen by
other vessels, especially in low-visibility conditions.

4. Conduct of Vessels: Vessels must follow specific conduct rules based on
their type and size.

Specific Situations

In addition to the general principles, the Rules of the Road outline specific
situations that dictate how vessels should behave. These include:

e Meeting: When two power—-driven vessels are approaching each other head-
on, both should alter their course to starboard (right).

e Crossing: If two vessels are crossing and risk collision, the vessel
that has the other on its own starboard side must give way.

e Overtaking: A vessel attempting to overtake another must keep out of the
way of the vessel being overtaken.

e Stand-On and Give-Way Vessels: Certain vessels have the right of way,
while others must yield. For example, a sailing vessel under sail has

the right of way over a power-driven vessel, while the power-driven
vessel must take action to avoid collision.

The Six Key Rules of the Road

While the general principles and specific situations provide a broad
overview, six key rules are often highlighted as essential for every mariner:

1. Rule 1 - Application: The rules apply to all vessels upon the high seas
and in all waters connected therewith navigable by seagoing vessels.

2. Rule 2 - Responsibility: Every vessel must take all necessary
precautions to avoid collisions.

3. Rule 5 - Lookout: Every vessel must maintain a proper lookout by sight
and hearing, as well as by all available means.

4. Rule 6 — Safe Speed: Vessels must proceed at a safe speed to avoid
collisions.

5. Rule 7 - Risk of Collision: Every vessel must assess whether there is a
risk of collision and take appropriate action.

6. Rule 8 — Action to Avoid Collision: Actions taken to avoid collisions



should be positive and made in ample time.

Navigational Lights and Shapes

Understanding navigational lights and shapes is another crucial aspect of the
Rules of the Road. These signals communicate a vessel's status and intentions
to others, particularly during nighttime or low-visibility conditions.

Navigational Lights

Vessels are required to display specific lights based on their type and size.
The following is a summary of the key lights:

e Power-Driven Vessels: Must show a white masthead light, side lights (red
on port, green on starboard), and a stern light.

e Sailing Vessels: Under sail alone must show a red and green light,
similar to power-driven vessels, but with an additional stern light. If
they are also using an engine, they must display the same lights as a

power—driven vessel.

e Anchored Vessels: Must show a single white light visible in all
directions.

e Fishing Vessels: Depending on their activity, they may display different
lights, such as two green lights if engaged in fishing.

Navigational Shapes

In addition to lights, vessels must also use shapes to indicate their
activities. Common shapes include:
e Cylindrical Shape: Indicates a vessel is constrained by its draft.
e Ball Shape: Indicates a vessel at anchor.

e Diamond Shape: Indicates a vessel engaged in fishing with gear
restricting its ability to maneuver.

Conclusion

The USCG Rules of the Road cheat sheet serves as an essential guide for all
mariners, providing the necessary knowledge to navigate safely and



responsibly on the water. Understanding these rules can help prevent
accidents, ensure the safety of all vessels, and promote a culture of
responsibility among mariners.

Whether you are a recreational boater, a professional mariner, or someone who
simply enjoys being on the water, familiarizing yourself with the Rules of
the Road is paramount. Always remember that safe navigation not only protects
you but also ensures the safety of others sharing the waterways.

By keeping this cheat sheet on hand, you can quickly reference the key rules
and guidelines, making your time on the water more enjoyable and secure.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the purpose of the USCG Rules of the Road?

The USCG Rules of the Road provide a framework for safe navigation at sea,
ensuring that vessels operate in a predictable manner to prevent collisions.

Where can I find a cheat sheet for the USCG Rules of
the Road?

Cheat sheets for the USCG Rules of the Road can often be found on the US
Coast Guard's official website, boating safety organizations, or in maritime
training materials.

What are 'Stand-On' and 'Give-Way' vessels under the
USCG Rules?

'Stand-On' vessels maintain their course and speed, while 'Give-Way' vessels
must take action to avoid a collision by altering their course or speed.

What is the significance of navigational lights
according to the USCG Rules?

Navigational lights are critical for identifying the type and status of a
vessel at night or in low visibility, helping to prevent collisions.

What are the key responsibilities of a vessel
operator under the USCG Rules?

Vessel operators must maintain a proper lookout, assess navigational risks,
and comply with the right-of-way rules to ensure safe navigation.

How do the USCG Rules of the Road apply to sailing
vessels?

Sailing vessels have specific rules regarding right-of-way, particularly when
under sail versus when using an engine, and must follow the same general
navigation rules.



What is the 'Rule of Tonnage' in the USCG Rules?

The 'Rule of Tonnage' refers to the principle that larger vessels generally
have a greater responsibility for avoiding collisions with smaller vessels.

What actions are required in restricted visibility
according to the USCG Rules?

In restricted visibility, vessels must proceed at a safe speed, sound
appropriate signals, and maintain a proper lookout to avoid collisions.

Are there penalties for not following the USCG Rules
of the Road?

Yes, violations of the USCG Rules of the Road can result in fines, penalties,
or even criminal charges, depending on the severity of the infraction.
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"Master the USCG rules of the road with our comprehensive cheat sheet! Navigate safely and
confidently on the water. Learn more for essential tips!"
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