
COLREGs: A brief summary

The International Maritime Organization (IMO) developed the COLREGs in 1972 (commonly known as Rules of the
Road) that apply to all vessels on the high seas including small vessels (there may be local-domestic regulations that
take precedence in inshore waters). There is a long list of rules, but’s break down some of the most relevant ones for
vessel operators on expedition ships.

Operators must maintain a constant all-around lookout by sight and hearing. You must use every available means,
including radar and radio (if equipped), to determine whether there is any risk of collision with another vessel.

-> In other words, use your eyes, ears, radio and radar (if equipped) to lookout for possible collisions. 

You must always operate your vessel at a safe speed so that you can take proper and effective action to avoid
collision and stop within a proper distance for the circumstances and conditions.

-> When determining safe speed, there are several factors to consider: the wind, weather and visibility, if there is
traffic such as other vessels in the area, how well you can maneuver your vessel, and the sea state. 

If a power-driven vessel approaches your power-driven vessel from
your port side and poses a risk of collision, you are the “stand-on”
vessel. Maintain your course and speed unless you see that the
“give-way” vessel is not taking appropriate action. The other vessel
is the “give-way” vessel and is required to keep out of your way. 

If a power-driven vessel approaches your power-driven vessel from
your starboard side and poses a risk of collision, you are the “give-
way” vessel. You must keep out of the way and avoid crossing
ahead of the other vessel. The other vessel is the “stand-on” vessel
and will maintain its course and speed.
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If a power-driven vessel approaches your power-driven vessel head-
on or nearly head-on, where there is a possible risk of collision, you
should alter your course to starboard so that the other vessel will
pass on your port side.

The other vessel must take the same action, so that you will pass on
its port side. 
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Give way until you’re past and clear. 

If you are approaching another vessel to pass, you must keep out of its way. A vessel is
considered to be overtaking another vessel if it approaches from a direction within the
stern sector.
                           -> The overtaking vessel is the give-way vessel.    
                           -> The overtaken vessel is the stand-on vessel. 

Starboard

Power-driven vessels must keep out of the way of sailing
vessels, fishing vessels as well as rowing boats (kayaks)
and other craft with restricted handling. You must take
early action to keep clear of these vessels unless being
overtaken by one of them.
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When changing course or speed to keep out of the way of another vessel, make it clearly apparent to the
stand-on vessel that you have taken appropriate action. If a give-way vessel doesn’t make a clear change in
course, change your course to get out of its way.

If you are not sure you are overtaking another vessel, you have to assume you are overtaking them and act
accordingly. 
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Remember, the ship you are operating with should be treated as a power-driven vessel whether at anchor or
underway.  When it comes to COLREGs, the ship is another power-driven vessel as the Zodiac/Small Boat. 



IALA Buoyage Systems: A Brief Summary

Lateral Marks

The IALA or International Association of Marine Aids to Navigation and Lighthouse Authorities Association is a
non-profit international technical association established in 1957 to organize navigation aids around the
world and ensure safe movement for vessels. 

Over 30 buoyage systems once existed worldwide, often with conflicting rules. 
To simplify everything, the IALA defined two main regions: 

Region A marking the port side with red and Region B marking the starboard side with red
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Region A: Europe, Australia, New Zealand, Europe, Africa, the Gulf, and countries in Asia
You can find a full list of member countries here on the IALA website. 

Region B: North, Central & South America, Japan, North & South Korea, and the Philippines
You can find a full list of member countries here on the IALA website. 
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Lateral marks or markers are buoys that have a distinctive color and shape and show the direction of travel in
and out of a channel. The shapes can be either a cyllinder, a pillar or a spar. 
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Cardinal Marks

Cardinal marks or markers show the location of safer water relative to a point of interest (e.g. a North Cardinal
mark indicates safer water to the north). These marks are always painted in yellow and black horizontal bands,
with black double cone top marks. Cardinal marks are typically pillar or spar-shaped. 

Cardinal marks are used to indicate the direction of safer water in four quadrants: North, East, South, and West,
based on true bearings taken from the point of interest. The type of Cardinal mark shows which side of the mark
to pass. 

Cardinal marks and their use are the same in Region A and Region B.

These marks are identified by numbering or lettering, top marks, colored bands, and flashing white lights, with
distinct flash sequences (very quick or quick). In close proximity, different light characters should be used for
clarity. A Cardinal mark may be used to: 

show the location of the deepest water in the area
indicate the safe side to pass from a danger area
bring attention to a feature in a channel such as a bend or the end of a shoal
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IALA. R1001 The IALA Maritime Buoyage System: https://www.iala.int/product/r1001/

International Maritime Organization. COLREG - Preventing collisions at sea: https://www.imo.org/en/OurWork/Safety/Pages/Preventing-
Collisions.aspx

Collision Regulations, C.R.C., c. 1416, CANADA SHIPPING ACT, 2001
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/regulations/C.R.C.,_c._1416/FullText.html

NSW Government, Australia Navigation Marks. https://www.nsw.gov.au/driving-boating-and-transport/waterways-safety-and-
rules/navigation-marks-lights-and-sounds/navigation-marks

Transport Canada Marine Safety Rules of the Road
https://tc.canada.ca/en/marine-transportation/marine-safety/chapter-12-obey-rules-road

U.S. Department of Homeland Security United States Coast Guard Navigation Rules International | Inland:
https://www.navcen.uscg.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/navRules/navrules.pdf

Range marks or markers, also known as navigation marks, or leading lights consist of a straight line for
navigation created by aligning markers, lights or using radio transmitters.

These aids are usually shore-mounted and typically come in pairs to help vessel operators stay on a
straight and safe course within a navigable channel. Each aid is positioned at different distances and
elevations, with the front one being shorter than the one behind. When the two aids appear vertically
stacked, the vessel is on the range line.

There is no specific shape or color for range marks however, the IALA recommends triangle figures. 
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