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Recreational Craft Pose Dangers 

By Chris Stockman (Dip. OHS) 

A power boat leaving a marina slammed into a moored and 

unmanned tugboat in the Intercoastal Waterway in Florida, 

USA. The accident resulted in five deaths and seven seriously 

injured people. Now the subject of a National Transportation 

Safety Board Investigation, the accident occurred on the 

evening of Sunday 12th April 2009. 

This is a timely reminder of how quickly things can go wrong 

on the water and of the dangers posed by our interactions 

with recreational craft. 

Despite many administrations requiring operator licensing for 

recreational vessels, it is still apparent that there is a lack of 

understanding amongst recreational skippers about 

interaction with large vessels. 

Where tugs share the waterways with recreational craft it is 

necessary to exercise caution. Don’t expect them to do the 

rational thing. 

Recreational vessel operators are more likely to: 

 Fail to keep a look out; 

 Be affected by alcohol; 

 Lack understanding of dangers and regulations; 

 Act impulsively or recklessly. 

This means that professional operators must: 

 Act prudently and cautiously; 

 Keep a good look out; 

 Be aware of speed and wash; 

 Be prepared to take evasive action; 

 Ensure that all watchkeepers are properly trained or 

adequately supervised. 

A New Zealand Maritime investigation into a collision 

involving a tug and a yacht found fault in both wheelhouses. 

It concluded, “This accident is yet another example that 

highlights a serious lack of knowledge of the Collision Rules 

on some recreational and commercial vessels which, in this 

case, regrettably resulted in loss of life.” (Maritime Safety 

NZ, Report No. 01 – 2774) 
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This is a harsh reminder that the fault may lie on either side, 

recreational or professional; professional operators are 

required to exercise a duty of care towards other waterway 

users. 

This is a principle contained in modern Occupational Health 

and Safety legislations world wide. For example, the OHS Act 

2004 [Victoria] requires “that persons other than employees 

are not exposed to risks to their health and safety arising 

from the conduct of the undertaking of the employer.” Note 

also, this requirement under “general duties of employers 

and self employed persons to persons other than 

employees,” contained in the U.K. Health and Safety at Work 

Act. “3— (1) It shall be the duty of every employer to 

conduct his undertaking in such a way as to ensure, so far as 

is reasonably practicable, that persons not in his 

employment who may be affected thereby are not thereby 

exposed to risks to their health or safety.” 

Attention is also drawn to the ColRegs Rule 2 

“Responsibility”. 

Recreational craft range from kayaks and canoes to large high 

powered cruisers and sailing vessels. Their skippers range 

from competent to crazy. Take care! 


