SEA SCOUT TRAINING VESSEL KUAN YIN – NIGHTIME RUNNING PROCEDURES


Sailing a vessel through the hours of darkness presents greater dangers and challenges than sailing in daytime.  The following are points to consider when sailing SSTV KUAN YIN at night:
1. Observe sunset:

a. Sunset marks the time when, according to law, nighttime running lights must be turned on.  For KUAN YIN, these are:

i. 10 point red port and green starboard running lights

ii. White 12 point stern light

iii. 20 point white bow light (if and only if under power)

b. The exact time of sunset may be obtained from the GPS, or by observing when the last part of the top of the sun dips below the horizon.

c. The lower set of running lights mounted on the bow and stern pulpits are used in-shore, and the masthead tricolor lights are used off-shore.

i. Low mounted lights are more easily seen in crowded inshore conditions.  High mounted lights are first visible at greater distances off shore.

d. The observation of sunset and the illumination of the lights should be logged in the ship’s log for legal purposes.

e. Additional light issues:

i. Red compass light is to be turned on.
ii. Instrument lights

1. Instrument lights are generally turned on high during twilight, and get gradually reduced in intensity as darkness comes on.

2. Off shore in total darkness, even the low intensity setting becomes distracting, and so we often place a towel or sweatshirt over the lights and instruments entirely.

iii. Cabin lights below decks are always “rigged for red” between sunset and sunrise and never used on the white setting at night unless in an emergency.  This is to preserve night vision for the watchstanders and for those coming on watch later.  Even with the hatch shut, white light emanates through the port lights onto the deck and becomes distracting to the watchstanders.

f. Lookout light reports:

i. It is good practice to have the lookouts report every thirty minutes or so, “Lookout reports all lights bright lights, Sir!”  (If such is indeed the case).  Lights burn out.  Wires short out.   Don’t assume that just because you turned on the lights some time ago that they are still visible to other ships.  You can usually see the glow of the red, green, and bow light against the bow pulpit.  Look for it, and if you don’t see it, investigate and correct as necessary.

2. Port lights and hatches:

a. Because of the increased danger associated with nighttime running and the assumption that crewmembers below are more likely sleeping than paying attention, consideration should be given to closing and dogging all hatches and port lights to prevent inflooding in case of rain squall or collision.  These may be left open if the Officer of the Deck (OOD) is made aware of it, and gives permission.  Once the set-up of open/closed hatches below is determined, no further changes should be made without first obtaining permission from the OOD.  Obviously, if the OOD thinks all hatches are closed, and someone opens one or two them without telling the OOD, a bad situation may result.

b. If inclement weather is predicted, consideration should be given to inserting the hatch boards into the companionway for additional safety.

3. Coming on deck/Going below:

a. At night the OOD can’t tell easily who is above and who is below deck, yet he or she is responsible for everyone’s safety.  The OOD must keep a personnel count at all times in his or her head in order to determine if anyone is missing and presumed overboard.  Therefore, it is required that you tell the OOD and obtain an acknowledgment from him or her before going below or coming up so that the OOD knows how many people are below deck and how many are above deck.

4. PFD’s:

a. PDF’s are to be worn by ALL crewmembers topside between sunset and sunrise.

b. No one should come on deck at night without first donning their PFD while still below.  An especially dangerous time occurs while making the transition from below to above deck while coming out of the companionway.  If you get knocked overboard or hit by the boom while coming on deck and don’t yet have your PFD on, you’ll be very sorry indeed.

5. Tethers:

a. Tethers are to worn and used at ALL times between sunset and sunrise to connect you and your PDF to a strong attachment point on the boat.  Studies show that if at night you fall overboard and are not attached securely to the boat, your chances of survival start at 50/50 and go down rapidly from there.

b. Strong attachment points on the boat include:

i. The four pad eyes at the base of the mizzen mast.

ii. Pad eyes at the base of any stanchion.

iii. Pad eyes on the back of the turning blocks.

iv. The blue nylon jack lines which are normally rigged full time from the bow cleat on each side of the bow to the stern cleat on the corresponding side of the stern.  Using a jack line attachment point is ideal for those who have to move forward and aft along the side of the boat (preferably the high side, so as to have more things to grab hold of if knocked down).
c. Bad/prohibited attachment points include:

i. Running rigging (it may give way if not cleated properly).
ii. Life lines (they are not designed to sustain shock loads).
iii. Anything else you don’t want to trust your life to.

6. Up Ladder / Down Ladder:

a. It is customary to follow the old submariner’s tradition and announce “Up ladder” or “Down ladder” when preparing to descend or ascent the ladder in the companionway.  This warns people who might otherwise be in your way to clear out.
7. Night vision:

a. Small red lights are available as a clip-on to the zippers of foul weather gear.  I have a red one on the zipper pull of my foul weather jacket, and a white one on the zipper pull of my foul weather trousers.  I’m pleased with them.

8. Miscellaneous junk in the cockpit:

a. It seems that at night, all sorts of junk accumulates in the sole of the cockpit – candy wrappers, rope ends, who knows what.  This is bad, because that junk can clog the drains on the cockpit if we take blue water over the side.  Don’t allow this to happen.
9. Lookout notes – lights spotted at night:

a. ATON lights:

i. At night, either you are in-shore or off-shore.  In-shore it is sometimes difficult to distinguish ATON lights (Aids to Navigation)(buoys, lighthouses, etc.) from the general clutter of lights on shore (homes, restaurants, cars, etc.).  The ability to spot ATON lights comes with practice.  Generally, these ATON lights will be red, white, or green, or very occasionally yellow.  They either remain steady, or blink on and off in a consistent, predictable pattern every few seconds.  Their position remains fixed.  Also, they are generally at or below the horizon level.  Report any and all suspected ATON lights to the OOD.  It is better to report it and be mistaken than to not report it and miss a crucial marine warning signal.

b. Surface contacts:


i. In-shore there are often numerous, high-speed, small surface contacts (run abouts, fishing boats, etc.)  There are also frequent sightings of tug boats either towing or pushing barges.  Report all contacts to the OOD, especially including the number and color of lights observed on the contact.  If a tug boat is spotted, be especially alert to determine where the barge is (ahead of, behind, or along side the tug).  Some tugs tow their barges on a very long tow line, and sometimes the battery-operated lights on the barge fail.  Just because our course takes us clear of a tug doesn’t necessarily mean we will be clear of the barge, or the connecting tow line (which sometimes disappears below the water).  NEVER try to go between a tug and it’s towed barge.

ii. Off-shore, any light sighted at night of any nature whatsoever should be reported to the OOD at once.  Ocean-going ships often travel at high speed and frequently have only one person on the bridge.  Big ships rely on spotting contacts on radar, not visually, and fiberglass boats such as Kuan Yin don’t always show up well on radar (despite having a radar reflector in the rigging).  Therefore, it will be incumbent on us to stay out of the way of all large surface contacts, not the other way around.  Timely reporting of a surface contact to the OOD allows the OOD time to begin calculating the contact’s course, speed, and probable CPA (closest point of approach) and to make course adjustments in a timely manner.
10. Observe sunrise:

a. Legal sunrise is when the first tip of the top of sun first peeks above the horizon.  It may be anticipated by checking the predicted sunrise time on the GPS.

b. Now is the time to extinguish all running lights (port and starboard, stern, and bow (if under power).

c. If under power but with sails raised, it is now required by law to display the inverted black steaming cone (upside down witch’s hat) in the rigging as the legally-required day shape indicating to other vessels that we are under power and subject to the power vessel right of way rules despite having our sails up.
d. Now is a good time, since the rest of the crew is probably still asleep, to walk around the deck, tidy up lines, etc. and do a good general inspection of topside conditions, including looking carefully aloft for fouled halyards, etc.  You may also find some flying fish stranded on the deck.  Be kind and let them back into the sea.

e. The observation of sunrise and the extinguishment of the lights should be logged in the ship’s log for legal purposes.  So should the display of the steaming cone if applicable.

11. Final notes:

a. Sailing at night is one of the most enjoyable times at sea.  It gives time for reflection, and contemplation.  It is usually a thing of beauty.  Look forward to it for its opportunities, but also respect it for its risks.  Many Sea Scout ships simply don’t sail at night.  Be glad that you belong to one that does.
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