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Watchkeeping

Standards and principles of watchkeeping
Most incidents at sea are caused by human error. In many of these incidents the standard 
of watchkeeping was not satisfactory or the watchkeeper was not competent. As discussed 
in chapter one, a watchkeeper suffering fatigue is far more likely to make an error of 
judgement than one who is well rested and alert.

When the master is not present at the bridge or wheelhouse the crew members are 
responsible for the safe navigation of the vessel and avoidance of collision or grounding.

The bridge/wheelhouse
This is the control centre of a vessel and a proper lookout must be maintained at all times 
from here. Extra lookouts should be posted. 

The person at the helm should not be considered a lookout except in smaller vessels with an 
unobstructed all-round view from this position, and their night vision must not be impaired.

Duties of the watchkeeper
The duties of the watchkeeper fall into three fundamental categories:

1. Maintain a proper lookout at all times using all means available. No other duties 
 should be assigned that could interfere with this task.

2.  Ensure safe navigation by regularly checking of the vessel’s position, course, speed and  
 the identification of any potential navigational hazards such as shoals or reefs. The  
 vessel’s navigational details must be recorded in the official log book.

3.  Collision avoidance by monitoring the movements of other surrounding vessels, use of  
 the radar, the display of appropriate lights and shapes and a thorough knowledge of  
 the collision regulations.

When to call the master
The watchkeeper shouldn’t hesitate to approach the master if in any doubt about what 
action should be taken.

QPort Marine Services
Phone: 07 3893 0066   Email: info@qportmarine.com.au

www.qportmarine.com.au
 

Est. 21 years

Contract and Charter of Commercial Marine Floating Plant, Services and Logistics.
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Notifying the master is a requirement if the watchkeeper is in doubt, but the watchkeeper 
shouldn’t hesitate to take any action necessary for the safety of the ship. Even if the master 
is on the bridge, this does not relieve the watchkeeper of their duties until specifically 
informed that the master has assumed control.

The collision regulations
The International Regulations for Preventing Collisions at Sea, 1972 (generally referred to as 
the ‘Colregs’) is an International Maritime Organization convention that has been adopted 
worldwide as the ‘rules of the road’ on the water.

It is the duty of anyone in charge of a vessel to be able to correctly apply the Colregs in all 
circumstances in the interest of their own safety and the safety of other vessels using the seaway.

A copy of the Colregs should be kept on the bridge of the vessel at all times. Detailed 
below are some of the rules that crew members need to be aware of when participating in 
watchkeeping duties on the vessel.

Note: to provide a ready reference and to avoid ambiguity that could arise, the Regulations 
are printed ad verbatim. In addition, a brief overview has been included to briefly outline 
the meaning of each Rule.  It is important that these Rules are studied until a good working 
knowledge is obtained.

Rule 2 — Responsibility

a) Nothing in these Rules shall exonerate any vessel, or the owner, master or crew  
 thereof, from the consequences of any neglect to comply with these Rules or of the  
 neglect of any precaution which may be required by the ordinary practice of  
 seamen, or by the special circumstances of the case.

b) In construing and complying with these rules, due regard shall be had to all dangers  
 of navigation and collision and to any special circumstances, including the limitations  
 of the vessels involved, which may make a departure from these Rules necessary to  
 avoid immediate danger.

 
 avoid collision. In the event of a collision, responsibility may still lie partly with the stand  
 on vessel if an avoiding action could have been taken that is outside of the parameters  
 of these Rules.
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Brisbane 
Shiplifts 

& Boatyard
Located at Brisbane Marine Industry Park 
on the Brisbane River at the entrance to 
Aquarium passage, Hemmant. Brisbane 
Shiplifts and Boatyard is home to a range 
of businesses which provide engineering, 
construction, repair and refi t services to the 
marine industry.

Brisbane Shiplifts and Boatyard works closely 
with tenants and contractors to provide 
excellent service to customers.

Brisbane Shiplifts and Boatyard offers:

   service (beam capacity to 12.8 metres).

   (beam capacity to 7.4 metres).

   and hardstand space, which may be rented 
   on a short- or long-term basis.

   commercial vessels

For further details please contact 
our staff on +61 7 3893 2176 or by email 

at info@brisbaneshiplifts.com.au 

Brisbane Shiplifts and Boatyard
operated by Brisbane Marine 
Industry Park Pty Ltd
(Receivers and Managers Appointed) 
(Administrators Appointed)

Rule 5 — Lookout

Every vessel shall at all times maintain a 
proper lookout by sight and hearing, as 
well as by all available means appropriate 
in the prevailing circumstances and 
conditions, so as to make a full appraisal of 
the situation and of the risk of collision.

This rule is fundamental to watchkeeping 
principles and practice and reinforces that 
the bridge is never be left unattended.

 
 not just in front and either side of  
 the ship.

 
 radar, if the vessel is fitted with one.

 
 deteriorates or traffic density  
 increases.

Rule 6 — Safe Speed

Every vessel shall at all times proceed at 
a safe speed so that she can take proper 
and effective action to avoid collision and 
be stopped within a distance appropriate 
to the prevailing circumstances and 
conditions.

 
 density of traffic, the manoeuvring  
 characteristics of the vessel, the  
 presence of background lights at  
 night, the sea and water conditions  
 at the time and the ship’s draft in  
 relation to the available water  
 when determining safe speed.

Rule 7 — Risk of Collision

Every vessel shall use all available means 
appropriate to the prevailing circumstances 
and conditions to determine if a risk of 

 
 vessel does not noticeably change  
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Rule 8 — Action to avoid collision 

Any action taken to avoid collision shall, if the circumstances of the case admit, be positive, 
made in ample time and with due regard to the observance of good seamanship.

 
  should have taken place. 

 
 

  alterations.

Rule 9 — Narrow channels

A vessel proceeding along the course of a 
narrow channel or fairway shall keep  
as near to the outer limit of the channel or 
fairway which lies on its starboard side as is safe 
and practicable.

 
  on the starboard side of your ship.

 
  with particular caution and sound one  

 
  sound signal.

 
 when the approaching vessel is large or at close range.

A constant bearing indicates a  
risk of collision.
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Any vessel overtaking any other shall keep out of the way of the vessel  
being overtaken.

When a vessel is in any doubt as to whether she is overtaking another,  
she shall assume that this is the case and act accordingly.

 

 
 finally past and clear.

Rule 14 — Head-on situation

When two power-driven vessels are meeting on reciprocal or nearly reciprocal 
courses so as to involve risk of collision, each shall alter its course to starboard so 
that each shall pass on the port side of the other.

assume that it does and act accordingly.

 
 early action to alter its course to starboard.

Rule 15 — Crossing situation

When two power-driven vessels are crossing so as to involve risk of  
collision, the vessel which has the other on its own starboard side shall  
keep out of the way and shall, if the circumstances of the case admit,  
avoid crossing ahead of the other vessel.

 
 necessary, reduce speed to enable passing at a safe distance.

Rule 17 — Action by stand-on vessel

 
 of the way, the other shall keep its course  
 and speed.

 
 action to avoid collision by its manoeuvre  
 alone, as soon as it becomes apparent to  

 
 the way is not taking appropriate action in  
 compliance with these Rules.

keep its course and speed finds itself so close that 
collision cannot be avoided by the action of the 
give way vessel alone, it shall take such action as 
will best aid to avoid collision.

Overtaking vessel 
keeps clear.

conditions and with no other traffic in the vicinity. 
While one vessel had the right of way and the other 

should have taken action to avoid collision, both 

course. Clearly, if the vessel in the stand on position 
thought that there was a risk of collision, action 

should have been taken according to the Rule 17.

Head on situation – 
both alter course to  

starboard and give way  
to the other vessel.
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 way vessel complies with its obligations at the last minute and turns to starboard  
 which will result in a head-on collision.

Rule 18 — Responsibilities between vessels

 

    keep out of the way of: 

 

 

 

 
 

  to keep clear. 

               

 WATSON MARINE
ENGINEERING PTY LTD

 
 
 •  NEW & 2ND HAND PROPS

•  ZINC ANODES
•  GLAND PACKING
•  DRIPLESS SEALS
•  RUBBER, NOVASTEEN 
   & BRASS CASE BEARINGS
•  STAINLESS STEEL SEA WATER 
   STRAINERS

•  PROPELLER SALES, SERVICE 
   & REPITCHING
•  ALL STERN GEAR REPAIRS 
   & MAINTENANCE 
•  COMPUTERISED 
   PROPELLER SCANNING
•  ENGINE & EXHAUST 
   SYSTEM INSTALLATIONS
•  SERVICING OF GLANDS 
   & DRIPLESS SEALS
•  CERTIFIED PROPSPEED 
   APPLICATOR

FACTORY D24
GOLD COAST CITY 

MARINA
WATERWAY DR 

COOMERA

Ph: (07) 5502 8133
Fax: (07) 5502 8144

sales@watsonmarine.com.au
www.watsonmarine.com.au

COMPLETE
UNDERWATER
CHANDLERY
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Every vessel shall proceed at a safe speed adapted to the prevailing circumstances and 
conditions of restricted visibility. A power-driven vessel shall have its engines ready for 
immediate manoeuvre.

 
  restricted by fog, mist, falling snow, heavy rainstorms, sandstorms or other similar causes.

 
 

 
  manoeuvre or, if necessary, take all way off until the danger of collision is over. 

Remember: look all around, give way to starboard, turn to starboard and stay to starboard.

Navigation lights

the correct navigation lights. 

a vessel vessel underway may in fact be stationary. A vessel 
being propelled through the water is said to be making way.  

vessels, vessels restricted in their ability to manoeuvre and 
vessels not under command.

is, what operations it is currently engaged in (such as fishing 

These lights must also be used in daylight hours during periods 
of restricted visibility or at any other time that it is deemed 
necessary. They must be positioned so that they are not 
obscured by the vessel’s superstructure or interfered with by the 
deck lights.

length must display a foreward masthead light and a 
stern light.

length must display a second masthead light that is 
abaft and higher than the forward one.

masthead light 225o

po
rt

sid

eli
ght 112.5

o starboard sidelight 112.5
o

towing light 135o

sternlight 135o

all-round lights 360o

Navigation lights and their 
arcs of visibility.

Masthead lights.
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indicate the activity that the vessel is engaged in, such as fishing, dredging, 
constrained by its draught, or currently at anchor.

The following table summarises the most common types.
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keep clear of vessels as described below.

 
 

 

 
          result, limited to a narrow channel or fairway.

Sound signals
The Colregs also include manoeuvring and warning signals that must be given when vessels 
are in sight of each other. 

The most common signals are:

 

The IALA buoyage system
Queensland uses an internationally-recognised uniform coding system of navigation marks 

watchkeepers to recognise and pass them safely and in the correct manner.

Obstruction this side

Pass this side
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direction of travel.

When coming from seaward (proceeding upstream, in the direction of flood tide 

The reverse applies when proceeding seawards.

Port HandStarboard Hand

Conical

Pillar or spar

Top Mark
(Always fitted
if buoy is not
can or
conical)

Lights, when fitted, may have any rhythm
Examples

Quick flashing
Flashing

Long flashing
Group flashing

Can

Where there is any doubt, the direction of buoyage 
is indicated on the chart by the symbol:
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A cardinal mark indicates where the best and safest water may be found and is used in 
conjunction with a compass. Cardinal marks may indicate the deepest water in the area, the  
safe side on which to pass a danger or may draw attention to a feature in a channel such as 
a bend, junction or end of a shoal.

W

N

E

S

VQ(6) + L FI.10s

Q(6) + L FI.15s

VQ

Q

V Q(9)10s

Q(9)15s

V Q(3)5s

Q(3)10s

POINT
OF

INTEREST

NW NE

SESW

Cardinal marks.

Note:
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westwards of a west cardinal mark, and northwards of a north cardinal mark. 

is positioned where the conical topmarks point.

white light. 

 

To assist in remembering cardinal marks, associate the number of flashes of each group with 

Isolated danger mark

Isolated danger mark features:

Colour

Top mark

Light

The characteristics may be best remembered by association of two flashes with two spheres 
as the top marks.

mark too closely.

Top mark
(This is a very 
important feature 
by day and is fitted 
wherever practicable)

Shape: Pillar or spar

Light, if fitted, is white, group 
flashing (2)

F(2) Gp F(2)


