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Introduction
Every year, more than 9,000 people throughout the world complete an RYA Day Skipper course at one of over 320 RYA Recognised Training Centres. Using an RYA Recognised Training Centre will ensure that you are taught to the RYA’s high standards and your course will be safe, informative, and enjoyable.
This new edition of the RYA Day Skipper Practical Course Notes has been compiled to support the course and draws on the cumulative experience of hundreds of experienced Instructors. It sits alongside another publication for the RYA Day Skipper course, RYA Day Skipper Shorebased Notes. It is expected that you will have either completed the RYA Day Skipper Theory Course or carried out self-study to the same standard prior to attending the practical course.
The techniques shown or described are tried and tested and are suitable for most types of cruising yacht, sail and motor.
I hope that you enjoy the book and find it useful. Calm seas!
Vaughan Marsh
RYA Chief Instructor, Sail and Motor Cruising
Key to Symbols
[image: A key to symbols, including intended route, engine ahead, engine astern, engine neutral, stream, wind direction, correct, and incorrect. ]
 

Voyage Planning in the Digital Age
Appraise. Plan. Execute. Monitor. These are the four steps to voyage or passage planning.
Appraise
Assess the vessel’s suitability for the passage, including its design criteria/stability information, navigational aids, equipment, fuel, water, and stores.
Gather information about the passage:
	Use appropriate paper or digital charts to gain a wide overview of the length of the passage and estimated duration based on the expected cruising speed. Identify potential ports of refuge

[image: A paper chart with an electronic navigation device on top of it. The screen on the electronic navigation device is set so that it shows the area of paper chart that it is resting on. There is a passage that has been started on the paper chart, and three waypoints have been joined up with a line. The line then moves to the screen of the electronic navigation device. The line becomes red and there are two more points marked where the course changes, before the line ends at its destination in a bay.]
Read pilotage notes, harbour-authority websites, almanacs etc. to identify dangers, preferred routes, regulations in force (such as speed limits and small boat channels), communication channels, and any ‘gates’, such as limited entry or exit times or strong foul tidal streams
[image: An RYA Training Almanac open at pages that give pilotage notes, high and low water etc., and some charts.]
	Identify any important features or resources, such as fuel and water access, by referring to more detailed charts/appropriately zoomed electronic charts as necessary

	Identify useful aids to navigation, such as buoyage, transits, sector lights, RACONS etc.

	Look up the tidal-stream and tidal-height cycles for the duration of the passage. Identify any resulting limiting factors

[image: A smartphone screen showing tide times and a tidal curve for a port called Colville on 22 August.]
	Access a weather forecast for the duration and area of the passage

[image: A laptop computer with a weather forecast on the screen for an area called Cape Donne to Brise Point. It is the 24-hour forecast and also has the outlook for the following 24 hours. There is also a map of the area on the screen.]
	Look up times of sunset and sunrise. Remember that an unlit navigational mark becomes a hazard at night

	Apply any knowledge gained from previous passages in the same area

Plan
	Shape the information gathered into a plan that is both safe and efficient, making best use of weather and currents. This may include anchoring or temporary stops to wait for the right conditions

	The plan should cover the whole passage from departure point to the end destination (berth to berth)

	The intended route should be marked on a chart

	It is good practice to use waypoints to mark significant stages of your passage. These are typically at a point where an action or decision is to be made – for example, an alteration of course, speed, or a prompt to call the harbour master with an ETA

	Wherever possible, waypoints should be placed where you can verify your arrival by independent means such as aids to navigation or pilotage techniques

	If using electronic charts, routes are usually added using a technique called ‘rubber banding’. This is where you enter the start and end waypoints first, then place additional waypoints along the route, taking into account any hazards

	Auto-route features can assist you in producing a quick route, but be careful, as not all hazards will be highlighted. These routes MUST NOT BE USED until you have checked each waypoint and leg for any dangers

	Remember: the human is in charge!

[image: A hand-drawn pilotage plan of an area. The plan is to take a boat into a port called Colville. As well as being a sketch of the land and sea, there are details of landmarks, lights, shipping, relevant radio channels, contour lines, a transit, and the times of high and low water. The path that the plan wants the boat to follow is coloured red.]
Good practice for creating routes on electronic chart navigation systems:
	Give the overall route and each waypoint a meaningful name

	Wherever possible, place waypoints in positions that can be verified without a GNSS position

	Identify aids to navigation and features that can be used during the route to monitor your progress and position

	Use the waypoint notes to add additional information so all onboard can follow the plan

Make sure the plan details the settings required for specific phases of the passage, particularly chart layers, units, cross-track-distance/error (XTD/XTE) alarms, waypoint-arrival alarms, and vector lengths.
Identify pilotage waters and prepare a plan for monitoring progress while in them. Identify key times in the plan, such as required-departure times or deadlines for entry or exit.
Execute and Monitor
At the point of executing the plan, check that all the assumptions and information are still the same. If they are not, reassess your plan. Is the weather as expected? Is the boat in the same state as assumed? Have you been delayed from the planned departure time and, if so, how does this affect the plan?
Once under way, it is important to monitor progress against your plan, including regular position monitoring. If using a GNSS position or an electronic navigation system, monitor your position with techniques that are independent of any GNSS-derived data. Remember: never rely upon one source of information.

Preparation for Sea
This book will build upon the knowledge gained from the Day Skipper Theory course, putting the theory and skills into practice. Using the passage planning acronym of APEM, the practical side of the RYA Day Skipper course focuses more on the Execute and Monitor phases.
Prepare the yacht for sea before leaving harbour.
SCAN ME: G113 RYA Day Skipper Shorebased Notes
[image: QR code linking to www.rya.org.uk/products/rya-day-skipper-shorebased-notes/. ]
[image: RYA Day Skipper Shorebased Notes (E-G113) front cover. ]
Crew
Give a safety brief (see here). 
Brief the crew about the passage and consider any limitations. 
Check if any crew members have a medical condition you should be aware of. 
Check life jackets and harnesses are adjusted correctly. 
Advise crew prone to seasickness to take medication.
Victualling
Ensure there is enough food and drink. Prepare meals for a passage in advance. Stow snacks in readily accessible areas. Close cupboards and stow larger items securely.
Navigation
Prepare a passage and pilotage plan. Check charts are up to date and give adequate coverage. 
All vessels should carry a range of safety equipment as pictured below. The exact items carried, and their stowage location, will depend on the type of vessel, number of persons onboard, and the type of passage planned. As skippers, we must familiarise ourselves with the location, type, and operation of all equipment carried.
[image: A motor cruiser with the side cut away to show the internal cabin and the engine. The boat is surrounded by smaller illustrations of safety equipment, including a fire blanket, flares, life jacket, pump, and rescue line.]
[image: A cruising yacht with the storm jib and trysail hoisted. The boat is surrounded by smaller illustrations of equipment, including a radar reflector, fenders, tool kit, anchor, and spare battery.]
Weather
Obtain the latest weather forecast. Check the local conditions.
[image: The Shipping Forecast areas around the British Isles, the North Sea, western France, the Iberian Peninsula, southern Scandinavia, and Iceland.]
[image: A handwritten note giving the weather forecast and sea conditions. It is an example of what might be displayed outside a harbour master’s office. A laptop computer with weather information displayed on the screen. A smartphone with weather information on the screen. A Navtex receiver with a printed weather report coming out of it. A digital radio with a small screen on it, indicating that it is broadcasting a weather report.]
Beaufort Force
The Beaufort wind scale is the standard way to assess wind strength.
	Light airs 1–3 knots. Ripples. Sail – drifting conditions.

	Light breeze 4–6 knots. Small wavelets. Sail – full mainsail and large genoa.

[image: A sailing yacht in light airs or a light breeze. The water is calm and flat. ]
	Gentle breeze 7–10 knots. Occasional crests. Sail – full sail.

[image: A sailing yacht in a gentle breeze. There are some ripples on the water.]
	Moderate 11–16 knots. Frequent white horses. Sail – reduce headsail size.

	Fresh breeze 17–21 knots. Moderate waves, many white crests. Sail – reef mainsail.

[image: A sailing yacht in a moderate to fresh breeze. There are more ripples on the water, and the yacht is beginning to heel.]
	Strong breeze 22–27 knots. Large waves, white foam crests. Sail – reef main and reduce headsail.

	Near gale 28–33 knots. Sea heaps up, spray, breaking waves, foam blows in streaks. Sail – deep reefed main, small jib.

[image: A sailing yacht in a strong breeze to near gale. There are larger waves forming. Clouds are beginning to form in the sky.]
	Gale 34–40 knots. Moderately high waves, breaking crests. Sail – deep reefed main, storm jib.

	Severe gale 41–47 knots. High waves, spray affects visibility. Sail – trysail and storm jib.

[image: A sailing yacht in a gale to severe gale. There are large waves forming and crashing over the yacht. The sky is dark with clouds.]
	Storm 48–55 knots. Very high waves, long breaking crests. Survival conditions.

[image: A sailing yacht in a storm. The yacht is sailing between large waves, which are crashing over the bow. The sky is very dark with clouds.]
Northern Hemisphere
[image: High and low pressure systems in the Northern Hemisphere. A cold, warm and occluded front are positioned to the right of the low.]
Southern Hemisphere
[image: High and low pressure systems in the Southern Hemisphere. A cold, warm and occluded front are positioned to the right of the low.]
Shipping Forecast Areas
Get to know your local forecast areas.
There are many ways to obtain a forecast.
Details of forecast times etc. can be found in an almanac, the RYA Weather Handbook (G133), or on weather apps and the internet.
[image: The shipping forecast areas for the Mediterranean Sea and the Black Sea.]
Terms Used in Forecasts
Gale warnings If average wind is expected to be F8 or more, or gusts of 43–51 knots.
Strong wind warnings If average wind is expected to be F6 or F7. F6 is often called a ‘yachtsman’s gale’.
Imminent Within six hours of time of issue of warning.
Soon Within 6–12 hours of time of issue of warning.
Later More than 12 hours from time of issue of warning.
Visibility Good – greater than five miles. Moderate – between 2–5 miles. Poor – 1,000m to two miles. Fog – less than 1,000m.
Fair No significant precipitation.
Backing Wind changing in an anticlockwise direction, e.g. NW to SW.
Veering Wind changing in a clockwise direction, e.g. NE to SE.
General synopsis How and where the weather systems are moving.
Sea states Smooth – wave height 0.2–0.5m. Slight – wave height 0.5–1.25m. Moderate – wave height 1.25–2.5m. Rough – wave height 2.5–4m. Very rough – wave height 4–6m.
Land & Sea Breezes
Sea Breeze
In fair weather and light-to-moderate offshore wind, a sea breeze is likely to develop. Warm air rises over land. It then cools, descends, and blows onshore, generally up to force 4 in strength.
[image: The formation of sea breezes. Yellow and blue arrows show the breeze rising above the land, being heated, moving out to sea, cooling and moving back towards land.]
Land Breeze
This occurs on a clear night when the air cools over land and flows downhill and out to sea, particularly from river estuaries. The wind is usually no more than force 2–3, except near mountains.
[image: The formation of land breezes at night. Orange and blue arrows show the breeze rising above the sea, being heated, moving towards land, cooling and moving back towards the sea.]
Fog
It is never advisable to set out in fog. However, if you are caught out:
Fix your position.
[image: A crew member on board a sailing boat looking through a hand bearing compass in order to fix the vessel’s position. There is a chart in a circle the bottom right of the illustration, showing how a position can be fixed using triangulation. A crew member on board a sailing boat looking through a hand bearing compass in order to fix the vessel’s position. There is a chart in a circle the bottom right of the illustration, showing how a position can be fixed using a three-point fix.]
If not permanently fitted (which is preferable), hoist your radar reflector and switch on navigation lights.
[image: A crew member preparing a radar reflector for hoisting.]
[image: A pair of boats, one motor cruiser and one sailing yacht, with their navigation lights on. The motor cruiser has on its bridge a white light of 225 degrees aimed towards the front of the boat, and a 225-degree light on the bow that is half red on the port side and half green on the starboard side. The sailing yacht has on its mast a white light of 225 degrees aimed towards the front of the boat, and a 225-degree light on the bow that is half red on the port side and half green on the starboard side.]
Sound foghorn at intervals of two minutes (–) or (– . .). Listen.
[image: A hand-held foghorn being sounded.]
Muster crew on deck in life jackets.
Monitor channel 16 and relevant port frequency to check for commercial traffic.
If you have radar, keep an experienced crew member on constant radar watch.
[image: Someone at the helm of a motor cruiser, with the console in front of them having a large radar screen prominently displayed.]
SCAN ME: G133 RYA Weather Handbook
[image: QR code linking to: www.rya.org.uk/products/rya-weather-handbook/]
Navigation Strategy in Restricted Visibility
[image: A strategy for navigating to the entrance of a port in restricted visibility. It advises avoiding shipping lanes, following a depth contour, anchoring nearby, and not setting a course directly for the port’s entrance.]
 

Engine Checks
[image: The labelled parts of a diesel engine, plus the paths of the fuel and cooling systems.]
	Fuel line from tank

	Fuel filter

	Lift pump

	Bleed point

	Fine filter

	Engine oil

	Oil filter

	Engine dipstick

	Drive belts

	Impeller

	Hull

	Sea strainer

	High-pressure pump to injectors

	Alternator

	Oil filler for engine

	Gearbox dipstick

	Gearbox oil

	Exhaust outlet

	Prop shaft

	Seawater inlet valve

[image: The labelled parts of an outboard engine, plus the paths of the fuel and battery systems.]
	Fuel

	Fuel filter

	Fuel filler and tank vent

	Fuel tank

	Battery

	Battery isolator switch

	Primer bulb

	Throttle control

	Kill cord

	Engine control start

	Engine cowl

	Cooling water tell-tale

	Transom mount

	Outboard leg

	Cooling inlet grille

	Propeller

A daily engine check is the best way to spot potential problems.
	I	Isolate	Ensure engine cannot be operated while checking it
	W	Water	Check coolant level

 
	O	Oil	Check oil level using dipstick (Engine & Gearbox)
	B	Belts	Check belt tensions

 
	B	Bilges/Batteries	Check for signs of leaks and batteries are on. Clean engine bilge
	L	Look	Look around engine – anything loose? Damaged?

 
	E	Exhaust	After starting ensure good water flow from exhaust

 
[image: A sea strainer.]
Top-up levels if required
[image: The fuel and battery gauges as typically seen on a boat’s console.]
[image: A 25-litre fuel container.]
Check the alternator and other drive belts. Refer to handbook for correct tension.
[image: An alternator belt being checked for correct tensioning.]
SCAN ME: G25 RYA Diesel Engine Handbook
[image: QR code linking to: https://www.rya.org.uk/products/rya-diesel-engine-handbook/]
Carry a toolkit plus spare fuel filters, impeller, and belts. 
[image: A toolkit, spare drive belts, impellers, containers of gearbox and engine oil, and a spare fuel filter, and the ignition and start/stop buttons for a boat’s engines.]
Check no lines are in the water and that the vessel is secure.
Start the engine. Check for cooling water from the exhaust and recheck after 30 seconds. 
Check fuel gauge and other instruments are registering. 
Check voltmeter to ensure the battery is charging. 
Check that the gearbox operates in forward and reverse. 
[image: Smoke coming from a motor cruiser’s exhaust, with a water stream also being emitted.]
 

Skippering on a Passage
Various preparations need to be made before any passage, many of which can be done before you get to the boat. There are some things that can only be done while on board.
Preparing the Boat
	Safety brief.

	Engine checks.

	All electronic navigation equipment, including radar (if fitted), working correctly.

	Radar reflector in position.

	If necessary, sail covers off or unzipped and sails ready to hoist with the halyard attached. Consider how much sail is required. A reef can be tied in before the sail is hoisted.

	All gear stowed, ready for sea, on deck and down below.

	Seacocks for engine open, seacocks for heads and sink closed, if necessary.

	All hatches shut before departure.

	Bilges dry.

	Bow thruster and/or stern thruster working correctly.

	Water, food, fuel, and gas checked.

	Rubbish ashore, including recycling.

	Anchor ready.

	Details of the passage, including an ETA, left with a friend ashore. 

	Weather: follow the weather patterns for a few days and get an update before sailing and during the passage. Keep an eye on the sky for weather changes and on the barometer too.

	Consider how the forecast applies to the passage and the capabilities of the vessel and crew. Reef in advance if it might be required, or consider an alternative route or timings.

	Plan how to leave the berth.


Planning the Day
Follow the APEM format to create your detailed plan for the passage. 
[image: A handwritten appraisal and plan for a passage.]
Having planned the passage, the pilotage and prepared the boat, the final go/don’t go decision is usually down to the weather and the capabilities of the crew and vessel. 
Remember: time can be saved here by pre-planning using the onboard electronics. 
[image: A mobile-phone screen showing a tidal-stream atlas and a mobile-phone screen showing a tidal-stream atlas.]
Waypoints and routes can be inputted into the chartplotter the night before. 
[image: A chartplotter screen showing waypoints and a route.]
Use radar if fitted to monitor traffic and the vessel’s position throughout the passage.
[image: A selection of books: a logbook, pilotage guide, and tidal-stream atlas.]
Consider back-ups in case your electronics fail. Navigation will consist of:
	Knowing the position of the boat at all times:

-Observation of a charted object
-Plotting latitude and longitude from GPS
-Distance and direction to a waypoint (WPT)
-Taking a fix
-Radar
-Utilising vectors on the chartplotter
-Working up an estimated position (EP)
[image: Eight different methods of establishing a boat’s position, surrounding a view looking forward from its bow. ]
	Keeping a record in the logbook:

-Vessel’s Position
-Alterations of course
-Distance covered
-Echo sounder readings
-Observations of charted navigational objects
-Weather observations
[image: A sample spread of logbook pages, with one page dedicated to ‘Execution’ and the other to ‘Monitoring’.]
	Calculating a Course to Steer (CTS).

	Using a projected EP to forecast future position.

	Set the vector length on your MFD chart screen to assist in visualising your projected heading. Check that you remain clear of any dangers. Remember, the vessel will travel down the ground track (two arrows) with the bow pointing in the direction of the water track (one arrow).

[image: The screen of an electronic chart multifunctional display system.]
 

Handling Under Power
The Basics
Throttle and Gear Control
One lever controls both gear and throttle. Pushing the lever forward or backwards by one click engages gear with engine idling. Further movement increases power. 
[image: A hand using a gear lever to engage engine ahead, neutral and engine astern.]
When changing between gears, rest the lever in neutral momentarily to reduce the chance of gear crashing.
Rudders
A boat with rudders will only react to steering when there is water flowing over the rudder. Flow over the rudder is gained from the propeller (propwash); the boat moving through the water, or when a stream of water is running over the rudder.
Yacht rudders have a large surface area and can steer at very slow speeds.
Turning the rudder and engaging gear throws propwash over one side of the rudder, increasing the rudder’s effectiveness and turning the boat in a smaller circle.
When going astern, propwash does not flow across the rudder. Steering relies on water flow gained by movement astern.
When manoeuvring in tight spaces, turn the rudder first and then apply power. The propwash from the propeller deflects off the angled rudder and turns the boat in a smaller space. 
Propwalk and Propwash
Propwalk and propwash are often confused.
Propwash
The water that comes out of the propeller when in gear is designed to propel the vessel either forward or in reverse. The flow of this water is known as propwash.
In some cases, vessels are designed so that the relative angle of the propeller can be moved.
Alternatively, the wash from the propeller can be directed across the rudder, which then helps steer the boat. The
Propwalk
Outboards/Outdrives
Pivot Points
Propellers
Going Astern
	The pivot point moves aft to a point one-third from the stern. This makes the stern initially seek the wind as bow windage increases.

	Propwalk may initially kick the stern one way.

	Steerageway is only gained once the boat is moving astern.

Wind and Stream
Streams
	Moored boat disturbing the flow

	Tight mooring lines indicating pressure from one direction

	Bubbles in the water flowing past a moored boat

	Floating seaweed on the pontoon flowing downstream

	Water stacking up around piles and buoys

	Stream

Judging Drift and Speed
Drift
Speed
Tight Turning
Turning in Wind
	Position the boat centrally to the gap or closer to the windward side. Put the rudder hard over and give a short burst of power. Engage neutral. Depending on your vessel design, propwash could be used to help (see here).

	Go astern to stop the yacht moving forward. Engage neutral. The rudder can usually be left in the same position, as steerageway astern is not gained.

	A final burst ahead keeps the boat turning. When pointing in the right direction, straighten the helm.

Use of Propwalk
Tight Turning using an Outboard/Outdrives
	Position the boat centrally in the gap, closer to the wind. 

	Turn the helm towards the wind and click gear into ahead.

	Click into neutral. 

	Turn the helm hard over the other way. Click into astern.

	Click into neutral. 

	Straighten wheel and drive out.

	Position boat.

	Turn helm. Engage forward gear on outer engine.

	Click into neutral.

	Change steerage to opposite. Engage inner engine in reverse to pull stern around.

	Click into neutral.

	Change direction of steerage. Engage outer engine in forward.

	Drive out.

Turning in Stream
Turning in a Combination of Stream and Wind
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