Boating Safety
By April Phillips, Naval Safety Center Public Affairs 

There’s an old saying when it comes to boat ownership.  The second happiest day is the day someone buys that new boat.  The happiest is the day is the day he or she sells it.  No matter how much truth there is in that adage, one thing is certain:  The worst possible day for any boat owner or weekend captain is the day someone is lost overboard.

“Falling overboard, capsizing, collisions, and drowning because personal flotation devices are not used are the most common mishaps we see with boating,” said John Williams, recreation and off-duty safety coordinator at the Naval Safety Center.

However, he said a little precaution goes a long way toward ensuring a fun outing on the water doesn’t turn tragic.

“Take a Coast Guard approved boating safety class,” he recommends.  

The Coast Guard’s website states that operator error accounts for 70 percent of all boating accidents, but they have courses available all across the country for kids and adults of all ages.  These courses offer many tips for staying safe, Williams said, including knowing how to check the boat’s capacity.
“Use the manufacturer’s limitation as a rule,” he said.  
A little prior planning can also make the difference if something should go wrong.

“Tell someone where you’re going and when you expect to return so if you don’t show up a search can get underway immediately.  Getting the search party out there early makes a big difference when people are in the water.”
Additionally, boaters who find themselves in the water can make smart decisions that will greatly increase the odds of survival.  

“Stay with the boat if it capsizes it it’s at all afloat.  Rescuers are more likely to see the boat than they are a single swimmer,” Williams said.

However, he said the smartest decision boaters can make it to abstain from alcohol.

“You can be arrested for being drunk on the water just like you can for being drunk while driving a car.  The captain is responsible for every life on that boat, and if he or she is impaired, she can’t do the job effectively and people are far more likely to get hurt,” Williams said.

Here are some tips to keep in mind before you hit the water:

· Stay informed of the weather forecast and look out for sudden wind shifts which could signal an approaching storm.

· Bring extra gear such as maps, a first aid kit, sunscreen and flares in a watertight pouch of container that floats.

· Tell someone where you’re going, who will be with you, and how long you’ll be away.

· Never operate a boat while impaired.

· Yield the right of way to approaching vessels.

· Check your boat, equipment, engine and fuel supply before leaving land.

There are also numerous web-based resources for boating safety.  The U.S. Coast Guard has numerous tips and information on approved safety courses at their website, http://www.uscgboating.org.

