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BOATING TIPS

B y  N I K K U L A S  f r o m  
ski   p p e r s  s c h o o l
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You must make sure that you are 
prepared for the unexpected at all 
times. With the right equipment and 
training you will be a survivor not a 
victim.

This month I will address the 
issue and importance of life rafts for 
recreational vessels. Currently there is 
no requirement for recreational boat 
owners in WA to carry life rafts, it’s an 
option that most skippers overlook. 
However, in accordance with state 
regulations life rafts are mandatory on 
all commercial vessels. 

Both commercial and recreational 
vessels operate in the same waters 
as the recreational fleet and are 
often similar if not bigger in some 

circumstances. It 
does concern me 
because both groups 
should have the same 
emergency equipment 
requirements 
particularly when the 
length starts getting 
over the 8m mark. 
I believe it’s a lack 
of awareness of the 
existence of the life 
raft that could possibly 
explain the current 
situation. Recreational 

vessels in WA are getting bigger and 
more popular but hardly a life raft in 
sight. Things may soon change once 
the RST is firmly in place and I’m sure 
these types of issues will come up.

Skippers considering fishing 
offshore in deep waters or cruising 
to locations up and down our coast 
should consider the life raft as an 
essential survival item. Sea survival 
training and yearly checks (surveys) 
are essential if you have this type of 
equipment and if you intend using 
your vessel to its full capacity, then 
the added cost is well worth it. The 
price of this type of equipment 
could possibly come down if 
demand increases and more options 

S
kippers, crew and passengers 
must be prepared for all 
emergencies. The ocean can 
be hazardous and you cannot 

call the Fire Brigade, Ambulance 
or RAC if your boat is burnt out, 
high and dry on a reef or capsized. 
In these situations your chance of 
survival increases if you have the 
correct safety gear on board but it 
must be in good condition and every 
person on board must know where 
it is and how to use it. If you are the 
Skipper then it’s your responsibility to 
make this happen every time a new 
crew or passenger joins you for a day 
out on the ocean or river.

Avoiding an emergency situation 
occurring and developing obviously 
is the way to go. Should you be 
faced with an emergency situation 
your initial reactions will affect your 
ultimate chance of survival. 

Research relating to passenger 
ship disasters found the following 
behaviors:

Initially
25% act rationally
60% await the initiatives of others
15% become totally paralyzed
Ultimately
50% choose to hide in their cabins
50% attempt to get away.

THIS PICTURE: Huddle training from 
capsized vessel.
RIGHT: This skipper just got his 4 man 
liferaft back from yearly survey and 
is holding the hydrostatic release 
mechanism that triggers emergency 
floatation.
BELOW RIGHT: A common 12 man 
life raft mostly carried on small 
commercial vessels.
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vessels are not equipped with them 
especially when you consider the cost 
to purchase a vessel. It’s probably 
more of a legislation issue, but there 
is nothing stopping a recreational 
boat having a life raft. Just make 
sure you get the yearly check from 
the place you purchased it from 
and do a survival course that trains 
specifically for this type of equipment. 
Once again it’s no use having this 
equipment if it doesn’t work or you 
don’t know how to use it.

HOW THEY WORK
Most have a strap securing them in 
the stowage position that can be 
released manually or automatically. 
When manual inflation is required the 
canister is thrown into the water but 
is at all times connected to the vessel 
by the painter line. You should never 

BOAT TIPS

come on the market.

LIFE RAFTS
The inflatable life raft is the most 
common type made from two-ply 
nylon rubber coated fabric with 
buoyant air filled chambers. These 
units are deflated and compressed 
inside portable robust   canisters. 
Inflation occurs with its own co2 
canisters. The commercial vessels 
require their life rafts to be surveyed 
(checked) once a year. If you do 
purchase a life raft for a recreational 
boat use, at present it doesn’t have 
to be surveyed yearly but I strongly 
recommend you do.

Because of the current situation 
and other factors such as training 
and standards of recreational life 
rafts I can see the potential for 
healthy debate to why recreational 

leave your vessel if it capsizes and 
this rule applies even when you have 
a life raft. You still remain attached to 
the capsized  vessel when the life raft 
has been manually  and automatically 
inflated. Obviously if the boat sinks to 
the bottom or is on fire you have to 
cut the painter line.

HYDROSTATIC RELEASE 
This device automatically launches and 
inflates the life raft if the vessel suddenly 
capsizes. Water pressure activates the 
hydrostatic release mechanism releasing 
the strap that secures the canister to the 
vessel allowing it to float to the surface 
and inflate. 

WEAK LINK
This is essentially a weak part of 
the painter line that will break if the 
inflated life raft is pulled down with 
a sinking boat. Life raft equipment 
must be checked once a year by an 
authorized repairer. Not only the 
release mechanisms and general 
condition but what’s inside the life raft:

WHAT YOU WILL FIND INSIDE:

EPIRB
Emergency Positioning Indicating Radio 
Beacons (EPIRB) should be immediately 
switched on to alert passing aircraft 
and search and rescue authorities of 
your position. Attached by a line to 
the boat, EPIRBs float alongside and 
transmit their signal via satellite until 
they are switched off or their battery 
dies. The signal is silent and works 
most effectively when the EPIRB is 
in the water as the surface is used 
as a transmitting reflector. There are 
two types of EPIRB: 121.5MHz which 
pinpoints the distress vessel to a 20 km 
radius ( obsolete in Feb 2009) and the   
406MHz which gives increased accuracy 
and identifies the vessel. 

• Two paddles

• A bailer and safety 
knife for cutting 
painter

• Repair kit & punp

• Waterproof torch, 
spare batteries and 
bulb

• Sea anchor

• One litre of fresh 
water for each 
person or more

• Radar Reflector

• First ait kit

• Dried food rations

• Sea sick tablets - 
issued immediately 
upon entering

• Windproof matches

• Signaling mirror

• Luminescent light 
sticks

• Rescue Quoit

CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT: A standard recreational life 
raft; Huddle together as a group keeps you warm 
and is easier to see night reflections from pfd during 
a search; This is best position for the life raft on this 
particlular cray boat. Strapped in but still attached 
to the vessel by a painter line.
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FLARES

Flares are an effective way to alert 
passing aircraft and nearby boats 
that you are in trouble. There are 
three types of flares - red, orange and 

rocket parachute. Red handheld flares 
are for night-time use and can be 
seen up to 10km away. Orange smoke 
flares are for day use only and can be 
seen up to 4 km away on a clear day. 

Rocket parachute flares can reach a 
height of 300 metres and are used for 
longer range attention seeking. All 
flares only burn for about one minute 
so only use when other boats and 
planes are in your sight.

Flares are explosives and should 
be treated with care. Store in a 
waterproof container in an area that 
does not receive too much pounding. 
Everyone on board should know how 
to use them. Check they are within 
their expiry date.

A sponge for each person. Can 
be used to collect water from roof or 
soak up seasickness.

TIPS FOR SURVIVING IN  
THE LIFE RAFT

• STAY ATTACHED TO A CAPSIZED 
VESSEL
(not only will you be more visible in 
the water your rate of drift will be 
slowed)
• Control And Reduce Dehydration
-sea sick tablets for all.
• Activate EPIRB.
• Positive talk only about survival.
• Adjust sea anchor for navigation.
• Nominate a lookout for passing. 
vessels/aircraft and hazards if you are 
separated from your capsized vessel.
• Unless extra fresh water is available, 
avoid eating fish and seabirds as this 
will cause dehydration. 
• Huddle together to reduce the 
effects of Hypothermia. 
• Spread weight evenly.
• No food or water issued within the 
first 24 hrs except for sick or injured. 
Then ration food twice a day and 
water at a rate of 500ml a day.
• Always collect extra rain water, 
condensation and extra water carried 
if possible.

THIS PICTURE: Towing a weak or injured person to safety.




