SBSA VHF MARINE RADIO

Used for ship-to-ship or ship-to-shore communication, very high frequency (VHF) FM marine radios are the primary means of communication at sea and in many other bodies of water with commercial shipping. VHF radios may have better coverage than cell phones; although VHF radios do only cover on a line of sight, which can vary from approximately 3 to 25 miles, depending on antenna height. An advantage is that the US Coast Guard can triangulate your position using VHF, but not with cell phones.  The radios are available as permanently mounted built-in units (more features, range & power), and hand held units (less expensive & portable).

Some hand held units are advertised as being “waterproof”, or being able to float. Do not rely on these claims, especially with older radios.

VHF radios are monitored around the clock by the US Coast Guard, local law and rescue agencies, and commercial vessels. Additionally all vessels underway that have a VHF radio on board must monitor the hailing frequency, channel 16.

Radios in the US transmit on slightly different frequencies than other nations. Make certain your radio is set to the “US” band. The selector can be a toggle, thumbwheel, or a press-and-hold key.

You should read the owner’s manual for your radio to learn more about additional functions on the radio, i.e. Digital Select Calling, scan, memory & monitor features, GPS if available, and how to adjust squelch, volume etc.

“WX” weather channels are seven receive-only stations which broadcast continuous weather information from NOAA. Most radios have a button labeled WX. To find the channel covering your area scroll through all the channels. It is a good idea to listen to one full cycle of weather information (6 to 10 minutes) for your area before getting underway. Also check the current conditions at a location “up-stream” from your operational area to keep informed of any incoming changes in the weather headed towards you. 

All other channels are selected with some sort of toggle mechanism, keypad, or thumbwheel. Fixed radios generally have either a large channel selecting knob, or a keypad on which the desired channel is punched, followed by the enter key. They often will have a button which toggles back to channel 16 from any other channel, and a “memory” button which will toggle back to the previously selected channel from channel 16. This makes it easy to hail someone on channel 16 and quickly switch to a working channel. 

The transmit key is often located on the side of the microphone or the body of a hand‑held radio. When it is depressed, there should be a small light or display labeled TX which indicates that you are transmitting. Microphones that are built into hand-held radios are often just small pinholes in the case. Do not cover the microphone with your hand when trying to broadcast.

The following channels are some you might need to use, along with the appropriate type of traffic for that channel:

Channel

Use










16
Distress, hailing, and safety

06
Intership safety. Must not be used for non‑safety purposes.
09
Intership and ship to coast, radio checks, hailing, commercial and non‑commercial

11
This channel is a commercial vessel safety channel but it is used locally by sports 

anglers. If you need to contact a boat that appears to be fishing nearby, this would be one channel to use.

12
Port operations: This channel gives vessel traffic service bulletins, informing you of large vessel traffic

13
Vessel Traffic Service: this channel is reserved for large vessel traffic, but monitoring may help determine the intentions of a large vessel. This channel is also used by locks and bridges operated by the Army Corps of Engineers

21A or 22A
Used for communication by the Coast Guard after initial contact on channel 16

24‑28
Ship to Shore correspondence: it is used to contact a marine operator to make phone calls from a boat to land.

66
lntership and ship to coast 

68, 69, 72 or 78  Commonly used working channels (depends on traffic on the radio)

70 - 
Digital Select Calling. Allows private conversations.

81A, 82A – US Federal agencies working channels

84‑87
Ship to shore correspondence 

Calling on marine VHF requires the use of certain protocols. If you wish to call another vessel, start with low power (1W) setting, switch to Hi if needed or in emergency. Select channel 16, press the transmit key firmly, wait a second for the receiving radio to clear its squelch, and speak slowly and clearly into the microphone. Keep your first transmission to under 30 seconds. You need to include the ship name of the vessel you wish to contact repeated three times, your vessel’s name, and an identifier for your vessel such as the FCC call sign, or registration #. For example, if you are on the CAPE HORN and wish to contact the MUSSEL POINT, the following transmission would be appropriate:

"Research Vessel MUSSEL POINT, MUSSEL POINT, MUSSEL POINT, this is the CAPE HORN, Whiskey Tango Victor 3435."

If you don't get a response immediately, wait at least 2 minutes before repeating the transmission. If after 3 transmissions there is no response, wait 15 minutes before trying for another contact. If you do make contact, switch to a working channel, such as 69 or 71:

"MUSSEL POINT, please switch to channel seven one."

In all this conversation, avoid any extraneous words, such as "Do you read me?" or “Come in Skipper."

If both of you speak at the same time, you will not hear each other. It helps if you finish a transmission with "over" to indicate to the other person that they may reply. Remember that your conversation is on public frequencies and other people may be listening to you. 

In the event of an emergency, your radio may be the chief means of obtaining help. There are three levels of emergency messages that may be transmitted:

Distress signal: MAYDAY

This message is used to indicate that a mobile station is threatened by grave and imminent danger and requests immediate assistance. Repeat 3 times “Mayday, mayday, mayday. This is <your vessel name & location>.

Urgency signal: PAN PAN (pronounced PAHN PAHN, & usually repeated 3 times)

Used when the safety of the vessel or person is in jeopardy. "Man overboard" and loss of power messages are sent with the Urgency signal.

Safety signal: SECURITY (pronounced SAY‑CURITAY, SAY‑CURITAY, SAY‑CURITAY )

Used for messages concerning the safety of navigation or giving important meteorological warnings. These are usually issued by the Coast Guard, but any mariner can make this call.

After assessing the nature of the emergency (is this a MAYDAY or a PAN PAN?) broadcast the emergency signal, for instance:

MAYDAY - MAYDAY - MAYDAY

This is the TITANIC, TITANIC, TITANIC

Whiskey Tango Victor 3435

MAYDAY

This is the TITANIC

My location is (give the most accurate information you have) I am sinking (or what ever the problem is)

I will need to be picked up (what kind of aid do you need)

I am a 17' skiff with an outboard motor

There are 4 people on board

We are all in good shape but cold

The hull is white with white decks

The CF # is Charlie Foxtrot 6399 X-ray Sierra

Over

At this point wait for a response. If one doesn't come within a minute, repeat the call.

If you monitor a MAYDAY call and no one else answers it, you are legally obligated to acknowledge it and record all significant information. Contact the Coast Guard and relay the message. If you are in the vicinity of the stricken vessel and you wish to offer assistance, contact the vessel in distress, making sure that you are not interfering with emergency communication. You have a legal obligation to do this. You may well be the only link between someone in mortal danger and the help they need. You have no obligation to offer assistance that would jeopardize your safety or equipment. However, offer whatever assistance is possible if you are nearest to someone in trouble.

There are times when distance or transmitting conditions make it difficult to understand a transmission. At these times it may help to spell words using the following phonetic alphabet.

Letter
     Phonetic Equivalent
Pronunciation

A

ALPHA

AL FAH

B

BRAVO

BRAH VOH

C

CHARLIE

CHAR LEE

D

DELTA

DELL TAH

E

ECHO


ECK OH

F

FOXTROT

FOKS TROT

G

GOLF


GOLF

H

HOTEL

HO TELL

I

INDIA


IN DEE AH

J

JULIET

JEW LEE ETT

K

KILO


KEY LOH

L

LIMA


LEE MAH

M

MIKE


MIKE

N

NOVEMBER

NO VEM BER

0

OSCAR

OSS CAH

P

PAPA


PAH PAH

Q

QUEBEC

KEH BECK

R

ROMEO

ROW ME OH

S

SIERRA

SEE AIR RAH

T

TANGO

TANG GO

U

UNIFORM

YOU NEE FORM

V

VICTOR

VIK TAH

W

WHISKEY

WISS KEY

X

XRAY


ECKS RAY

Y

YANKEE

YANG KEY

Z

ZULU


ZOO LOO

0

ZERO


ZERO

1

ONE


WUN

2

TWO


TOO

3

THREE

THUH REE

4

FOUR


FO WER

5

FIVE


Fl FE

6

SIX


SIX

7

SEVEN

SEVEN

8

EIGHT


ATE

9

NINE


NINER

As a minimum, you should: 

1. MAINTAIN A WATCH while the radio is turned on, even though you are not communicating. Monitoring the Calling and Distress Channel 16 (2182 kHz SSB) is compulsory when the set is on and you are not communicating on another channel. 

2. CHOOSE THE CORRECT CHANNEL when communicating either ship-to-ship or ship-to-shore. 

3. LIMIT THE PRELIMINARY CALL to 30 seconds. If there is no answer, you must wait 2 minutes before repeating the call, except in case of an emergency. 

4. LIMIT SHIP-TO-SHIP CONVERSATIONS TO THREE MINUTES and the content to ship's business. Be considerate of others, they may want to make a call. 

5. REMEMBER THAT PUBLIC CORRESPONDENCE HAS NO TIME LIMIT (private telephone calls) -The caller is paying the toll. 

6. NEVER USE PROFANE OR OBSCENE LANGUAGE or transmit fraudulent messages. Penalties include fines up to $10,000 or imprisonment or both. 

7. RADIO CHECKS are prohibited on Channel 16.  Channel 9 is the proper place for radio checks and informal hailing.
"Over and Out" 
The most commonly misused procedure words are "Over and Out." "Over" means that you expect a reply. "Out" means you are finished and do not expect a reply. It is contradictory to say "Over and Out." 

VHF Hints

1.  You cannot hear when the “Transmit” button is pushed
2.  Plan what you are going to say before calling
3. Pause before speaking. Then speak in a normal voice
4.  Adjust "Squelch" control as low as possible without hearing static or "white noise". 

5.  Be clear & concise

6.  Everybody within range of your radio can hear what you say

7.  Know your location and vessel description and registration number

8.  Know & use the phonetic alphabet 
9. Never attempt to transmit without antenna connected. This can damage  the radio
10. Minimize RF exposure by keeping handheld radio a few inches away from face. Transmitting for long periods or with unit < 1" from body can exceed FCC RF exposure limits.
11. Read the owner’s manual

12.  The VHF radio is safety equipment, treat it as such & have a backup. 
