

SBSA Limited Visibility and Night Operations
See also USCG Navigation Rules– Conduct of vessels in restricted visibility,

Rules 19 & 35. http://www.navcen.uscg.gov/pdf/navRules/navrules.pdf
Overview:

When conducting research at night, during limited visibility, or in an area where the visibility may decrease while working, there are a number of special considerations that must be addressed to maintain a reasonable margin of safety.  Vessel operators should be familiar with, or well informed of, the operational area in clear conditions and daylight. They must also be aware of any hazards to navigation and possible rapid environmental changes. The operator must also be familiar with sound signals and lighting schemes of vessels, aids to navigation, and local shore-based features.  
Small boats working at night in the company of larger research vessels; which can provide reliable assistance capability in the event of mechanical failure or other difficulties as well as general operational support, are at an advantage. But still must take additional precautions, and comply with regulations.

Definitions:
Night: For these purposes, nighttime will be defined as 30 minutes after sunset until 30 minutes before sunrise.  This definition considers the twilight time when ambient light is appreciable although the sun is below the horizon.

Restricted visibility: Rule 3 of the USCG Navigation Rules defines restricted visibility as: “The term “restricted visibility” means any condition in which visibility is restricted by fog, mist, falling snow, heavy rainstorms, sandstorms, or any other similar causes;” without giving specific distances. The criteria are to operate at a speed in which your vessel can maneuver to avoid an object or another vessel approaching. This speed depends on visibility, other obstructions and environmental conditions, as well as the speed and handling characteristics of each vessel.

Vessel Operation:
All vessels and crews should be prepared to operate at night or during times of restricted visibility, even if such conditions were not in the original cruise plan. Weather will change; problems may arise with deck equipment, propulsion or crew which can slow the vessel down. As stated above, operators and crews need to be prepared. This includes functional vessel lighting, sound producing devices, and other items listed below in section 2 of Specialized Requirements
When encountering restricted visibility “every vessel shall proceed at a safe speed adapted to the prevailing circumstances and conditions of restricted visibility. A power-driven vessel shall have her engines ready for immediate maneuver.” (Navigation Rules #19). A general rule of thumb could be to operate a vessel at a speed no faster than it can be brought to a stop in one half the distance you can see (and hope another vessel on a collision course isn’t going faster than you). 
Crew members should always act as lookouts when underway. During a briefing before operations at night or in restricted visibility provides an opportunity to formally review the lookout’s role and duties. Discuss how and when crew member(s) report sightings, sounds, changes in the water etc. to the vessel operator.
Special Requirements
Outlined below are three main categories of additional guidelines to be considered
1. Float Plan.  

   
The OM’s float plan and submitting procedures must be followed, including:

a. A detailed description of the area of operation and method of sampling

b. The name, phone numbers and other contact information of one primary and at least one secondary emergency contacts

c. An established schedule for contacting shore support at previously arranged intervals.

Shore contacts must be able to initiate an emergency response in the event of loss of communication with the research team.  Should a scheduled contact fail to occur, a call will be placed to the boat.  If contact cannot be made by radio or phone within a predetermined time, the local response team (other institution vessel, boating safety office, etc.) will be notified, and asked to initiate the missing vessel plan (attempt contact with the boat via radio, phone, to check launch/dock area, crew home, etc.)  If there is still no contact, the local authorities or US Coast Guard will be notified of the overdue vessel.  Continue to monitor the phone and/or radio, and notify the OM’s person responsible for boating safety. 

2. Equipment

In addition to the standard communication and safety gear equipment onboard, the following items should be inspected and included:

a. Verify running lights, sound signaling device(s), VHF radio and GPS are operational
b. Carry paper charts of the working area(s), or have a written list of course(s), turns and running time from operational area to safe port.
c. High candlepower spotlight

d. Alternative communication devices, with 12 volt power adapter. (Cell or sat phone, extra VHF radio, etc.)
e. Adequate thermal protection, nutrition and water for all persons on board

3. Conditions

Not all organizations have determined a minimum ‘no go’ point for weather and sea conditions for operations.  Given the inability to visually characterize local conditions at night or in restricted visibility, it is important to begin with conservative cut-off values for reported and forecast weather and sea state.  OMs may wish to establish guidelines for vessel operations taking into account the following:

A. Vessel(s) involved

1. Stability as loaded for the operation

2. Required and recommended equipment on board

3. Reliability

B.   Crew duties, readiness & experience

C.  Mission goal 

D.  Environmental conditions, both at departure time & the forecast for the time 
      while underway
1. Visibility 
2. Wind speed

3. Wind waves 
4. Currents and tides, where appropriate 

5. Swell height and period, where appropriate
Conclusion:
Safety is our primary concern and when presented with the added risk of operating small vessels at night or in restricted visibility more stringent operational guidelines are appropriate.  
The guidelines presented here do not encompass all potential needs or protect against unforeseeable hazards.  It is incumbent on the vessel operator and crew to exercise good judgment, be alert at all times and be conservative when making decisions involving general safety. 
Caution and common sense are continuing requirements for safe navigation.
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