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Ask The Captain

Capt. Lyman Louis

Weve dl been there, we've dl seen it. Someone's
broken down and waving a tshirt or flag or even thar ams
trying to get atow into shore. What do you do?

The “lav of the sed’ mandates that you provide
assgance to other mariners in distress, but what form should
that assstance take? What can you do that fulfills your good
Samaritan obligations while not ruining your own day on the
water?

Firg, know that while you are obliged to help other
mariners, you are under no obligation to take someone in
tow. In fact, if you do s0 you may be taking on unnecessary
risks and liadilities. In generd, anytime you take another
vesd in tow, the vessd towing is respongble for anything
that happens to elther boat.

For example, with another boat in tow you put ther
boat into the dock harder than intended causing a scraich to
their pant or gelcoat. You would be responsble for the
repairs to ther boat and their insurance company would
come after you—not your insurance company—to collect.

Heréds another dgtuation: usng the best lines
available, you tie off to a cleat on their bow and another on
your gern. Under tenson the cleat on your boat fals and
flies into the open bow of the boat you were towing sriking
a passenger.

Once agan, anything that happens is your
repongbility. Any medicd cods for the passenger will
likdy be pad out of your pocket. Your insurance company



may decide to pay, but they may aso increase your rates or
cancel your policy.

Here's one more: the reason the boat is broken down
is they've blown their inboard engine. Unknown to you or
the towed boat, the “bang” they heard was a rod being
thrown through the bilge and now oil has collected a the
bilge pump. When that pump kicks on it spills 10-15 gdlons
of motor all into the river with a trall leading right to your
boat. Since you took the boat in tow the fines will most
likely come out of your pocket, not the stranded boater’s.

All because you wanted to be a good Samaritan. We
may not likeit, but that’ s the world we livein.

These scenarios are red ones and before you decide
to take that boat in tow consider a couple of other options.
Cdl the Coast Guard and ask them to issue a Marine
Assslance Request Broadcast (MARB) for the vessd. They
will ask you for informaion about the Stuation and then
make a broadcast on VHF-16.

If it's a nonemergency dtudtion, cdl a commercid
tower directly. These companies are trained, equipped ad
insured to ded with these and many other problems that
occur on the water when things go wrong. On an busy
weekend a professiona tower will ded with more towing
gtuations than the best Samaritan would in a lifetime. That
experience is invauable when things go wrong.

When things go wrong on your boat what is your
reponse? Private pilots are taught an important principle
from day one pilot in command. The pilot in command is
ultimately responsble for every aspect of safety during
flight.

| bring this up because many times | have come
across dangerous Stuations made more dangerous because of
the inaction of the captain or higher tendency to panic. Not
knowing what to do, too many captans do nothing and



further endanger the lives of ther passengers. Others become
S0 shaken that their passengers are effected.

Herés a minimum lig of things tha must be done
anytime things go wrong on your boa. As captan you
should aways be prepared to respond by  taking the
following actions

1 Everybody wear their PFDs. Lead by
example and put yours on firg. Even if the
dtuation seems mino—for example, say
going aground on a sandbar. But, those are
exactly the types of gStuaions that tend to
deteriorate quickly and dl too frequently
end with a sentence in he paper that reads:
“none of the victims were wearing ther life
jackets.”

2. Communicate your dtuation to others by
usng your VHF or a cdl phone. The VHF
is best because it announces to the boating
world that there is a problem on your boat
and they will respond. Agan, even if it
seems minor let the Coast Guard know.
You never know what might happen and at
least then they will have your lagt known
location.

3. If possble and safe, drop your anchor. If
you ae in a navigdion channd or in
another dtuation where you are concerned
about the location, it may be that drifting
for awhile would be better. You make the
cdl—you're the cgptan. If it is a sife
location, then drop the anchor. You may
not be able to set it properly, but at least it
will dow your drift until help arrives.



4. Reman cadm. Your passengers ae relying
on you to keep them sdfe It is your
respongbility done and they will be
looking to you for reassurance. You're the
captain.

Seeyou on therivers,
Capt. Lyman Louis

You can e-mail Capt. Lyman at askthecapt@seatowpdx.com.



