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Racing Rules

 

In a busy Cowes Week it is not unusual for two 

very different fleets to meet in confusion at a 

mark. John Doerr explains how best to deal with 

this situation. 

AT MULTI-CLASS EVENTS such as Cowes Week, or 

when racing is organised by a number of clubs on 

the same patch there is always the possibility of 

fleets from different races meeting at a mark. Co-

ordination is required between clubs using the 

same 

marks to ensure that each mark is designated 

either Port or Starboard to ensure all fleets round 

each mark the same way.  

 

There are no special rules that apply to boats in different fleets, so the effect of a convergence is mainly 

tactical. However, an understanding of the rules between boats of different sizes, speeds and sailing 

angles can help to get that vital result. 

Basic Principle 

The rules between boats in different fleets are exactly the same as those between boats in the same 

fleet. Even the tactics of rounding are no different. However, when boats have different previous marks 

they are likely to arrive at different angles and at different speeds, making the judgement of overlaps 

more difficult. 

This can be quite a big problem for a slower boat that is ahead approaching the mark. By virtue of the 

angle between them a faster boat may well be overlapped as the slow boat enters the three-length zone 

and even though she appears to be well behind, that fast-approaching boat is entitled to room at the 

mark. This problem for the slower boats can easily be magnified when sailing into a strong current. 

When the boats have different next marks it is important not to become trapped to windward of a boat 

that has a higher course to the next mark. At a windward mark this can happen to the outside boat while 

at a leeward mark it is the inside boat that must take care. 

Remember, it is the leeward boat that is entitled to sail up to her proper course, even if she established 

the overlap from astern. A windward boat must keep clear and has no right to sail down to her proper 

course. This problem is bad enough when you are trapped by one boat, but a disaster when a line of 

boats from a different f eet can ruin your whole race. 

It can sometimes happen that two boats are approaching a mark, but it is only a mark of the course for 

one of them. In this situation the special mark rounding rules do not apply, but if the mark is large 

enough to be an obstruction according to the rule definition (typically a navigation mark), then Rule 19 

requires an outside boat to give room to a boat overlapped inside her when they are at the mark. 

If the co-ordination between clubs does break down, or if the race officer makes a mistake resulting in 

fleets rounding the same mark different ways, then the mark rounding rules do not apply. The situation is 

governed by the basic right of way rules.  

Port tack boats must keep clear of starboard tack boats, but right of way starboard tack boats that alter 

course, even to round a mark, must comply with Rule 16 and give port tack boats room to keep clear. 
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