	Flying a National Ensign Correctly
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	Boating flag, burgee and pennant etiquette
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	I have received several requests for information on the proper display of flags aboard a boat. First of all, the word "flag" refers to any type of flag being flown. There are, however, several types of "flags". Along with your country's national ensign, there are all manner of courtesy, warning and signal flags in the boating world, as well as a multitude of burgees and pennants.
1. The National Ensign is the most important flag aboard your boat! 
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It ranks above all others. Pictured here is the U.S. national ensign, modeled after the American flag. In American waters, you can choose to fly the Yacht ensign with the circle of stars surrounding a fouled anchor, rather than the National ensign. In foreign waters, however, the national ensign is the only proper flag to fly. 

The ensign is always rectangular in shape, with the length being called the "fly" and the height called the "hoist". A properly sized ensign will equal one (1) inch of fly for each foot of boat length. For example, a 24' boat should fly an ensign that is 24 inches at the fly (long). If the flag sizes available do not exactly match the length of your boat, select the next bigger size, not the smaller one. 

The U.S. ensign is always flown at the stern of your boat. NEVER display the national ensign on your bow staff. Flying the ensign anywhere but at the stern of your boat is considered disrespectful of your country’s flag. The ensign is hoisted at 0800 (8 AM) and lowered at sunset. Leaving your ensign up all night is also considered disrespectful. By following the correct procedures, we demonstrate just how proud we are of the nation in which we live. 

2. Burgees and Pennants: Burgees and pennants are generally triangular in shape and, on most powerboats, are flown from the bow staff (pole). Burgees can represent your boat manufacturer's name, your initials, your yacht club or local Power Squadron affiliation. I have also seen fish, cocktails, skunks, near-naked ladies and all manner of fantastic other things emblazoned on pennants. (In other words, go for it!) Burgees and pennants can be flown both day and night. 
3. Foreign Flags or Courtesy Flags: When entering a foreign port, you must hoist the code flag "Quebec" (solid yellow) from the starboard spreader if you have a signal mast or, if not, then from your radio antenna. This means you are requesting "pratique" or permission to use the port.
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Once you pass through customs and quarantine, you then replace the "Q" flag with a miniature version of the host country's national ensign, which is called a "courtesy" flag. Remember, you still display your own country's ensign at the stern. 

4. International Distress Flag: The International distress flag is a square–shaped, bright orange flag with a black ball and a black square. When this flag is displayed, ALL other vessels are required by law to come to the aid of the boat in distress. If you do not have a distress flag aboard, flying the National Ensign upside down is also regarded as a signal of distress. 

5. Diver Down Flag: The diver down flag is a square-shaped, bright red colored flag with a diagonal white stripe.
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This flag indicates a diver in the water. In most cases, the rule states that the diver must stay within 100' of the flag and that all other boats must stay at least 200' away from the flag. A nice, sensible arrangement, in my opinion.

6. Signal Flags: There is a different signal flag for every letter of the alphabet, as well as ten (10) numerical flags, three (3) repeater flags and a code answering flag. All letters of the alphabet have a phonetic name, starting with Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, Delta and ending with X-ray, Yankee and Zulu. For more information on signal flags, you can order a copy of Publication 102, "International Code of Signals" from the Government Printing Office online bookstore.

A final word of advice on flying flags aboard your boat. If you aren't sure where the flag should be displayed, and have no way of finding out, don't fly it at all! 



