Man Overboard Procedures

From Jim Shepard,
Your Guide to Powerboating.
FREE Newsletter. Sign Up Now!
Basic steps for recovering a person in the water.

Step 1: Yell "MAN OVERBOARD" as loudly as you can. Then point to the person in the water. Never take your eyes off that person and keep pointing even as the boat turns around for retrieval. If you don't see the importance of doing this, throw an old basketball over your stern in 3-foot seas with whitecaps showing. Next, look away and wait until the boat gets turned around. Chances are you won't be able to find the basketball again.

Step 2: Get a flotation device to the person in the water immediately. A life ring, a cushion or a horseshoe buoy are good examples of the Type VI throwable devices that must be readily available for fast deployment. Don't throw just one! I believe in the "cookie crumb" system. By throwing out 3, 4 or 5 flotation devices (cockpit cushions, life jackets, fenders, etc.) you will leave a trail that leads back to the person in the water when the skipper gets the boat turned around.

Step 3: Turn the boat around ASAP without endangering your remaining crew. 
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Sponsored Links

Trouble Docking The Boat?Throw The Old Boat Hook Away! Save $20.00 For Limited Timewww.lineshark.net
Safety/Survival GearMarine Safety Gear from Stearns FREE US Shipping on orders > $150www.KodiakOutback.com
Man over board systemNew wireless system. Never lose your boat or a passenger again!www.AutoTether.com
The old, "tried and true" method is to glance at your compass course and then turn until you are steering a reciprocal course. That's 180o added to or subtracted from your course, as the case may be. For example, if you were steering 030o, the reciprocal would be 030o + 180o = 210o. Or, if you were steering 210o, the reciprocal would be 210o – 180o = 030o. Once on course, you just follow the "cookie crumbs" to the person overboard. 

The modern method makes use of the newer GPS units that have a MOB button. You push this button as soon as someone yells "MAN OVERBOARD"; the GPS locks that position in the unit and gives you the return course back to that spot.

Step 4: Deploy a floatable retrieval line. I have a 100-foot polypropylene (floating) line with one end permanently attached to the stern of the boat. The other end is attached to a drogue chute that deploys the line behind the boat when thrown (much like a waterski tow line). Then, as the boat circles around the person in the water, the line will pass right across his position.

Step 5: Get the victim back into the boat as soon as possible. This is sometimes the hardest part of the rescue. The person may be exhausted, injured or suffering from hypothermia. If your boat is small, pull the person in over the stern. This greatly reduces the chance of capsizing due to too much weight on one side of the boat (see article on Stability). In a larger boat, your best bet is probably to pull the person in, using the tow line, to the swim ladder and swim platform.

As an absolute last resort, when all else has failed, you may consider putting someone else into the water to help the victim. Do not let anyone else into the water without having them wear a life jacket which has a line attached to that person and the boat, both. Remember, when considering this option, you are now going to have double the number of people overboard. Also remember, if there is any delay in locating or retrieving the person overboard, you should issue a "PAN-PAN" call on your marine radio ASAP.

If you think that MOB practice is not needed on your boat, try this. Throw a cushion overboard while the boat is under way, yell "MAN OVERBOARD!" and point. Note the stunned looks on every face. At that point, I hope you will agree that MOB practice is needed.

Finally, the best solution is: don't fall overboard! Keep everyone in/on the boat. No sitting on the edges and no feet or legs hanging over the side. Keep your decks clear of clutter and items that people could trip over. Most of all, wear a life jacket! Wearing a life jacket is just like wearing a seat belt in your car. If you don’t wear one, the whole safety system doesn’t work! Sometime, when you're in a swimming pool in water over your head, try putting on a life jacket to see how difficult (if not impossible) it is to do. In case of an emergency, you must have your life jacket on for it to work.

