	Personal Flotation Devices

	


	Many boaters and West Marine associates are confused by the Coast Guard’s traditional system of categorizing life jackets, also called Personal Flotation Devices (PFDs) The Coast Guard categorizes PFDs by a system of types (I, II, III IV and V) that emphasizes the life jacket specification rather than application and function. We feel that grouping the various types by their intended use and then outlining the features, advantages and disadvantages is more helpful. Hopefully you can then make sense of our extensive product selection and buy just what you need for your style of boating and physique. To do justice to the letter of the law, we're going to repeat the Federal requirements regarding life jackets on recreational boats, since you have to meet this standard regardless of what you end up selecting. We also want to caution you to be aware of the state regulations that are in effect in your boating area, since they may vary from the federal requirements. As a special customer service, all of our stores display signs that clearly explain the current PFD requirements in the states of each geographical region in the U.S. 

The Federal Regulations
PFDs are divided into five categories, Type I through Type V. The U.S. Coast Guard regulations regarding life jackets on recreational boats are pretty simple: 

· All recreational boats must carry one wearable PFD (Type I, II, III or Type V PFD) for each person aboard. 

· Any boat 16' and longer (except sailboards, racing shells, rowing sculls, racing canoes, and racing kayaks) must also carry one throwable PFD (Type IV PFD). 

· Type I, II and III PFDs must be readily accessible and wearable by the intended user, while Type IV PFDs must be immediately available. 

· Type V hybrid PFDs and some inflatables must be worn to be counted in the vessel’s PFD inventory. Inflatable PFDs must have a full cylinder and all status indicators on the inflator must be green, or the device is NOT serviceable, and does NOT satisfy the requirement. Coast Guard Approved Inflatable PFDs are authorized for use on recreational boats by persons at least 16 years of age and there may be weight minimums as well. 

· Children under 13 years are required to wear a correctly sized Coast Guard approved life jacket when underway on a recreational vessel, unless they are in an enclosed cabin or below decks. Child PFD approvals are based on the child’s weight. Check the “User Weight” on the label, or the Approval Statement that will read something like "Approved for use on recreational boats and uninspected commercial vessels not carrying passengers for hire, by persons weighing __ lbs". They can be marked "less than 30", "30 to 50", "less than 50", or "50 to 90". 

· PFDs must be Coast Guard approved, in good and serviceable condition, and the appropriate size for the intended user. 

The Coast Guard recommends and many states require wearing PFDs: 

· For water skiing and other towed activities (use a PFD marked for water skiing). 

· While operating personal watercraft (PWC) (use a PFD marked for water skiing or PWC use). 

· During whitewater boating activities. 

· While sailboarding (under Federal law, sailboards are not "boats"). Check with your state boating safety officials. 

Types of Boating and Recommended Life Jackets
To select the correct life jacket for you and your family, start by identifying the type of boating you do:
Recreational
This type is recommended for powerboats or sailboats in relatively calm, warm water, where comfort and freedom of movement are important. Choose from either a belted or day sailing vest, or an inshore inflatable. The choices are many, since it is the most common type of boating, but demands are not very stringent. Owners of small powerboats commonly opt for belted vests, which can be adjusted to a looser or snugger fit, depending on conditions while sailors will select a more flexible vest or an inflatable. 

Our Comfort Series Inflatable Vests, with 22.5lb. of buoyancy, are easy to wear, don't restrict your movement, and are available in automatic, manual and belt pack manual designs. They fit adult boaters over 80lb. with 30" to 52" chest sizes. 

We also sell a remarkable number of economical Type II vests, but we don't recommend them as primary PFDs since they are unattractive and uncomfortable to wear. View Type IIs as extra vests for unexpected guests, or consider stocking up with some relatively low-priced Type III vests of different sizes and designs, which tend to fit better and are more likely to be worn. 
Watersports
Activities like wakeboarding, water skiing, being towed on an inflatable device and riding a personal watercraft include a risk of hitting the water at high speed. PFDs for watersports must withstand these impacts and stay intact and attached to your body. Belted vests with three or four strong belts encircling your torso work best because they won't get torn off easily even when you crash and burn at high speed. Look for vests that have Watersports marked on the label, and ensure that they can be adjusted to a snug fit.
Day Sailing
Small boat sailing requires movement and a range of flexibility, yet a good PFD has to fit snugly and hug the upper body. The preferred style has a zippered closure and is made from very soft, pliable foam. To increase the vests' flexibility, thin strips of foam are inserted into "channels" so the foam wraps comfortably around your chest. Deep armholes offer additional freedom of movement, but may allow the vest to "ride up" when in the water, so a good, snug fit is important. If you sail a dinghy or beach catamaran your PFD may have to be worn with a trapeze harness, so take the harness with you when you go shopping for a new life jacket. Many customers will find that Day Sailing vests are a good choice for a variety of boating styles except for high-speed watersports.
Fishing
Anglers frequently need to carry a smorgasbord of lures, leaders, etc. and will appreciate a vest with built-in pockets. They may also operate small and fast boats, which could lead to a high-speed water impact. Therefore, we offer two distinct types of fishing vests, those with pockets that can hold lure boxes, a sandwich or fishing tools and those with wide encircling belts. The second style is similar to watersport PFDs and can be adjusted to a snug and secure fit, so the vest will stay on during high-speed impacts.
Offshore Sail
Offshore vests provide lots of buoyancy, freedom of movement, and commonly a safety tether that the wearer clips into jacklines to stay connected to the boat. In the past, offshore sailors chose between a life jacket and a safety harness, since the two items were seen as interfering with one another. Today’s inflatable life jackets with integrated harnesses provide a high level of safety with one single product. Decide which type of inflation you prefer (manual or automatic). Virtually all models in the Offshore Sailing category will have similar buoyancy (35lb.) and a harness that complies with ISAF standards. 

We recommend that offshore powerboaters also have one or two of these vests aboard, since they might face similar challenges as sailors do when they have to venture out onto a pitching, slippery deck in rough conditions to get the anchor ready or to secure a dinghy that has come loose. 
Offshore Power
Passagemaking requires high buoyancy life jackets designed for rough waters. While the chances of ending up overboard are far less on a trawler with an enclosed pilothouse, crew should always wear high buoyancy inflatable life jackets every time they go on deck. If a crewmember goes overboard time to rescue may be long, the water may be cold and most likely the seas will be rough. 
Paddlesports
Canoeists, kayakers, and whitewater rafters need PFDs that combine freedom of movement and protection. Many specialized life jackets have been developed for niche markets and different styles of paddling, so make sure you try different models that are labeled for paddle sports. But almost all will offer freedom of movement and freedom from chafe while performing repetitive motions, with large armholes and foam that is distributed away from normal arm movement. Kayakers may need vests with high-cut waists that don't interfere with a spray skirt. Manually operated inflatable vests with chest packs are ergonomic and convenient, but require you to slip the inflated bladder over your head.
Commercial Vessels
These vessels must have specific types of life jackets onboard to be legal. We offer a range of Type I life jackets and SOLAS approved models but we don't recommend their use on recreational vessels, since Type I devices are virtually unwearable and they take up gobs of valuable storage space. But if you operate a commercial vessel that is required to have Type I vests on board, we've got 'em.
Other Features to Consider
Here are some other attributes or applications for life jackets that put incremental requirements on their performance:
Dynamic Strength Testing
On the Underwriter's Laboratory label on the inside of all approved vests is a "Dynamic Strength Testing" value, which used to be called the "Impact Rating". This rating describes the strength of the life jacket when subjected to high-speed impacts. However, UL and the Coast Guard are quick to point out that it is unrelated to the injuries that a user might suffer during a high-speed impact; it only measures the resistance of the fabric, belts, etc. Vests with multiple encircling belts will be appropriate for high-speed water sports.
Hypothermia Protection
If you boat in cold climates you should understand the importance of hypothermia protection. Immersion in cold water rapidly reduces your core body temperature, leading to greatly impaired physical and mental capabilities. Even a five-minute immersion in 50-degree water can impair your ability to climb a ladder, catch a line, or tread water. In addition to protective clothing such as exposure coveralls, immersion suits, wet suits, and float coats, a properly fitted Type III vest also can delay the onset and lessen the effects of hypothermia. High buoyancy vests like offshore inflatables allow the wearer to assume the Heat Escape Lessening Posture (HELP), which can double survival times by reducing heat loss to the water. 
Time to Rescue
Crew who have gone overboard may be in the water for a long time. In this case, high buoyancy devices like inflatables and Type I vests help retain an open airway, especially if the wearer is unconscious, either through injury or exhaustion due to hypothermia. Type II and Type III PFDs lack the buoyancy and righting force to keep wearers face-up with an unobstructed airway. This distance from the water to your mouth is called freeboard. If knocked unconscious in the water, the added freeboard offered by Type I PFDs may save your life by keeping your airway unobstructed. USCG approved Type III inflatables have to average 3 inches of freeboard and Type II must average 3.75 inches.
Children
Infants and small children are hard to keep floating in a face-up position, and sometimes protest when wearing a PFD. Frankly, we think that boating with infants is not a very good idea if there is any likelihood of the baby ending up in the water. As kids get older and more water-savvy they become right at home onboard, because there are many choices for well-fitting PFDs that provide stability and buoyancy. 

Those of us who have had to pull our children out of the drink appreciate behind-the-head flotation collars with a grab strap, which are standard, along with crotch straps, on vests for smaller kids. The Mustang Lil’ Legends vests have always been popular, since they are well made in high-visibility colors. A selection of vests from Stearns, adorned with Barbie, Spider Man and other animated characters, appeal to your child’s sense of style. We highly recommend testing the life jacket you select for your child in a safe environment like a pool ahead of time, to familiarize yourself and your child with the device’s characteristics. 
Classifying Inflatables by Coast Guard Types
Prior to Coast Guard-approved inflatables, you could determine a PFD’s type by sight: Type IIIs looked like vests or float coats, Type IVs were horseshoes, rings, or cushions, and so forth. The introduction of inflatables changed everything. Inflatables are given a Coast Guard type, just like non-inflatables, but they are also given a performance type and a designation as to whether they have to be worn to be counted in the vessel's life jacket inventory. What this means is that you can't simply say that an inflatable is a Type III and equate its characteristics to the Type III that you are familiar with. Here are some pointers on how inflatables are classified: 

· Inflatables with harnesses are, by default, Type V life jackets with instructions that you should be familiar with when wearing a harness. Their performance type is generally Type III or Type II. 

· Belt pack inflatables are Type V life jackets with Type III performance because you have to slip the inflated chamber over your head. 

· High buoyancy inflatables (150 N or 33 lbs of buoyancy) have a Type III performance rating if they are manually activated with a ripcord, and a Type II performance rating if they are water-activated. Both products perform exactly alike once they're inflated, since the bladder and the rest of the life jacket are identical except for the inflator. Some types, like the 4000 Offshore Life Jackets (sail and power) can be converted from automatic or manual by a simple change to their Secumar 4001 1F inflator. 

· The Coast Guard requires that water-activated "automatic" inflatables with non-1F inflators have to be worn to be counted in the vessel's inventory of life jackets. The most recent models with 1F inflators, so-called "stowables", don’t have to be worn to be counted as inventory. However, this misses the point of inflatable PFDs, which are so comfortable that you'll wear them while on the water. 

· Finally, the inshore Comfort Series inflatables use a 25gr. cylinder, and provide 22.5lb. of flotation. They are only legal when worn. 

So What Is REALLY Important?
· Always have the federally required safety equipment on board, meaning Coast Guard-approved life jackets. If you select non-approved devices, make sure you back them up with what the law requires. 

· If you have an older, non-approved SOSpenders, Crewfit, or West Marine inflatable, wear it confidently until its useful life is over (around 10 years). If you have life jackets in your inventory that must be worn to be counted, back them up with Coast Guard-approved life jackets so you are never caught short (and, at $500 per incident, this can get expensive.) 

· Establish rules on board your boat defining when life jackets are to be worn and lead by example. Kids 13 years and younger should always wear them, and there would be far fewer boating deaths among adults if they wore them, too. 

Boating is getting safer. In 2005, the Coast Guard reported that the total number of fatalities resulting from recreational boating accidents remained relatively low, increasing from 676 in 2004 to 697. This translates to 5.4 fatalities per 100,000 boaters (with over 12 million boats registered in the U.S.). 

However, 491 boaters drowned in 2005, according to the Coast Guard, and 87% of the drowning victims were not wearing a PFD. While boating is more safe than ever, wearing your life jacket is still the key to surviving a boating accident. 


