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below the waters surface. Can’t wait to
anchor at some muddy place with a lot
of other boats around! -Bill Martinelli,
C470 #11, Voyager

Situational Awareness For
The Cruising Sailor

This conversation was “easily”
overheard on a neighboring deep-keel
sloop in a quier mooring on the
Chesapeake Bay in the summer of 2002:
“When is high tide”? “How would |
know, why?” “Because the keel is stuck
in the mud and we can’t leave” “Well,
you're the Captain, you're supposed to
be aware of that, not me! 1 just cook
and do what you tell me™.

Prelude to a divorce? Possibly. Lack
of communication? Perhaps. Loss of
Situational Awareness? Most definitely!!

The loss of SITUATIONAL
AWARENESS (SA) has been acknowl-
edged to be 2 major contributing factor
in many transportation related accidents
and incidents. Indeed, the United States
Coast Guard arttributes 40% of their
shipboard navigational mishaps to loss
of SA. A former U.S.Navy destroyer
Caprain told me of entering the bridge of
his ship at night and, realizing that the
ship was not where the bridge crew
thought it was, ordered All Back EMER-
GENCY and Right Full Rudder. The
destroyer was steaming at 25 knots. The
ship came to a stop one mile from hitting
a massive reef. Eastern Airlines flight
401 crashed into the Everglades because
the crew was preoccupied with an inop-
erative cockpit landing gear indicartor
light. All these examples illustrate a loss
of SA. What exactly is SA and what can
cause its loss? Better yet, what can we, as
cruising sailboat skippers and crews do
to preclude loss of SA and thus enhance
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our margins of operating safety?

“Situational Awareness is the ability
to identify, process, and comprehend the
critical elements of information about
what is happening to the team with
regards to the mission. More simply it's
knowing what is going on around you".

The above definition from the U.S.
Coast Guard sounds simple. It may be!
Maintaining SA is not that simple. Let's
explore what obstructions we may
encounter to maintaining SA and what
the signs might be which indicate we are
losing SA, and how to recover,

MAINTAIN THY SITUATIONAL
AWARENESS...LEST THE SEA RISE
UP AND SMITE THEE....

SA requires that we be able to
mentally picture ourselves in relation to
the terrain and, due to the unique narure
of sailboats (deep into the water, tall
above it and moving through it), our
mental picture must be three dimensional
and dynamic. Being at anchor does not,
as the personally observed incident on the
Chesapeake ated above illustrates, relieve
the skipper or those on watch of the
responsibilities of being at sea. Computer
screens, although we cannot see it,
“refresh™ themselves, i.e. updarte their
information, many times per second. As
skippers of cruising sailboats, we avoid
loss of SA by refreshing our nautical
mental picture on a regular basis. What
can cause loss of this “refresh” rate? Let's
look at two of the most common barriers
to maintaining SA.

Cruising successfully in the same
areas, in the same boat with the same
crew over a long period of rime builds
confidence. The downside of that is
complacency. Have any of us ever
suddenly realized that, after an hour of
perfect beam reach sailing, we have not
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