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Calling for help 

Emergency distress alerting guidelines for Pleasure Vessels under 
13.7m in length, outlining the combinations of equipment you could 
consider carrying and using to indicate that you require assistance, 
depending upon the type of your vessel and where you use it.  

 

Craft sailing not 
more than 3 nm 
from the coast 

Craft sailing in 
GMDSS Sea Area 
A1 that are more 
than 3 nm from the 
coast 

Craft sailing 
outside of Sea Area 
A1 

Comments 

Mobile 
phone 

Last Resort 
 

Last Resort Last Resort  Keep it dry and charged at all times. Do 
not rely on a mobile phone as your only 
means of communication. If you have 
an Apple or Android smart phone, 
consider downloading and using the 
RYA SafeTRX app. 

Marine 
Radio 

Essential  
Where practical a 
fixed VHF DSC  
marine radio is 
recommended. If this 
is impractical a 
(waterproof) portable 
marine radio (VHF or 
VHF DSC) should be 
carried.  

Essential  
A fixed DSC VHF 
marine radio is 
recommended. 

Essential 
A marine radio with 
DSC capable of 
operating in your 
area of operation 
should be carried 
(e.g. MF / HF).  
Satellite telephone 
(Inmarsat) could also 
be considered.  

Highly recommended that DSC is 
interfaced with GPS for position 
information. Carry an emergency aerial 
in case of dismasting etc. 

Sea area A1 is the boundary for 
nominal VHF range although in practice 
sets might work well beyond that.  

See Licensing Onboard Electronics for 
information on licensing portable VHF 
DSC for use outside UK territorial seas. 

EPIRB / 
PLB 

Recommended                    
particularly if only a 
portable VHF is 
carried. 
PLBs (attached to at 
least one individual) 
are highly 
recommended for 
small open boats, 
dinghies, wind 
surfers etc.  
 

Recommended              
particularly if your 
VHF is not DSC 
capable.  
 
 

An EPIRB is 
essential if longer 
range 
communications 
equipment is not 
carried. DSC VHF 
may be insufficient 
outside Sea Area A1.  
Individual crew 
members may 
additionally wish to 
carry a PLB. 

The EPIRB / PLB should be fitted with 
a GPS and in addition to the 406MHz 
distress alert, ensure it also transmits a 
121.5MHz homing signal.  

It is a legal requirement that all 
406MHz beacons carried on UK 
registered ships are registered.  

An EPIRB alert indicates that a vessel 
is in difficulty, a PLB alert indicates that 
a person is in difficulty.  

Personal 
AIS  

At your discretion At your discretion At your discretion Where a vessel is fitted with AIS 
personal AIS devices carried by crew 
members can assist the vessel locating 
them if they go overboard. 

Electronic 
Visual 
Distress 
Signals 
(EVDS) 

At your discretion.  
They can be a useful 
alternative to 
handheld red flares 
for ‘final mile’ 
locating.  

At your discretion 
They can be a useful 
alternative to 
handheld red flares 
for ‘final mile’ 
locating. 

At your discretion 
They can be a useful 
alternative to 
handheld red flares 
for ‘final mile’ 
locating. 

Internationally recognised distress 
signals are listed in Annex IV of 
COLREG. EVDS are not currently 
included within this list and should not 
be relied upon to signal you need 
assistance unless they emit a signal 
(e.g. SOS) which is in that list.  

Laser light sources should be avoided 
due the problems they cause aviation 
pilots. 

Parachute 
Flares 

Recommended only 
if no other means of 
distress alerting is 
carried  

Recommended only 
if no other means of 
distress alerting is 
carried 

Recommended only 
if no other means of 
distress alerting is 
carried 

The recommended modern method for 
alerting distress is a DSC distress call 
or an EPIRB / PLB. 

Red 
Handheld 
Flares 

3 unless a reliable 
alternative day/night 
locating method is 
carried 

3 unless a reliable  
alternative day/night 
locating method is 
carried  

3 unless a reliable 
alternative day/night 
locating method is 
carried  

These are valuable for ‘final mile’ 
locating by day and by night and in 
poor visibility, but see EVDS above.  

Smoke 
signals - 
buoyant or 
handheld 

Recommended for 
boating in daylight 
where no other 
locating device is 
carried 

Recommended for 
boating in daylight 
where no other 
locating device is 
carried 

Optional for daylight 
locating. A range of 
locating devices 
should be carried. 

Valuable for ‘final mile’ locating in 
daylight and in reasonable visibility. 
Contain no explosives.  Must burn for a 
minimum of 3 minutes, but see EVDS 
above. 
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