


It's Your Responsibility: 

It is the responsibility of the owner/operator of a vessel that she show the proper navigation lights for her size 
and the waters in which she is operating. It is not the responsibility of the manufacturer, importer, or selling 
dealer. Many boats are delivered with lights that do not meet legal requirements with respect to technical 
characteristics or placement on the vessel. Remember also, that the angles of visibility must be met when the 
boat is underway-if your boat rides at a significant bow-up angle, take that into consideration when installing 
and/or checking your lights. 

The following diagrams display typical light arrangements on motor vessels.  For legal purposes, sailing vessels 
with their motors on are considered to be motor vessels.  The following lighting depictions therefore cover both 
power and sailboats under power. 

  

Light Shapes, Colors, and Positions # 1 

  

  

Navigation lights on a powerboat 
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Click Here for Animation                Click Here for Description  

Light Shapes, Colors, and Positions # 2 
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Sidelights - Colored lights - red on port and green on starboard - showing an unbroken arc of the horizon of 
112.5 degrees, from dead ahead to 22.5 degrees abaft the beam on each side. 

Combination lights - Sidelights may be combined in a single fixture carried at the centerline of the vessel. 

Stern light - A white light showing over an unbroken arc of the horizon of 135 degrees, centered on dead 
astern. 

  

  

Navigation lights on a powerboat 
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All-Around Lights  
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A light, the color determined by its use, showing over an unbroken arc of the 
horizon of 360 degrees. 

  

Click Here for Animation                Click Here for Description

Light Shapes, Colors, and Positions # 3 

  

 

  

See animation 

Click Here for Animation                Click Here for Description
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goes on, even if your sails are up, you must also display sidelights.

  

  

  

Non-Powered Vessels 

  

  

  

  

All vessels should use proper navigation lights.  However, non-powered 
vessels, such as canoes, kayaks, rowboats, and sailboats under 7 meters in 
length are not required to have lights installed, and may use a flashlight for 
navigation.  The light does not have to be turned on at all times, but should be 
turned on in time to avoid a collision. (Rule 25) 

  

  

  

Click Here for Animation                Click Here for Description  

Anchor Lights 

Page 6 of 8NAVIGATION LIGHTS

3/9/2004http://64.70.248.203/BoatUSF/Project/info2c.htm



Diving Lights 

Another light display that you may see in resort areas, or waters that have wrecks or reefs, is the night diving 
configuration.  This has three vertical masthead lights, that have a red-white-red sequence.  You must maintain 
a good distance from these vessels, and you should also be aware that there may be divers near you. 

INTERPRETING WHAT YOU SEE: 

It's great that you're learning the basics of lights - what is required and when 
they're required. But, this in only the beginning. You must also learn how to 
interpret the navigation lights that you see when you are underway at night-and 
for your safety-learn it well. 

For instance, if you see a vessel approaching that shows a light pattern such as 
the ones to the right, you immediately know that you are in a crossing situation, 
and that you must yield to the other vessel - that's why it is red. 

Seeing a green light over a white light indicates a fishing vessel actively trawling.  
You not only need to avoid the vessel, but you also need to remember that it 
could potentially have a very large net deployed that you will also need to avoid. 
 
And there are numerous other lights and combinations of lights that you must be 
able to instantly recognize - the lights for a sailboat that is privileged over a 
motorboat, the special lights of various fishing vessels, a dredge or a vessel not 
under command. Study the requirements for navigation from the viewpoint of a 
"looker" as well as a boat owner. 

  

  

  

  

  

  

A common Navigation light that you will see near harbors or popular cruising 
destinations is the anchor light.  The anchor light is an all-around light that must 
be visible for 2 miles in any direction. No other navigation lights should be on 
while at anchor.  Vessels under 7 meters, and not anchored in areas that boats 
normally navigate do not need to display an anchor light, though it is a good 
idea to do it. 
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