
Northern California Open Water Swimming Association​

Marathon Swimming Escort Vessel Requirements​
For Non-Commercial Vessels 

I. Purpose and Safety Philosophy 
Our standards are built on the collective experience of hundreds of observed and ratified 
marathon swims. A uniform vessel safety standard is essential for the safety of the athlete, the 
crew, and our volunteer observers. This is not a "gatekeeping" exercise; it is a commitment to a 
proven safety framework that ensures every attempt begins with the best possible foundation for 
success. While definitions of "safety" vary among boat owners, the Association maintains these 
non-negotiable thresholds to ensure a professional and secure environment. 

Verification and Submission 

To ensure these standards are met, all requests for swim attempts require an in-person 
inspection or a short video submission detailing the vessel configuration and required safety 
items. We will forward a video submission requirement document detailing how to create and 
submit your vessel after you submit your observer request and receive conditional approval. 

●​ 30-Day Rule: Submission must be provided at least 30 days in advance of the attempt. 
●​ Right of Refusal: The Association reserves the right to decline placing an observer on 

any vessel for any reason. 
●​ Flexibility: We strive to be flexible with escort vessel submissions while remaining 

realistic about safety thresholds. 

 

II. Capacity and Personnel 
●​ Minimum Vessel Rating: The vessel must be rated by the manufacturer to carry at least 

six passengers, as indicated on the USCG maximum capacity placard. 
●​ Capacity Compliance: The total number of individuals on board (swimmers, kayakers, 

observers, and crew) must never exceed the vessel’s official USCG capacity limit. 
●​ Included Personnel: The swimmer, the kayaker(s) (if used), and the volunteer observer 

each count as one individual toward the vessel’s rated capacity. 
●​ Functional Crew Recommendation: While the Association does not set a hard 

maximum beyond the USCG placard, we strongly recommend limiting personnel to 
essential support crew only to avoid overcrowding and safety issues during long-duration 
attempts. 

●​ Operator Qualifications: Operators must possess a valid California Boater Card. While 
a USCG Merchant Mariner Credential is not required for these private recreational 
escorts, the vessel must remain under the operator's "direction and control" at all times. 
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●​ Safety Certification: At least one person on board must have a current Red Cross 
Lifesaving and CPR certification. A digital card must be available for verification on the 
day of the attempt. 

●​ Extended Attempts (>12 Hours): Swims expected to exceed 12 hours may require 
additional safety measures, including the placement of two observers onboard to ensure 
continuous, alert monitoring. 

 

III. Navigation, Communications, and Fuel 
Safe, efficient navigation is critical to the success of a marathon swim. 

●​ Chartfinder/Navigation Systems: A functional chartfinder is mandatory. The vessel 
operator must be knowledgeable in its operation, specifically how to set, follow, and 
navigate the shortest possible course. 

●​ Observer Role: The observer will advise on start/finish locations and course rules but is 
not responsible for and shall not assist in vessel navigation or operations. 

●​ Fuel Requirements: The vessel must have at least 3/4 tank of fuel at the beginning of 
the attempt. Operators must confirm that the vessel can traverse 50 miles or more at 
cruising speed with 3/4 of a tank of fuel. 

●​ Engine Gauges: All vessel engine gauges must be fully operational. 
●​ Marine Radio (Non-Negotiable): All vessels must carry a functional, fully charged 

VHF-FM radio that remains operational throughout the attempt. 
○​ Lake Tahoe: Radio must be tuned to Channel 16. 
○​ SF Bay & Vicinity: Must have two radios—one tuned to Channel 14 (VTS) and 

one to Channel 16. 
●​ Nautical Charts: Up-to-date paper charts or a validated Electronic Charting System 

(ECS) for the specific course vicinity/body of water must be on board. 

 

IV. Lifesaving and Equipment 
●​ PFDs: There must be a PFD for every person on board, with no exceptions. 

○​ Type I is highly recommended. Type II is the minimum requirement. 
○​ Pacific Ocean Visibility: PFDs must have a USCG-approved PFD light and 

Type I retro-reflective material (at least 200 sq. cm. on the front and 200 sq. 
cm. on the back). 
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○​ Inflatables: Inflatable Type II PFDs (Commercial Hybrid) are acceptable 
replacements for crew/operators only if worn while underway. 

●​ Throwable Devices: Must be immediately available on deck. 
○​ Vessels < 26 ft: Minimum of one Type IV cushion. 
○​ Vessels ≥ 26 ft: Minimum of one orange or white ring life buoy (min. 20-inch 

diameter). 
●​ Visual Distress Signals (VDS): Vessels must carry three-day and three-night signals 

that are unexpired. 
●​ The "Head" (Sanitation): A functional Marine Sanitation Device (MSD) (toilet/head) is 

mandatory for all attempts expected to last more than 8 hours. If your vessel does not 
have a head or toilet, please contact us to discuss exceptions.​
 

 

V. Observer Accommodations 
The operator must provide the following to the volunteer observer: 

●​ Dedicated Seating: A stable seat with a clear, unobstructed view of the swimmer. 
●​ Storage: Room for a small backpack and a carry-on-sized equipment bag that must 

remain accessible throughout the attempt. 
●​ Orientation: A briefing on the location of all lifesaving equipment must be conducted 

before departure. 
●​ Rules Compliance: The operator and all crew must read, accept, and abide by the 

Northern California Open Water Swimming Association’s rules during all attempts. 
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Escort Vessel Safety Checklist 
Mandatory Items (Minimum Required for Observer Placement) 

●​ [ ] California Boater Card: Operator must present a valid card. 
●​ [ ] Capacity Check: Vessel rated for at least 6 passengers per USCG placard. 
●​ [ ] Safety Cert: 1+ person with current Red Cross Lifesaving/CPR (Digital Card). 
●​ [ ] Fuel Status: At least 3/4 tank of fuel present at start. 
●​ [ ] Fuel Capacity: State total fuel tank capacity: __________ gallons. 
●​ [ ] Range Confirmation: Vessel capable of 50+ miles at cruise on 3/4 tank. 
●​ [ ] Engine Gauges: All gauges confirmed operational. 
●​ [ ] VHF Marine Radio: Functional and charged. (Two radios required for SF Bay) . 
●​ [ ] Chartfinder: Functional electronic navigation system. 
●​ [ ] Charts: Up-to-date paper or electronic charts for the area. 
●​ [ ] PFDs: One for every person on board (Type II minimum; Type I recommended). 
●​ [ ] Visibility (Pacific Only): PFDs equipped with lights and retro-reflective tape. 
●​ [ ] Throwable Device: Cushion (<26 ft) or Ring Buoy (≥26 ft) available on deck. 
●​ [ ] Visual Distress Signals: 3 Day / 3 Night unexpired flares/smoke. 
●​ [ ] Sanitation: Functional MSD (Head). 
●​ [ ] Fire Extinguisher: USCG-approved and charged. 
●​ [ ] Observer Seating: Dedicated seat with a clear view of the swimmer. 
●​ [ ] Observer Storage: Space for a personal backpack and accessible equipment bag. 
●​ [ ] Emergency Check-off List: Posted in a conspicuous location. 

Highly Recommended / Optional Items 

●​ [ ] Throw Rope: Highly recommended for rapid swimmer/kayaker recovery. 
●​ [ ] Type I PFDs: Recommended over Type II for all ocean attempts. 
●​ [ ] EPIRB/PLB: 406 MHz beacon (Category I or II recommended). 
●​ [ ] Backup Comms: Handheld VHF or satellite phone. 
●​ [ ] First Aid Kit: Comprehensive marine grade. 
●​ [ ] Sound Signaling: Whistle or bell (Required for vessels over 12m). 
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