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Visibility From The Helm  
By Bob Swint  
 

The typical recreational boater is more likely to have a collision with another vessel or a 
fixed object than any other type of boating accident. Collisions are the third most frequent 
cause of fatalities.   
 

In order to avoid a collision, you have to be able to see out of your boat well enough to be 
able to make certain judgements about surrounding objects and actions to be taken. 
 

An automobile has a control station designed to provide optimum visibility in all types of 
driving conditions. Reclining bucket seats, rearview mirrors, windshield wipers and washers, 
defrosters, etc. are all intended to give the driver maximum visibility. The typical boat, 
however, has a helm seat which is not similarly adjustable, and the operator lacks any 
additional accessories specifically designed to improve visibility, beyond the possible 
addition of a windshield wiper. 
 

The boat operator must make decisions and judgements concerning a boat’s operation (speed, 
course, distance, plan of action, etc.) in relation to wind, water and weather conditions. The 
boat operator must also detect and avoid other boats 
approaching at varying speeds from all points of the 
compass. The boat operator must keep a constant 
lookout to avoid water skiers, swimmers, and other 
objects above and beneath the surface of the water. In 
addition, the boat operator is also exposed to various 
environmental stressors, like glare, heat, fatigue, and  
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vibration which are largely absent from the environment in which the driver of an automobile is exposed. A 
boat operator’s task in avoiding a collision is clearly more difficult than that of the automobile driver. 
 

The visibility problems in boats which might instigate, or compound unsafe operating conditions can be 
categorized into the following areas: 
 

• The visual task in boat piloting 

• Impaired visibility over the bow 

• Windshield restrictions on good visibility 

• Limited visibility conditions at night 
• Adverse environment effects on visibility 

 

Conditions of visibility at night are all dependent on the ability of the operator to become and remain visually 
dark adapted. Once the operator has gone through dark adaptation, a process taking 10 to 40 minutes, he has 
achieved his maximum dark vision. The problem, however, is that his dark adaptation can be destroyed in a 
matter of seconds by any bright lights which might enter or originate in his visual field. The light from stem 
navigation light, or even the instrument lights and their reflection on the windshield can destroy the operator’s 
visual adaptation and as a result, his dark vision. The importance and complexity of the visibility problem can 
be seen in the fact that federal visibility standards have been proposed for both the aircraft and automobile 
industries.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The U.S. pleasure boat industry utilizes the American Boat and Yacht Council H-1 Field of Vision From the 
Helm Position standard to define boat visibility requirements. Horizontal and vertical range of visibility are 
defined. Movable items such as persons, gear, and convertible tops are considered under the control of the boat 
operator and therefore are not obstructions to visibility for the purpose of this standard.  
 

Boat occupants sitting or located in the bow riding area of a boat can 
create a further vision blockage for the boat operator. Recently, boat 
manufacturers such as Malibu and Chaparral have placed occupant 
seating restrictions on bow seat riding during boat operations.  
 

The reconstruction of a boat accident can be more complex than the 
reconstruction of automobile or trucking events. ATA has been involved 
with boating accidents for over fifty years. 

www.ataassociates.com 

Visibility From the Helm (Continued) 

Visibility of 6’ boat operator (left) vs 5’6” boat operator (right) from the driver’s seat. 

 

Scan the QR code to 
learn more about our 
boating capabilities. 
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Accident reconstruction is the 
process of investigating, analyzing, 
and coming to conclusions on the 
causes and events that occurred 
during a collision.  
 

Accident reconstructionists are a 
crucial part of a crash investigation. 
Their testimony allows the opinions 
of an individual who has specialized 
knowledge, skills, education and/or 
experience in crash investigation 
and vehicle dynamics to assist in 
understanding complex materials. 
These opinions require work to be done by the testifying expert to review all materials and accurately depict the 
events that took place.  
  
In a vehicle incident, for example, the process can start with the traffic collision report in which the parties and 
vehicles involved are identified. Then weather conditions, any impairments and any obstructions are noted by 
the peace officer that conducts the investigation. An experienced peace officer has the expertise to properly note 
what contributing factors could have affected the outcome of the collision.  
 

Despite the peace officer’s findings, an accident reconstructionist must also do their own investigation to gather  
the facts pertaining to the collision. This investigation could consist of getting aerial images of the incident 
location, researching vehicle specifications for each vehicle involved, conducting accident site and vehicle 
inspections, reviewing technical literature or any photographs taken on the date of loss, pulling date-of-incident 
weather condition information, beginning calculations and maybe even a computer-based simulation.  

Through this investigation, the accident reconstructionist will draw conclusions on what events occurred before 
and after the point of impact using the laws of physics, vehicle dynamics and mechanics. This allows the  
testifying expert to give opinions on the matter.  

Technical accuracy of articles is the responsibility of individual contributing authors.  Publication of authors’ opinions does  
not constitute statements or policies of ATA Associates, Inc. Submissions and suggestions are welcome.   
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Back to Basics — Accident Reconstruction 

U.S. Coast Guard Vessel Safety Checks 

Summer is almost here and we know what that means: time with family 
and friends on the water! Before you launch your boat, complete a    
Vessel Safety Check (VSC) with a US Coast Guard Auxiliary volunteer.  
 

A VSC is performed at your boat, either at the dock or on your driveway, 
and only takes 15-30 minutes, depending on the size of your boat. 
 

Even experienced boaters need a VSC. 15 minutes could save your life 
and the life of your family or friends.  
 

To learn more about VSCs, please visit:  https://cgaux.org/vsc/ 

https://cgaux.org/vsc/
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