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Introduction 
 
The Port Marine Safety Code (PMSC) requires UK Statutory Harbour Authorities (SHAs) to develop and 
implement their own specific towage guidelines and criteria for approving tugs and operators working 
within their jurisdiction. 
 
This document is separated into three parts based on different user groups: 
 

1. Towage of small craft where the length overall including tow lines does not exceed 50 metres 
or where the towing vessel is an RNLI lifeboat 

2. Towage assistance to underway shipping by PHC approved harbour tugs (which will always be 
under the control of a Poole Pilot and regulated by Poole VTS) 

3. Towage of dead ships/barges by visiting tugs (under the control of a Poole Pilot and regulated 
by Poole VTS). 

 
Also included are specific requirements for towage conducted by PHC’s own conventional tug, the 
Herbert Ballam. 
 
PHC Pilots and Tug Skippers are expected to be conversant in these guidelines as well as the British 
Tug Owners Association’s “Pilot’s Pocket Guide and Checklist” as well as the International Harbour 
Masters Association’s “Port Towage for Harbour Masters – a Best Practice Guide”. 
 
Nothing in these guidelines shall subvert existing Harbour Byelaws, General Directions, Pilotage 
Directions, other regulations or terms and conditions. 
 
 

PART 1 – GUIDELINES FOR TOWAGE OF SMALL CRAFT NOT UNDER PILOTAGE 

1.1 General guidelines for planned routine small craft towage 

“Routine small craft towage” is considered to include tows of an individual vessel (or a series of 

sailing dinghies) where the length overall including all vessels and tow lines is less than 50 metres, 

meaning exempt from the requirement to take a Pilot.  

Paid for towage services should only be provided by commercial operators, whose vessels are fit for 

purpose and registered with PHC and where vessels’ crews have received appropriate training and 

are appropriately certified.  

Skippers should ensure all lines wires shackles and fixed equipment and emergency releases are fit 

for purpose and meet all the required standards necessary. All masters of towing and assisting craft 

are reminded of their responsibility to ensure the watertight integrity of their vessels. Procedures 

should be put in place when planning the tow to ensure that crews do not let go of the towing gear 

in such a fashion that there is a danger of it fouling propulsion systems, or endangering personnel. 

If prevailing conditions and traffic allow, switching tow configuration from astern tow to alongside 

tow or composite tow before entering the harbour should be preferred to ensure full control in the 

harbour’s busy channels. It is strongly advised that vessels do not enter confined areas in a stern tow 

https://www.phc.co.uk/commercial/small-commercial-craft-registry/
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configuration during the flood tide as they are more likely lose control of the vessel under tow 

should they need to slow or stop without space to turn head to tide.  

1.2 Approval process for Non-Routine Tows 

Non-Routine Tows that have not been previously approved in writing by the Harbour Master (or 

Deputy) must complete and return the attached form to vts@phc.co.uk a minimum of three working 

days ahead of the operation and have received a signed authorisation in return. The form is at Annex 

B. 

 

1.3 Management of casualties towed by the RNLI  

RNLI lifeboats with a casualty vessel under tow is considered a “routine small craft tow” so is not 

expected to provide a form (this includes RNLI towage for training purposes).  However, RNLI 

lifeboats must directly secure verbal authorisation from Poole VTS before entering harbour limits 

or as soon as possible after commencing a tow within harbour limits. Poole VTS will require 

information on the vessel’s length, draft, watertight integrity, known defects, crewing, the 

casualty’s usual berthing location and the lifeboat’s proposed destination.  

RNLI Commanders are reminded that any tow within harbour limits of over 50 metres in length 

without a Poole Pilot could be considered a breach of the Pilotage Directions or other regulations 

and therefore subject to enforcement unless demonstrated as a bona fide and urgent emergency. 

Commanders could also be held responsible for any damage, pollution or costs associated with 

future salvage if towing in casualties without authorisation from VTS. Rather than relying on UK 

mailto:vts@phc.co.uk
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Coastguard colleagues, it is suggested that the RNLI Launch Authority could liaise with VTS should 

commms between the lifeboat and VTS directly be challenging for the lifeboat to manage directly. 

Prior to giving approval to enter the harbour, Poole VTS will liaise with the Duty Harbour Master to 

allocate berthing. This will depend on the circumstances and the onward support required by the 

casualty. In order of preference: 

• Casualty’s own usual berth 

• Visitor Swing Moorings at Brownsea Roads of the Wych Channel 

• RNLI Berths at Port of Poole Marina 

• Alternative marina with yacht hoist capability if required 

• Berthing alongside Town Quay or other Port Quay 

• Visitor Berths Poole Quay Boat Haven 

1.4 Management of casualties towed by others  

Similar expectations to the above are applied to casualty tows other than the RNLI (such as private 

vessels or commercial providers such as Sea Start etc). 

All such persons are reminded that the 50-metre rule for pilotage is unlikely to be waived except for 

tows to nearest point of safety (i.e. anchor/swing mooring outside of channel)  

Any Non-Routine Tow commencing without the approval of VTS must broadcast their intentions 

on VHF Channel 14 as soon as safe to do so. 

 

PART 2 – TOWAGE ASSISTANCE TO SHIPS USING APPROVED HARBOUR TUGS  

2.1   Requirement to use Tug 

The requirement for a tug will normally be the decision of the Master who may wish to consult a pilot. 
VTS will be informed and will make the necessary arrangements. 
 
In instances when there is disagreement between the Master and Duty Pilot over the need for a tug, 
the Duty Pilot is to request the tug to attend and standby.  The Duty Pilot, in these circumstances, 
must keep a careful record noting that VHF transmissions are recorded by VTS. 
 
The requirement to use a tug based on wind strength/direction may also be imposed by the Harbour 
Master for certain vessels subject to formal or dynamic risk assessment. 
 
2.2 Herbert Ballam Tug Call Out Procedure  
 
There is an experienced crew of one tug skipper and two deckhands, on call out of working hours, at 
1 hours’ notice to be underway.  Under normal circumstances the tug can be manned in about 30 
minutes and underway within 60 minutes.  The usual practice is to call the tug skipper who will then 
call their crew. 
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The tug and crew will be prebooked further in advance for all known requirements. 

 
The tug is not to undertake any tasks involving towing on a line without the minimum crew of one 
skipper and two deckhands.  Other tasks may be performed with a minimum crew of one skipper 
and one deck hand. 
 
 
The VTSO is authorised to call out the tug as follows: 

1. As requested by the vessel’s master 
2. As requested by the vessel’s pilot 
3. For all vessels over 170m LOA unless berthed head out. 
 

Note that the tug is not allowed beyond Poole Harbour Limits without the express permission of the 
Harbour Master/Duty Harbour Master. 
 
The charge out rate for the tug is published in the annual tariff.  The VTSO is to keep a record of 
when the tug left the berth and time back on berth within the VTS movements database. If 
undertaking consecutive jobs, time on/off each task should be further recorded. 
 
Where Herbert Ballam is not available, approved relief tugs are arranged as required. The list of 
approved harbour tugs is included within this document 

 
2.3  Planning 
 

All use of a tug for assistance to ships in Poole requires a pilot to be boarded in good time before the 
towage operation, assuming the vessel is not already taking a pilot for the whole harbour entry. If a 
pilot and/or tug is not required for the harbour passage, the pilot will generally board in the Middle 
Ship Channel. 

 

The Pilot and Tug Skipper(s) must discuss how they expect the tug will be used before the Pilot goes to 
meet the ship. As part of the Master/Pilot Exchange following the Pilot’s boarding of the ship, the Pilot 
will discuss the upcoming towage operation to seek the Master’s agreement before committing to 
harbour entry. The Pilot will then communicate with the Tug Skipper(s) in good time before beginning 
towing operations to confirm the comprehensive plan of action taking account of all relevant factors 
including sea-state, visibility, manoeuvrability of the ship, manoeuvrability of the tug and the findings 
of the risk assessment.    

 

The Tug Skipper also has access to the electronic Master Pilot Exchange (eMPX) mobile device 
application. To enable the Tug Skipper’s participation in this process, the Pilot should open the entry 
and allocate the tug(s) whilst enroute to board the ship. This enables the Pilot and Tug Skipper to 
proactively complete their additional towage checklists contained in the Pilot Tug Exchange (PTX) module 
to ensure all points have been discussed and both vessels and crews are adequately prepared, before 
the pilot boards the ship. These arrangements are as a further safeguard and is in addition to verbal 
communication and not a replacement for clear and thorough verbal exchanges. 

  

2.4 Personal Protective Equipment (PPE)  

 

Personnel on exposed decks are to wear appropriate Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) including 
hazardous duty (working) lifejackets in line with the tug’s risk assessment.  
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It is the Tug Skipper’s responsibility to enforce the wearing and use of safety equipment.  

 

All PPE should be approved and in date.  

 

The decision to put crew on the working deck to handle the towline and messenger in order to 
connect from the escorted ship will rest solely with the Tug Skipper. The Tug Skipper must be satisfied 
that the crew can safely carry out the task. Once fully connected, all crew must return to within the 
wheelhouse before weight is put on the towing line. This is enabled by the Herbert Ballam’s winch 
conversion to remote controls during 2024. 

 

Crew members are instructed to only proceed on deck during towage operations with the following 
equipment:  

• Boilersuit or suitable alternative  

• High Visibility Jacket  

• Lifejacket  

• Safety Helmet 

• Safety shoes or boots  

• Gloves 
 

2.5  Watertight Integrity  
 

It is essential that a watertight seal is maintained on the main deck and towing deck, at all times whilst 
towing, to avoid water entering below decks. This applies to all watertight doors, hatch openings and 
emergency escapes.  

 

Openings that are required to be closed; should be marked accordingly with an appropriate sign.  

 

Rubber seals and locking dogs are to be kept in good working condition at all times and properly 
fitted. Always operate all closing devices and dogs fitted; it is not sufficient to lock two dogs on a 
watertight door fitted with six.  

 

If entry is required through a hatch or door during towage operations, the Tug Skipper should be 
informed and the hatch or door closed immediately after use. Do not leave open, even if access is 
required for a short period of time.  

 

Recommendations following towage incidents regarding watertight/ weather tight openings can be 
found in Annex A. 

 

For the avoidance of doubt, whilst not a watertight door, the Herbert Ballam’s timber accommodation 
door at deck level must be kept closed during towage except when a crew member is passing through 
the opening. 

 
2. 6  Towage Gear 
 

2.6.1  Testing & Inspection 

1. All towing gear should be tested on a regular basis and replaced when unsatisfactory. All 
towing equipment in use should be checked before undertaking the towage operation and 
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after completion 

 

2. Inspection of towing equipment shall include all ropes, wires, shackles, messengers, winches, 
hooks and any other item specifically designed or used to provide towage services. In date 
test certificates must be made available for inspection for all relevant equipment in use. 
Damaged or suspect items of equipment are to be immediately withdrawn from service. If 
any item of equipment is damaged during towage operations, the Master/ Pilot of the vessel 
shall be informed.  

 

  2.6.2     Tow quick release  

1. The emergency release mechanisms on winches and towing hooks should be tested both 
locally and where fitted remotely and before every towing operation. 

2. Towing winch and towing hook release mechanisms are to be frequently tested for correct 
operation. All methods of "tripping" or "run out" are to be tested (Pneumatic, manual pull, 
lever or knock out etc).  

3. Release mechanisms are also to be tested at other times, if a fault is suspected or an 
exceptional shock loading has been experienced. Records of testing the emergency release 
mechanisms should be kept.  

4. The tow quick release should also be tested with the hook pushed full to starboard and port 
on a regular basis 

5. Release of the tow line under load should be tested at least annually using a quayside bollard 
or whilst working a ship. 

6. Under no circumstances is towing equipment to be connected to any winch or hook that has 
a suspect release mechanism. Correct maintenance and operation are essential.  

7. See also CSWP section 26, 30 and MGN 592 

 

2.6.3 Ships mooring lines as towlines  

1. Using ships’ mooring lines as towlines is not recommended (unless agreed between Master, 

Pilot and Tug Skipper) as the strength may not be in accordance with tug towing force and 

may therefore limit the tug’s performance. 

 
 2.7 Towing Hazards 
 

2.7.1 Speed when making fast  
1. The vessel’s speed should be reduced to that which allows a safe rendezvous and connection 

with the tug(s). The required speed must be agreed in advance between the Master, Pilot 

and Tug Skipper(s) involved.  

 

2. The maximum safe speed through the water for a connection of a centre-lead forward tug 

is 4 knots.  

 
3. Where a towing operation involves a conventional tug being towed astern (e.g. stern to 

stern) by the ship, the maximum safe speed through the water for the tug’s swing/peel off 

or tug being towed astern is 2 knots. That said, when connecting a tow to a ship’s stern on 

either side of a vessel, connection can be made at higher speeds where agreed necessary 

between Tug Skipper and Pilot (up to 8 knots for conventional tugs) but speeds must be 

reduced as above prior to any weight on the line. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67e527b5a82c168e578c9b5a/12464_MCA_COSWP_BLACK_AND_WHITE_v3_0W.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/mgn-592-mf-anchoring-mooring-towing-or-hauling-equipment
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4. Approved and suitably configured ASD/Voith tugs may connect centre lead aft at higher 

speeds where demonstrated as safe to do so for particular operations following individual 

and documented risk assessment. 

 
5. During berthing or unberthing assistance, Herbert Ballam can maintain a slack line at speeds 

of up to 2 knots through the water. 

 

6. At all times during the connecting process, the Pilot/ Master should be aware of the position 

and intention of all relevant shipping movements in the area. They should keep VTS 

appraised of their intentions at all times, requesting advice on shipping as necessary.  

 
2.7.2  Intentions when towing  

1. The Pilot or Master should always advise the Tug Skipper of their intentions, allowing the 

Tug Skipper to anticipate the effect of the manoeuvre on their tug. Whenever possible the 

Pilot or Master should advise the Tug Skipper before making any engine movements. Un-

notified sudden or large speed increases or course alterations should be avoided.  

 

2. The positioning of tugs on a vessel is a matter for discussion between the Pilot and/or 

Master and the Tug Skipper(s), having full regard for the areas of the hull, which should be 

avoided, e.g. watertight doors, between frames etc. In strong tidal conditions a high 

percentage of the tug’s power may be absorbed in maintaining position on the vessel before 

applying thrust to the vessel.  

 
2.7.3  Interaction  

1. Interaction and its effects on the tug and its handling are well known and appreciated in 

port/ harbour towage. Masters and crew are reminded that these effects increase with 

speed in areas where interaction exists, and when manoeuvring alongside a tow, the Tug 

Skipper should be aware of the possibility of underwater obstructions such as bulbous bows, 

stabiliser fins etc. They should be aware of the actions of side thrusts which may present a 

hazard to the tug.  

2. See also Dutch Safety Board report on the tug Fairplay 22 and MGN 199 (M) for further 

guidance. 

 

2.7.4  Girting  

1. Ship’s Masters, Pilots and Tug Skippers must have a clear understanding of girting and its 

consequences. Girting happens when the towline comes at right-angles to the tug. The tug is 

pulled bodily through the water by its tow, which can lead to deck-edge immersion, flooding 

and capsize; unless the towline is released in good time. 

2. See subsequent section on use of Gob Line. 

 

2.8 Receiving / Letting go of Tow Lines 
 

2.8.1  Connecting  
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Before reaching the tug connection point, communication should be established between the 

Pilot/ Master and Tug Skipper through VHF. Before the tug approaches the connecting position, 

the ship’s bridge team should contact the vessels mooring crew and confirm they are ready to 

receive the tug.  

 

1. During the connection the Pilot/ Master must advise the Tug Skipper of any alteration to 

speed or course.  

2. The vessels mooring crew should be experienced and prior to the operation be briefed on the 

procedure for making the tug fast.  

3. Before commencing a tow, the tug skipper should determine which towing gear is suitable 

for the operation and instruct the crew accordingly. 

4. When receiving heaving lines, the tug crew should be aware of the risk of injury through 

being struck by a poorly thrown or dangerously weighted heaving line.   They should stand 

clear of and where possible indicate the area where the heaving line is to be thrown.  

5. When connecting to a tow, the crew on deck should ensure that the towing gear is clear of 

any obstructions, able to run freely and is released from the tug in a controlled manner. 

6. When the tug has been connected the tug crew should vacate the deck. Having made fast the 

tow, this is an opportunity for the tug’s crew to check that watertight integrity has not been 

breached. 

 
2.8.2 Disconnecting 

1. During the disconnection of the tug, both tug and vessel crews should be made aware of the 

danger of serious injury if the towing gear is released in an uncontrolled manner.  

2. The towline should always be lowered in a controlled manner, onto the tug deck, and not just 

‘cast-off’, unless otherwise requested by the Tug Skipper. 

3. During disconnection, the crew on deck should be aware of the risk of injury if the towing 

gear is released from the tow in an uncontrolled manner and avoid standing directly below.   

They should also be aware that any towing gear which has been released and is still 

outboard may “foul” on the tug’s propeller(s), steelworks or fendering, causing it to come 

tight unexpectedly. 

 

2.9 Use of Bridle / Gob (Gog) Rope during Towing Operations 
 

A suitable bridle/gob rope/wire or fixed fairlead must be used for all towage operations. 

 

Should the Herbert Ballam’s Gog winch not be serviceable, the tug may only be engaged in push 

operations. 

 

Comprehensive industry advice on Gog Ropes published in 2025 by the British Tug Owners 

Association, the UK Maritime Pilots Association and the Workboat Association can be found here. 

 

 

https://marketing.britishports.org.uk/hubfs/GOG-Rope-eGuide-2025-11-10-1.pdf?utm_campaign=59989222-Port%20Members%20Only%20Circulars&utm_medium=email&_hsenc=p2ANqtz-8uvg28CjOO70GszmelW5AF92ieSleO911mAsdSUvaHkxoUVdD7Pa71zotx6BElojewJfk8VBXcikaQnTWsgcglJE-OoA&_hsmi=124542448&utm_content=124542448&utm_source=hs_email
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2.10 Crew Safety during Towing Operations 
 

Once the towing gear is connected, the deck crew should indicate this to the tug skipper and then 

vacate the deck.  

 

During towage operations, the towing gear, equipment and personnel should be continuously 

monitored and any change in circumstances immediately relayed to the tug skipper. This is 

particularly important where the tug skipper   has a restricted view of those areas/personnel. 

Crew should not stand in any bight. 

 

During all towing operations, where the tug is made fast to the tow, the crew should be aware that 

the tow may have to be released in an emergency situation, and that this may occur without any 

warning. 

 
2.11 Communication 
 

Throughout towage operations good VHF communications between all parties is a vital component 

of safe towage operations. At all times tugs crew, ship’s crew and shore side staff must be able to 

communicate efficiently and clearly. When communication has been established normal procedure 

is to change to a dedicated working channel (50 or 9) to avoid saturation on VTS working channel 14. 

Therefore, other users of Channel 50 (including Patrol vessels) should be ready to maintain silence on 

Channel 50 when towage is underway. 

 

All communication should be short and precise to avoid confusion and include the name of the 

vessel/tug called. If hand signals are used, they should comply with industry standards.  

 

 

2.12 Vessel Master 

 

In addition to the standard information passed to the Pilot, it is recommended that the Master 

provide the Pilot with a deck General Arrangement showing the layout and safe working load (SWL) 

of the mooring fittings, where known, and inform the Pilot:  

 

1. Which fairleads, bollards and strong points etc can be used for towing. 

2. The SWL of this equipment. 

3. Areas of hull strengthened or suitable for pushing by tugs and relevant identification marks 

employed. This information is needed due to variations in ship construction and the 

appropriate area frequently being out of line with the fairlead.  

4. Any special features (i.e. controllable pitch propellers, thrusters etc). 
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2.13 Pilot 

 

The Pilot should advise the Master of the following: 

1. The tug rendezvous time and position. 

2. The number of tugs and the mode of towage. 

3. The planned (optimum) ship speed when connecting to the tug’s lines. 

4. Whether the ship’s or the tug’s line are recommended for use. 

5. The type of tugs to be used and their bollard pull(s). 

6. If escorting, the maximum towline forces that the tug may generate at escort speeds. 

7. Maximum planned speed for the passage. 

8. The method by which the ship’s crew should take on board and release the tug’s tow line. 

9. That on release, the tug’s gear should be lowered back and always under control. 

10. Areas of the transit posing particular risks with respect to the possible use of the tug. 

11. Intentions with regard to use and positioning of the tug(s) for berthing manoeuvres. 

12. Intentions with regard to use of the tug(s) in an emergency (escort operations). 

13. Primary and secondary VHF channels for use in the operation. 

14. Safe abort location, if applicable.  

 

2. 14 Pilot / Tug Skipper  

 

The Pilot and Tug Skipper should, as a minimum, discuss the following:  

1. The SWL of the vessel’s bollards, fairleads, strong points etc to be used for towing. 

(Failure to provide this information could result in broken equipment). 

2. The tug hook up point, taking into account the prevailing weather and sea conditions, or 

escorting operation (if appropriate) and berthing. 

3. The planned (optimum) ship speed when connecting to the tug’s lines with reference to limits 

in section 2.7.1 

4. If escorting, the start point of the escorted passage. 

5. The maximum speed of the tug. 

6. Passage details while accompanied by the tug(s), particularly details of any swing manoeuvre, 

release position and sequence of release. 

7. Berthing details in their entirety, including tug positioning around the vessel’s hull and the 

vessels required position on the berth. 

8. Any significant weather forecast/anticipated. 

9. Intended and emergency use of ships anchors. 

10. Any unusual items regarding the particular vessel as gleaned from the Master/Pilot exchange. 

11. If appropriate, any shallow water or bank effect areas where significant surges may be 

experienced that might add to the tug loads. 

12. The Tug Skipper should advise the Pilot immediately if there is any reduction in the tug’s 

operational characteristics such as ability to manoeuvre, deliver bollard pull or any other  

operational and relevant defects which could affect its capabilities. 
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13. When confirming that the tug is fast and ready to assist, the Tug Skipper should also confirm 

both the tug’s name and her position on the vessel.  

2.15  Tug Skipper / Tug Crew 

 

Internal communications are equally important and the Tug Skipper should ensure that the crew is 

aware of the intended operation, including any special circumstances or instructions, and that an 

effective means of communication is established between the tug skipper and crew during the towing 

operation. 

 

2.16  Raising of concerns during Operation  

 

The Tug Skipper should immediately inform the Pilot/ Master of any concerns that they may have as 

to the safety of their tug and crew. The Pilot and Tug Skipper should take immediate action to ensure 

the safety of both the tug and assisted vessel; if necessary, they should abort the operation as soon 

as it is safe to do so.  

 

2.17  Standard Orders for Control of Tugs 

 

The following standard orders are to be used for the control of tugs. Only vessel names should be 

used.  The use of master, tug skipper or pilot’s names must be avoided. 

 

 

1. Main Control Order  Push / Pull / Stop 

 

2. Main Control Order    Ahead / Astern / Stop 

 

3. Qualifying Power Order 25% / 50% / 75% / 100% 

 

4. Qualifying Direction Order Take Off Ahead / Astern 

Take my bow to Port / Starboard 

Take my stern to Port / Starboard 

 

5. Securing Order  Secure: 

Your bow to my Port / Starboard Bow / Quarter 

Your line to my Port / Starboard bow / Quarter 

Your line to my Stern / Bullring 

 

6. Completion Order  Ship request – Standby to let go 

Tug reply – Ready for letting go 

Ship Order – Let go now 

Tug report – All Clear 
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Ship confirms – Finished, thank you 

 

7. Emergency Quick Release Tug report – Have let go  

Tug report – Standing by for instruction 

 

2.18 Risk Assessment 

 

There are three risk assessments regarding towage, located in the Safety Management Risk 

Assessment Module, which should be referenced as part of these procedures. Dynamic risk 

assessment and tool box talks should also be conducted as required. 

1. Towage Operations – SMS RA 43 

2. Towage Operations in Restricted Visibility – SMS RA 57  

3. Tug being towed astern – SMS RA 96 

 

2.19 Approval of harbour tugs by the harbour authority 

 

Proposed harbour tugs and their safety management systems and insurances must be inspected and 

approved in writing by the Harbour Master as well as the relevant Pilot before being used in support 

of shipping operations. Thereafter, to ensure best practice and compliance with local procedures, 

any tug other than the Herbert Ballam may only be used in support of shipping under pilotage whilst 

a PHC Tug Skipper is onboard to provide advice, enhanced local knowledge and act as liaison with 

the ship’s Pilot.  

Where possible, all future approved tugs should be Omni-directional. Conventional tugs/workboats 

could be considered on a case-by-case basis with particular care paid to planning the operation for 

safe speed and gob line arrangements - positioning these tugs/ workboats in the most effective and 

safest position.  

Owners to provide vessel specification sheet stating tug’s maximum sustainable bollard pull certified 

within the last three years, details of compliance to a coding body, qualification and experience of 

the master, details of the towage equipment (including quick release / gob line, and agreement of 

the UK standard conditions for towage. 

Standards of tugs and crews are set by the Maritime and Coastguard Agency in accordance with the 

PMSC and The Guide to Good Practice. All tugs must comply with these standards, and the tugs must 

be safely and adequately crewed.  

 2.20  Currently approved harbour tugs 

At the time of publication of these guidelines, the following tugs are approved by the Harbour Master 

for towage assistance to underway shipping under pilotage: 
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Name Company Type Propulsion Bollard 

Pull 

Bow 

Thruster 

Length Draft 

Herbert 

Ballam 

PHC Conventional Twin 

Propellors, 

Nozzles 

17 Tons No 18M 2.4M 

Cannis Fowey 

Harbour 

Voith Twin Voith 

Units 

32 Tons No 30M 3.8M 

Lady 

Sarah 

Quest 

Marine 

Voith Twin Voith 

Units 

50 Tons Yes 30M 5.5m 

DMS 

Condor 

Jenkins 

Marine 

Conventional Twin 

Propellors, 

Nozzles 

24 Tons Yes 26M 3.2M 

Windlass Jenkins 

Marine 

Multicat Triple 

Propellors, 

Nozzles 

37 Tons No 26M 3.5M 

Polmear Jenkins 

Marine 

Conventional Twin 

Propellors, 

Nozzles 

9.5 Tons Yes 14.65M 1.67M 

 

PART 3 – TOWAGE OF DEAD SHIPS OR BARGES BY VISITING TUGS  

3.1 Towage of dead ships / barges using approved harbour tugs 

A recommendation made by the MAIB following the Chiefton incident in 2015 states: “planning 

should take into account the need for a contractor’s method statement setting out the various 

contracted stages and responsibilities, a full passage plan, relevant experience and the need for a 

person to be in charge.” Unless otherwise agreed with the port authority, a barge/dead ship 

operation is to have a Tow Master (responsible person) to be in charge on board the barge/dead 

ship; this must not be the Pilot.  

The Tow Master should be suitably competent and experienced in barge operations and will have 

overall responsibility for the safety and conduct of the passage and towage operation.  

The Tow Master must also be satisfied that all appropriate risk assessments are in place.  

The Tow Master will board the barge during arrival/departure (in the absence of an already 

embarked individual) and will always remain responsible for the safety of the barge.  

Whilst alongside a responsible organisation is to be nominated and Harbour Authority notified 

https://www.phc.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Herbert-Ballam-Vessel-Spec-Sheet.pdf
https://www.phc.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Herbert-Ballam-Vessel-Spec-Sheet.pdf
https://foweyharbour.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Towage-Guidelines-2025.pdf
https://www.questmarine.co.uk/vessels/lady-sarah/
https://www.questmarine.co.uk/vessels/lady-sarah/
https://jenkinsmarine.co.uk/tugboat-dms-condor/
https://jenkinsmarine.co.uk/tugboat-dms-condor/
https://jenkinsmarine.co.uk/wind-lass-versatile-utility-vessel/
https://jenkinsmarine.co.uk/tugboat-polmear/
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accordingly.  

3.2 Towage of dead ships / barges using visiting sea tugs 

Such operations in Poole will always be subject to Pilotage and may well require a PHC Pilot on the 

lead tug as well as the dead ship. Additional time for the MPX will be required so an earlier and 

further off boarding must be considered. 

Annex A - MAIB Investigation Conclusions 

Summarised below are conclusions made by the MAIB and Dutch Safety Board following investigations 

of relevant major towage accidents.  

 

Trijnie – Milford Haven 8th September 1998 – 1 fatality - Tug girted and capsized. 

1. Nobody ashore or afloat sought to enquire whether she was suitable for the task or draw 

attention to her limitations 

2. The pilot had not been informed that a stand-in tug had been allocated for the move 

3. The coxswain did not inform the pilot that he lacked experience in acting as a stern tug for a 

vessel making significant headway 

4. The pre-movement briefing or discussion was inadequate  

5. The coxswain of Trijnie lacked experience of the type of operation he attempted to undertake  

6. There was a lack of understanding between pilot and coxswain in the exchange on VHF leading 

to Trijnie taking up a position on Tillerman’s port quarter. 

7. There was no gog rope in place.  

8. Trijnie had not been used before in Milford Haven as a stern tug with a ship making significant 

headway 

9. No alert was raised by the coxswain with reference to no risk assessment being in place on 

this type of stern tug operation  

10. The towing hook release wire was not connected  

11. An unsafe practice had developed when running ships’ mooring ropes 

12. There was a lack of monitoring by the operations manager to identify unsafe practices.  

13. A peel-off manoeuvre was undertaken with the tow line attached.  

14. No risk assessment was in place for this type of stern tug operation 

15. The pilot assumed that Trijnie was following the ship in a stern-to-stern position. After making 

fast, there was no visual monitoring of the tug by the pilot  

16. The coxswain decided to proceed with the peel-off manoeuvre while still attached based upon 

a perceived expectation 

 

Flying Phantom - River Clyde 19th December 2007 - 3 Fatalities & 1 Injury - Tug girted & sank in thick 

fog  

1. Tow Line Emergency Release did not act quickly enough   

2. Limits for Towing in Restricted Visibility   

3. No formal Pre Towage Checks – resulted in engine room door being left open  

4. Bridge ergonomics & crew experience in restricted visibility in confined waters  
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5. Procedures & risk assessments not robust  

6. Lessons from an accident at one port are not always being learnt at another 

 

Ijsselstroom - Peterhead 14th June 2009 - No Casualties - Girting & Capsize  

1. Lack of a bridle (or gob rope) – once pull of tow and direction of thrust became misaligned, 

there was nothing to prevent towline leading onto the beam.  

2. Speed of tow – as tug was towed stern first using engines ahead to manoeuvre, became less 

effective as the speed of the tow picked up  

3. Angle of deck edge immersion 7.6 degrees – would have further increased angle of heel  

4. Tug would only have needed to be heeled over for 10 seconds for sufficient water to enter 

engine room to create 46.4 degree angle of list – allowing further flooding to continue.  

5. Lack of instruction or guidance regarding towing in “winch” or “freewheel” mode”  

6. Lack of familiarity & testing of emergency brake release  

7. Lack of risk assessment or briefing (pilots, tug skippers, port)  

8. Conning position & bridge ergonomics  

9. Underestimated severity of result of girting 

Fairplay 22 (The Dutch Safety Board) - Near Hook of Holland 11th November 2010 - 2 Fatalities, 1 

Injury - Collision & Capsize  

1. Capsize followed a heeling moment caused by collision, which heeled tug over to 35 degrees. 

Water was able to flood into engine room through vents and a watertight door which was left 

open. The tug was unable to right itself and capsized.  

2. Hydrodynamic forces around bow caused tug to lose position, colliding with bulbous bow and 

ending up broadside to bow. These forces increased with speed and proximity of tug to other 

vessel.  

3. Risk assessment associated with sailing close to the bow of a seagoing vessel to take measures 

to minimise risk. Particular attention to be paid to speed through the water.  

4. Monitor operational procedures including speed maintained during tug assistance and the 

closing of watertight & weathertight operations. 

Chiefton -  River Thames 12th August 2011 - 1 Fatality - Collision, Capsize & Foundering  

1. Late & inappropriate action taken to avoid buoyed area & Chieftain’s lack of reserve power 

contributed to the collision.  

2. Risk Assessment of short tow lines, the inability to lengthen the tow and appropriateness of 

emergency stop trials to determine a safe tow not fully recognised. 

3. Lack of formal risk assessments of vessel operations.  

4. Lack of watertight integrity discipline – doors & hatches left open led to downflooding.  

5. Functionality of Chieftain’s towing hook release system in doubt – no evidence of planned 

maintenance.   

6. Chieftain’s Mate did not always wear lifejacket on deck.  

7. Dangers of overrun due to variation in speeds between tow & tug not properly recognised or 

considered. Lack of experience of all with push/ pull configuration not recognised during 

planning/ risk assessment of operation.   
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8. Method statement not provided, nor was need for it considered.  

9. Loss of situational awareness in terms of positioning, monitoring & effect of tidal stream. 

 

Asterix – Southampton 30th March 2015 – 0 fatalities – Girting & Capsize 

1. the coxswain’s training did not equip him for the task, and specifically did not equip him to 

use the gog rope/bridal effectively 

2. the launch was not being monitored effectively, and there were weaknesses in the 

communications between Donizetti and Asterix 

3. launch crews were not sufficiently experienced in the use of the emergency release 

mechanism and could not activate it effectively 

 

Domingue – Tulear, Madagascar 20th September 2016 - 2 Fatalities - Girting & Capsize 

1. Domingue and its crew were able to counter the effects of the wind and tidal stream, but were 

neither able to counter the effect of CMA CGM Simba’s movements nor prevent the tug from 

girting, capsizing and foundering.  

2. CMA CGM Simba’s master’s and pilot’s intention to apply ahead propulsion was not first 

communicated to Domingue’s crew by the pilot, resulting in the ship moving rapidly ahead 

before the tug could be manoeuvred in an attempt to prevent it from girting.  

3. Domingue’s crew were inexperienced in this type of operation. The tug was not fitted with a 

gog rope and no emergency means were provided to release the two ropes under tension.  

4. It is highly probable that Domingue’s open doors and hatches contributed to its rapid capsize 

due to down flooding.  

5. The success of the departure manoeuvre relied on the tug and its crew being capable of 

meeting changing manoeuvring demands. This required a common, detailed understanding 

of the plan, proactive communications and an agreed means for monitoring the tug 

throughout the towing operation. 

Biter – Greenock, Scotland 24th February 2023 – 2 fatalities – Girting & Capsize 

1. The pilot’s training had not prepared them to work with conventional tugs 

2. Master/pilot and pilot/tug exchanges were incomplete and, with no shared understanding of 

the plan, the passenger vessel’s master and the tug masters were unable to challenge the 

pilot’s intentions 

3. The passenger vessel’s speed placed significant load on the tug’s lines and almost certainly 

caused the gob rope to render 

4. The tug’s gob rope did not prevent it being girted 

5. The tug’s rapid capsize meant the crew had insufficient time to release its towlines 

An open hatch compromised the tug’s watertight integrity and limited the crew’s chance of 
survival 
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This form is required for the authorisation of “Non-Routine Tows” of under 50 metres overall in 
length overall (including lines). Anything over 50 metres overall in length will require boarding of a 
Poole Pilot which should be requested by contacted Poole VTS, then a Pilot will subsequently 
make contact to discuss the operation. Refer to PHC’s Towage Guidelines for further guidance. 
 

Part 1 - to completed by Project Manager/ Agent / Tow Master 
 

Name of Applicant:  

Date of Application:  

Email Address:  

Telephone Number:  

Signature:  

 

Date:  From:  Type (Tick) 
 

 Dead Ship 

 Barge 

 Unusual Object 

Total 
LOA 

 To:  

 
Towed Vessel: (please include drawing of tow configuration overleaf) 

Name:  Length:  Crewing  

Beam:  Draft:  Propulsion  

 
Tug: 

Name:  Length:  Towing 
Arrangement  

 

BP:  Draft:  Propulsion  
 

 
Part 2 – to be completed by the Harbour Master or Duty Pilot then returned to applicant 

 

Pilot Required?  Boarding arrangements 
verified?  

 

RAMS and Passage 
Plan Sighted? 

 Passage Timing 
Limitations? 

 

Signed Approved:  Date Approved:  

Non-Routine Tow  
Authorisation Request 
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Tow Configuration Diagrams 

 

 


