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PROPER USE OF VHF 'Cir..A.NNELS AT SEA 

THE ASSEi.\'.IBLY, 

RECALLD\JG Article 16(i) of the Convention on the Inter-Governmental 

Maritime Consultative Organization, 

NOTil~G WITH CONCERN the widespread misuse of VHF channels at sea, 

especially the distress, safety and calling Channel 16 (156.8 MHz) and channels 

used for port operations, ship movement services and reporting systems, 

RECOGNIZING that the misuse of V'.cD!, channels is causing serious interference 

to essential communications and is a potential danger to safety at sea, 

RECOGNIZING ALSO that the proper use of VHF channels at sea would make 
an important contribution to navigational safety, 

BEARING HJ IHND that in accordance with the ITU Radio Regulations: 

(a) Channel 16 may only be used for distress, urgency and very brief 

safety communications and for calling to establish other communications 

Hhich should then be conducted on a suitable working channel, 

(b) On VHF channels allocated to the port operations service the only 

messages permitted are restricted to those relating to the operational 

handling, the movement and the safety of ships and, in emergency, to 

the safety of persons; as the use of these channels for ship-to-ship 

communications may cause serious interference to communications 

related to the movement and safety of shipping in congested port areas, 

TAKING INTO ACCO'ffi'fl' that VHF equipment is frequently operated by persons 

not trained in its proper use, 
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RECALLING that the ITU Radio Regulations require that the servf ce of every 

ship radiotelephone station shall be controlled by an operator holding a 

certificate issued or recognized by the Government concerned, 

REC.ALLilfG .ALSO that, for the certification of masters, chief mates and 

officers in charge of a navigational watch, the Inteinational Convention on 

Standards of Training, Certification and Watchkeeping for Seafarers, 1978, 
requires knowledge of procedures used in radiotelephone communications and 

ability to use radiotelephones in particular ~tlth respect to distress, urgency, 

safety and navigational messages, 

HAVIlJG CONSIDERED the recommendation made by the Mari time Safety Committee 

at its forty-fourth session, 

1. INVITES Member Governments to ensure that all persons on board controlling 

the operation of VID? equipment shall have knowl.edge of procedures used in 

radiotelephone communications and ability to use radiotelephones in particular 

with respect to distress, urgency, safety and navigational messages9 

2. REQUESTS Member Goveznmerrbs to take appropriate action to enaure that 

VHF charmels are used correctly and that in particular the follo·wing transmissions 

are avoided~ 

(a) Ship-to-ship communications on Channel 16 except {or distress 

communications and for calling to establish other communications which 

should then be conduct0d on a suitable ·working channel9 

(b) Ship-to-ship communications on the channels allocated to port 

operations, ship movement services and reporting systems, other than 

those for the movement and safety of shipping; 

(c) Superfluous signals and coztrespondencej 

(d) Signals without station identification; 

3. .ADOPTS the Guidance on the Use of V::::-rF at Sea set out in the Annex to 

the present resolution; 

4. IUVITES 1:-'Iember Goverrnnents to bring the Guidance on the Use of VI-I:i!, at 

Sea to the attention of all concerned. 
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ANNEX 

GUIDANCE ON TIIE USE OF VHF AT SEA 

1 VHF COMMUNICATION TECIINIQUE 

lol Prepar~ll.9!! 

Do!ora transmitting, 'think about the subjects which have to be 
communicated and, if necessary, pre:parc written nobea to avoid unnecessary 
interrup-tiona and ensure that no valuable time is wasted on a busy channel. 

1. 2 ~.!13_tening 

Listen tefore commencins to tra.n~mit to make certain that the channel. 
ic not already in use. This will avoid uimecesaary and irritating 

interference. 

l. 3 Jl!Q.9ipH:ne 

VHF equipment should be used correctly and in accordance with the 

Radio Ret:i"Ulationa. The following in particular should be avcdded t 

.1 calling on Channel 16 for purposes other than diotress, urgency and very 

brief·safety communications when another calling channel is available; 

02 coIJ:ununications not related to safety and navigation on port 

operation chan11elo; 

.3 non-essential tranamissiono, eog• needless and superfluous 

siena.ls and correspondence; 

.4 transmitting without correct identification; 

.5 occupation of one particular channel under poor conditions; 

.6 use of' offensive languageo 

1.4 Repetition 

Rer,etition of words and phrases should be avoided unless specifically 

requested by the receiving station. 

1.5 Power reduction 

'When possible, the lowest transmitter power ._necessary for satisfactory 
communication should be used. 
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1.6 Communications with shore stations 

1.6.l Instructions given on oozmnunication matters by shore stations should 

be obeyed. 

1.6.2 Communications should be caiTied out on the channel indicated by 
the shore station. \vben a change of channel is requested, this should 

be acknowledged by the ship. 

l.6e3 On receiving instructlons from a shore stat.ton to stop transmitting, 

no further communications should be made until other.wise notified (the shore 

station may be r~ceiving distreos or safety messages and any other 

tranemis£-':lona could cause in"terie'.!:'e11ce). 

lo7cl Duxing ah:lp-to-ohip communications the ship called should indicate 

the channe l on which further tra.nsmiasione shouf.d take place. The calling 
ship should acknowledge acceptance before changing cha.nnel. 

lo 7 o 2 Th.0 liEr~e:ning procedure outlined l:n pazagr'aph lo 2 shoul.d be followed 

beforo colllID,~"lice.tions a~~"e commenced 011 the chosen channe l , 

1. 8 Dist;:oQ..11. comruunic:a'bions 

1.8.l Dist-.Leua calle/measagee have absolute priority over all other 

communicaHoneo When heari115 them all other tra.nemissione should cease 

and a. liate~g; \·Iatch shoul.d be keptG 

1.8.2 Any distress call/message should be recorded in the ship's log and 

passed to the master. 

1.e.3 On receipt of a distress message, i.f in the vicinity, immedia·~ely 

aoknowledffe receipt. If not in the vicinity, allow a s.~ort interval of 

time to elapse before aclmowledging r9ceipt of the message in order to 

permit ships nearer to the distress to do so. 

1. 9 CallJ.p~ 

1.9.1 Whenever possible, a working frequency should be used. If a working 

f'reque.ncy La not available, Channel 16 may be used, provided it is not 

occupied by a distreae oall/meoaage. 

1.9,2 In case of difficulty to establish contact with a ship or shore 

station, allow adeq~te time before repeating the call. 

the channel unnecessarily and try another channel. 
Do not occupy 
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1.10 ChanP.in.B:_ cha.nn~ls 

If communications on a channe l are UfoJatisfactory, indicate change of 

channel and await confirmationo 

1.11 S.J2._elling 

If spelling becomes necesaary (eug. descriptive names, call signs, 

words which could be misunderstood) use the spelling table contained in the 

International Code of Signals ~"1.d tho R~d.io Regulations. 

1.12 ~ddressing 

The wo:i:ds "I" and 11You" should be used prudently. 

they re.fero 

Indicate to whom 

Sea.ship, this is Port Radar, Port Radar, do you have a pilot? 

Port Tiadar, this is Seaehip, I do h.1.ve a pilota 

lol3 ~eoping 

1.1:,.1 Ships fitted only with V1I.F equtpment should maintain watch on 

Channel 16 when at sea.o 

1.13.2 Other ships should, where practicable, keep watch on Channel 16 
when within the aervice area of a ohore station capable of operating on 

that channel" 

1.13.3 In certain cases Governments may requi~e ships to keep a. watch on 

other channels~ 

2 VIIli' COMMONICATICN PROCEDURE 

2.1 Calling 

When calling a shore station o:I' anothe:r ship, say the name of that 

shore station or ship once (twice if considered necessary in heavy radio 

traffic conditions) followed by the phrase THIS IS and the ship's name 

twice, indicating the channel in use. 

Example~ 

Port City, this is Sea.star, Seastar, on Channel 14. 
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2.2 ~hange of mesr,a~J! 

2. 2.1 When communicat.ing with a ship whose name is U'l'.'.Jmown but whose 

position is known, that position may be used. In thio case the call is 

addreset::d to all ships. 

~~..£1~= 
Hello all ships, this is Pastoria, Pastoriao Ship approaching 

number four bucy, I am rassing Belinda Bank Light. 

2.2Q2 Where a message is received a.~d only ac!mowlcdgement of recoipt is 

needed, say 11r€ceived". Where a most:1age is received and acknowledgement ot 
the correvt message is required, say "icecedved, undernbood", and repeat 
message if conaidered neceosacy. 

H0seage: Your berth will be clear at 0830 h01 . .u.·e. 

Reply: Received, 1.lllderstood. De~th clear at 0830 hours. 

2:, 2., 3 Du.t'ing exchange o.f messac~es, a ship should invite a reply by 

sayine- lfover11a 

2.2o4 Where appropriate, the following message should be sent: 

"Please une/I \dll use, the Sta.i.-idard Harine Navigational Vocabulary"~ 

¥.'hen lant,uae-e dJ.fficulti0s exist which cannot be resolved by use of the 

Vocr,..bul~J, the International Code of Signals should be used. 

In this case the word "I:NTERCO" should precede the groups of the 

Intei'llational Code of Signalso 

E::~ample: 

"Please use/I will use the International Code of Signals". 

2.2.5 Where the message contains instructions or advfce , the substance 
should be repeated. 

Message: Advise you pass astern of me. 

Reply: I will pass astern of you. 
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2.2.6 If a message is not properly received, ask for it to be repeated 

by sqing "Say again". 

2.2. 7 If a message is received but not understood, say ''Message not 

understood". 

2.2.8 If it is necessary to chanBe to a different channels~ "Change 

to channel ••• " and wait for acknowledgment before carrying out the change. 

2o2.9 The end of a communication ie indicated by the word "out". 

3 STANDARn MESSAGES 

3.1 Since most ship-to-shore commun.i.cationo a.re exchanges of information, 

it is advisable to u~e standaxd mesuages which will reduce transmission time. 

3o2 Commonly usod standard messages are given in the following Table and 

examples. Furthe~ samples of standard messages are given in the Standard 

Marine Navigational Vocabulary, which should be used whenever possible. 
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T.AJ3LE OF STANDARD MESSAGES 

' 

I • I 
1 2 3 4 s 611 e 9 1 :, 11 112 ~ 14 1 'i 16 11 1 e 19 2-~ I Stand.a.rd ,q .i . . 

message ,_ t',.. ~ ~ 
Cd ~ S -+> H t ~ g ~ ~ 
cd ' t:,t o 5-t 
J.4 tOQ) "O $ C. ~ 

I teas >. .~ 'g t: 
0 

::::: ~@ ~ ~ 5 ~ rl .. 
+>"4 ~ O+> ~ O f.1:, G1 >. 

11> ·ri m A .P ..-4 o ~ 0 -c ·r-1 j J.f ~ ~ 
I) - E: 5:.: CD ~ ~ ~ (1) C +> 'C +> a, Pt t 
ID .. ,... ~ 0 "-. 0 aS ,__. ,t, ..p +> .~ i o a> M ......;. ~ m S:: 0""'4 .... _,AS:: 0. ,~ §'d ~ :.1 
~ o ~ ~ W ~ - ~ 00 - Cd o ~·~ 
'-- ·.-4 f!> ,... "" '-1 +' +' O li1 0 :;t ~ a> ~ .IU 
6e +> 9,-4 e::, ID CD<rl O e fle>Or-i+><~ ~Ofi 

Type ~ ~ :;c tl £ 8 j ~ ~ ~ ~ A ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ > < .J. ~ Complement of message 
0 

Contacting message X X X 
___________ __.., __ ...,__,._...,.....,_~_..,__,._,..__.,_~_..,-11,..., ,....,_--,1_...-'--~--.._~-'------~--------·-····-------··· ·-- 
Arri val message l X X X X X X X X X X X X X 4 
( see note 1) ._.___._...._~-..i~..,£--+--~~..._--+--·+-------------·-------- 
ETA message/ETD message X X X X X 4 
--- I I 

Pilot request message ?: X X ' X I I I ! 1 9 requests pilot 

Radar identification -~-t-f t t t ----------------- 
message X X X X ' . 11 ·1 
Dangerous cargo message X X x x 
( ?e_~ note 2) 
Way point message X X X X 7 .18 

Anchoring message X X X j _..,_.A----&..--'"'- i ; is anchored 

Clearance message X X X X ----,- -X requests clearance - __ 

Change channel mess~e X I X 
I 

change to cnanne I X i ,..,.,.. sinking 
_ _.- C'!1 f iT"E 

Incident message X X X f l x I ~ i ... ~ in c_oll Ls i on 
(see note 3) I ; ' , ~ a.&r~1~'ld . . . 

I I I I r I I ' ............. ---l~a.k.1ng 01l/che?If:i1;al s 

> 
~ 
H 
~ ~ 
(D 
m . 
~ 
-:J ~ 

CX> 

I 

not unuez comaanc 
Note 1: Often sent by radiotelegraphy or radiotelephony. 

Note 2: All ships carrying dangerous goods should give prior advice to the port authority at least 24 hours before 
entry into the port area or where this is not practicable (e.g. short sea passage) as early as possible 
prior to entry into the port area; see MSC/Circ.299. 

Note 3: In the case of a distress, urgency or safety message, the corresponding prefix Mayday, Pan or Securit~, 
has to be used. 
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.... ._ 
-- --- - -- - --- --- -· - - - -- - - - ·- - ::::z-~- ---===-=:...-:=:-= ...... c,- ·~==·==·=====::,======-"':-=====-·===:c ='-"':::====::= " 

First 
contact Port Ci~1 th.is iA Seaahip, this is Seaahip, on channel 1,, over. message (addreaaee, 
(see note) 

(sender' (sender) {VBI' channel 

Arrival Port City, thia is United Countr ship Seaahip, 
message (addreaaee) (nationality (sender) 

cl:!l ay;e .ll;eha Bravo Charlie Del ta, from Lake Town, 
(call sign) {last port) . 

to harbour Bo. 2, ETA 1100, I rGuire a dver pilot, 
( deatination) (BI'.l pilot details) 

!7 leggth is 150 metres, r ~t is 1 metres, I am carrying dangerous Ccl.?'69, 
gross tonnage/length drau8bt 

200 tons nmc Class !-l, in No. ! bold, SI: forecastle is ~d and ;;: radar is not work~• m;x ~nt is Cars:2 Servicen Com2an,1, over, 
( cargo) ( stowage) "tii-irunctions (agent) · 

ETA message Pilot station, this is Island Republic ship Seaahip, 
(addressee) (nationality) (sender) 

~ll aiE !like Oscar PyEa Delta, 
(call sign) 

!211.r.l Eilot station 0600, over. 
(EI'A) 

Pilot Port City, this ia Seaship, I am bound for North Barbour, ET.l G600, 
{addreHee) \Bender) {destination) {m'.l) . 

request 
me saage I require a pilot, over. 

··- -·--·;··--·· 
!£ll: Call on working channe.L, 0:nly use Channel 16 when working channel is not known. 

\.0 

I 

> 
:>4 
H 

~ 
CD m 
• ~ 
-J ~ 
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Examples of standard messages 

Message 

Radar Radar Station, this is SeashiE, mv position is 090 deli?rees two miles from licilthouse, 
identification (.addressee) (sender) (position) 
message 

.c2urse ~ii &J!!ed 20 knots, over 
Ccour e7speec!) 

Dangerous Port City, this is Seaship, I am cai:aing 100 tons CHLOROB:EaiZENE1 IMDG Class ~.~1 UN No.112~, 
cargo (addressee) (sender) · dangerous cargo) 
message 

in Centre tank No 1, etc, etc, over. 
(stowage) 

Way point Port City, this is Seaship, I am at wa,,y point No. 1, 
message (addressee) (sender) (position) 

g; l:.rA wy: :1221nt No. 2 at 1600, over. 
(m'A next way point) 

·. 

Anchoring Port City, this is Seaship, I am anchored in position 200 de~ees one mile fr~m breakwater, over. 
message (addressee) (sender) {position) 

Clearance Port City, this is Seaship, I am berthed at Harbour Qua.y, bound for the_Roads, via South Channel, 
message (addressee) {sender) (position) {destination) (intended route) 

I reauest clear;mce. over. 

Change of Port Cit-/, this is Seaship, c~e to channel 10, overv - charmel message (addressee) {sender) VHF channel) 

I ~= Await aclmowledgement before changing. 

> 
~ s 
(t) 
m . 
~ 
~ 

b 
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Examples of incident messages 

Message. . 
Distress 

1) Call MAYDAY, MAYDAY~ MAYDAY, this is Seaship1 Seaship~ Seaship, 
(prefix 3 x (sender 3 x 

2) Message Mayday, Seaship, iq position is 180 de~ees one mile from buoi number 10, 
(position) 

I am sinking, I require immediate assistance, over. 

Ur~nci 
1) Call PAN PAN, PAN PAN1 PAN PAN Hello all stations1 Hello all stations1 Hello all stations this is Seashit1 Seaship1Seaship, 

(prefix 3 x) } x) 
2) Message* my nosition is 180 de'1Tees one mile from buov number 10, 

(position) 
I have been in collision and need the assistance of a tug. 

Safeti 
1) Call S~curit~1 S~curit~1 S~curite'Hello all stations, Hello all statiDns1 Helle all stations,this is Seashi2~Seashi21Seaship, 

(prefix 3 x) (3 x 
2 ) Mes sa,1e->HE my nosition is 180 de.2'rees one mile from buov number 10, 

(position) 

my 9ngines are broken down and I am anchoring in the northbound traffic lane. Request ships keep clear, ,:,,rer. 
- 

~ Other minor incid.ents may occur within harbour limits when it is desirable tc, notify the harbou:r office as follows: 
incident Port City, this is Seaship, my position is 180 dezzre ea one mile from buoy nurn_her 10, 

, addressee) (sender) (position) · 

I have lost my anchor and buoyed it in position two miles East of Head Point, over. 

r-* 

Messages preceded by the urgency signal are normally addr-as sed to "all stations" but may be addressed +.o a particular s ta t i on, 
Whichever chosen would be included in the call after PAN PAN. 

Messages preceded by the safety signals are normally addressed to "all s ta ui.ons '' hut may be addressed t/> 2.. particul.:...r station. 
Whicbever chosen would be Lnc Luded in the call after stcuri te. The announcement should be made on Channel 16 but the 
message shall be transmitted, where practicable, on a working frequency. 

t::! 

> 
~ 

~ 
(1) 
m • ~ 
-.J ~ 
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