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Introduction

0.1 Great Britain has always been involved with the sea, and the Fastnet Race is
but a part of this tradition. In 1979 the race took place in extreme conditions
causing tragic loss of life and severe pressure on the race and rescue
organisation. Following the loss of life in the 1979 Fastnet Race we were
appointed jointly by the Council of the Royal Yachting Association (the
National Authority in the United Kingdom) and the Committee of the Roval
_Ocean Racing Club (the organisers of the race) to consider what lessons might

_ be fearnt from what occurred during the.race and, if we thought fit, to make
recommendations. A Working Party was set up under the joint leadership of
Lieutenant Commander W S B Anderson, RN, Cruising Secretary of the RYA,
and Alan Green, Secretary of the RORC, with the assistance of Joan Kimber,
the Inquiry Secretary. The-composition of the Working Party appears on page
one. A comprehensive questionnaire was devised by the Working Party and
sent to the skipper and two crew members of each of the 303 yachts, which
started the race, Replies were received from 235 yachts, and these answers -
were analysed by computer. Replies were received from a further 30 yachts,
but these were not included in the computer analysis, for the reasons given in
table 1.3. A total of 669 nuestionnaires has been returned and the Inquiry
would like to record its gratitude for this very high degree of response. :

0.2 The questions asked in'the questionnaire wili be found at the head of each of
the tables in which the detailed computer analysis of the answers is set out in
appropriate sections throughout the report, [n addition the Working Party
obtained information from a- number of organisations whose activities either
did have, or might be thought to have had, an influence on the behaviour of
yachts in the race or the rescue operation which was mounted. The skippers.
and crews of a number of yachts were interviewed as soon as they came
ashore after compieting or retiring from the race. The main body of the report
summarises. the. information obtalned from all these sources, and attempts an
evaluation of this Information. The work involved, culminating in this
evaluation has. fallen entirely on the Working Party, and we would wish: to
express our gratitude, as well as our admiration, for the way they have carried
out this task, The conclusions and recommendations are our own. o
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TABLE 1.1

Year Statters Finishers % Finishers Efapsed Time of

5th Boat
1966 47 44 _ 93.6% 4 days 9 hr 61 mins.
6-12 August

Light to moderate WNW winds veered northerly and became very light and variable in direction.on 7th, Between 7th and 10th
winds were mainly light northerly after which they veered ENE and increased to moderate by 11th, Winds fell light again on
12th,

1957 41 _ 12 29.3% 4 days 20 hr 16 mins,

10-15 August

The race started in fresh SW winds which increased to gaie force by the evening of the first day. A short moderation to force
6, with occasional stronger gusts was followed by an increase to gale force from the SW, and a slow vesr to north with little
decrease in strength. A very rough race,

1959 B89 43 _ : 72.9% 6 days 8 hr 8 mins,

8-16 August

Light and variabie or calm at the start and for the first two days, then freshenlng winds ahead of a depression produced fresh
winds, locally gale or even severe gale, in the Fastnet area. 14th malnly moderate to fresh WSW winds decreased to become
light or moderate by 15th and light variable or calm on 16th, .

1961 ' .95 62 : 66.3% ' . 4days 18 hr 21 mins,

B-11 August '

Light to moderate WSW winds gradually decreased and. became light variable or calm by 7th On the 8th a small depression
moved northeastwards into Western Approaches producing moderate to fresh winds reaching gale force on the southern side
of the circulation between Scilly Isles and Fastnet. As the depression moved away northeastwards across UK mainly Force 3
to 4 westerly winds.on the 9th decreased to become variable light or calm on 10th and 11th.

1963 127 . 103 81.1% . ' 4 days 17 hr 16 mins.

10-16 August

Light to moderate westerly wmds veered NW between Scilly Isles and Fastnet on 11th but the strength continued to be only
light or moderate untif 13th when it decreased further to become light variable or calm and these conditions continued until
14th. A light to moderate NW breeze set in from the western part of the course on 16th and wmds continued to increase to
moderate or fresh mainly SW until the end of the race.

- 1965 .151 146 : 98, 7% _ 4 days 9 hr 2 mins,

7-13 August

Light to variabla or calm for most of race. It did however increase to fight to moderate mamly SE on 13th _
1967 209 194 92.8% : 3 days 23 hr 49 mins.
5-11 August '

Light variable or calm becoming light. SW on the 6th, increasing to mainly moderate and backing southerly on 7th. Winds
remained very light and variable or calm between the 7th and 11th when winds started to increase a little from the SW but
remained mainly light, -

1969 . 179 : 169 . 94, 4‘% 4 days 7 hr 56 mins.

9-16 August '

‘Light and variable winds local thunderstorms whtch may have produced some gusts in their vicmlty Winds were light variable
or calm throughout but increased a little from a northerly pomt to Iight to moderate on 16th,

1971 219 199 90.8% S 3 days 16 hr 41 mins,

7-14 August '

Mainly light SW until 10th when veering NW in Fastnet area. Between 10th and 12th winds were mainly W to NWV light and
remained this way until they increased a little to give moderate SW towards the end of the race,

1973 - 268 247 967% " 4days 1 hr 27 mins.
Winds light variable or easterly with fog patches and a fair number of calm periods. - '
1976 - 266 | 239 93.4% - 4 days 10 hr 22 mins,

The start was in force 3 westerly winds which freshened to give a fast sall to the Fastnet Rock. Visibility was intermittently bad
at the Fastnet. The leaders found patches of flat calm round the Isles of Scilly, while the winners and those who went to the
waest and south found I|ght continuous westerly breezes..

1977 286 229 80.17% 5 days 10 hr 24 mins.

6th- 12th August
Light.and variable winds with long calm patches,

1979 303 : 85 28.1% 3 days 3 hr 52 mins.

171-16 August

WNW winds, light to moderate at first, backed and increased as g rapidly deepening depression moved across the Fasthet
area on the night of the 13/14th August. There were associated storm force winds which decreased and veered northerly,
hefore again freshening to gale force from SW on the 16th,




Section 1

1B THE 1979 RACE

1.6 There were 336 entries in the 1979 race of which. 303
' : started. Table 1.2 shows the results in each of the six
BaCkground classes into which the fleet is divided by rating bands.
The tating of a yacht is a measure of her effective sailing
1A HISTORY OF THE FASTNET RACE IN RECENT length, with certain allowances for factors such as
YEARS engine weight and propelier drag and penalties . for
1.1 The course for the Fastnet Race is from Cowes, direct features such as very light displacement or excessive
as safe-navigation permits to the Fastnet Rock, then to sail area. The minimum size of boat which might qualify
Plymouth, passing south of the Scillles, a distance of for entry is about 28ft length and the maximum about
605 miles (see map below), 85ft,
i 1.7 There can be no direct comparison of the results of this
race: with previous. Fastnets as there has been no
il pravious race which has resulted in the loss of more
than one life nor have vachts previously been
. abandoned on anything like the same scale,
(Fig1.7) sty . o 1.8 The one previous instance of loss of life in bad weather
R . . o T chertiury , in a Fastnet Race occurred in 1931,
1.9 Mugh of the'information on which this report is based is
1.2 The first race over this course was salled in 1925, and derived from questionnaires completed by competitors.
races have been sailed every other year, with a break As the Inquiry is concerned primarily with the conduct
during the 1939-46 war. The number of competitors has of boats during the storm questionnaires from boats
increased considerably during recent years, as the which retired or completed the course before the storm
summary of races salled since 1955 in table. 1,1 shows. were not included in the main analysis. Table 1.3 shows
1.3. The weather summaries:in tabte 1.1 up until 1975 were a breakdown of the boats which did and did not supply
provided by the Meteorological Office, from records of answers to guestionnaires.
weather over a large area. In-one case (1959) the record ~ 1.10 Some of the computer analysis was carried- out before
is supplemented from a report which appeared in the last reply was received from one of the abandoned
Yachting World. - o boats. In the tables derived from this analysis the total
1.4 There has been a number of races sailed in gale force number of boats is 234, :
' winds. but light to moderate weather predominated.in  1.11 Throughout the report it has been assumed that the
races sailed between 1963 and 1977, . sample of 235 boats which were exposed to the storm
1.6 The time taken to complete the race depends upon and constituted the base for computer analysis was a
weather conditions.” Comparison with two of the representative sample. Where the report refers to “‘the
roughest races, in: 1957 and 1979 shows that speed has fleet” or "competitors’ it does so on the basis of what
increased, the fifth boat to finish in 1957 averaged 5% is believed to be a-valid assumption.
knots and in 1979 8 knots. (The fifth boat is taken to : : '
represent an average for the large class). '
TABLE 1.2
Yachts Abandoned.
Class Rating Started Finished - Retired No. of Since Lost Belfeved
Limits ' . Craw Recovered | ~ Sunk
' : Lost '
o 42,1-70 14 13 1 — — -
/ 33-42 56 36 19 - 1 -
] 29-32.9 53 23 30 — - -
i 26.56-28.9 64 8 52 6 4 2
1% 23-26.4 58 6. 44 6 7 S
v 21229 88 -1 48 3 7 2
TOTAL 303 85 194. 16 19 5
TABLE 1.3
Finished Retired -Abandoned Total
Included in main computer
analysis ' 64 148 23 236
Completed questionnaire but
ot at sea during storm 1 20 — 21
Questionnaire returnsd too
late for inclusion in main
computer analysis 6 3 - 9
Questionnaire not returned 14 23 1 38
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1C THE INTERNATIONAL OFFSHORE RULE

The International Offshore Rule  (IOR) is the
measurement system for handicapping under which
RORC races are sailed, The IOR was intraduced some 9
years ago, replacing a number of national rating rules;
principally the RORC rating rule in Europe and the
Cruising Club of Amenca rating rule in the United
States.

The custodian of the IOR s the Offshore Racing
Council {ORC). The ORC is an international body; the
majority of councillors are nominated by the national
authorities for offshore racing with twe councillors
nominated by the International Yacht Racing Union,
The rating tule is therefore in the hands of an authority
whose constitution ~ensures broad international
representation and the council is respected as an
authoritative impartial body, with adequate power to
amend the rule whenever it appears necessary to do so.
The design of racing yachts has always been influsnced
strongly by the measurement rule under which.races are
sailed, The ORC acknowledges the influence of the
rating rule on design in the introductlon to the rule,
which states: —

RULE_MANAG EMENT POLICY

JOR exists to provide ratings for a diverse group of yachts, The
Council will manage the Rule, changing It as necessary to permit
the development of seaworthy offshore racing yachts.

In changing the Rule, the Council will endeavour to protect the
value of the majotity of the existing IOR fleet from -rapid
obaolescence caussd by design trends, loopholss in the Ruls, and
other developments which produce increased psrformance
without corresponding Increases in ratings, The Council will act to
discourage developments which-lead to-excessive costs, of reduce
safety of the suitabllity of yachts for cruising. It will attempt to
manage-Rule changes to minimize disruption to the existing fleat,
The Council will act promptly to-¢lose loopholes as they -are
discovered:lt - will control and moderate design trends by
penalizing design features which depart significantly from fleet
norms while affecting as littie as possible boats near the norms,
The Council will provide retrospective rating credits 1o extend the
competitive life of older boats and reduce. the impact on the flest
of gradual improvements.in design.

The Council racognizes that there will be conflict amoeng these
objectives and will do-its best to achleve a balance that will ensure
the long term vitality of 10R.

Trends which have been noticeable in yachts designed
to the I0R have included light displacement, broad
beam, shallow hull form.and large sail area. In 1978 the
ORC decided . that these trends were reaching
undesirable proportions which were not in keeping with

“the spifit and intent of the Rule, In particular boats of

1,16
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extreme light - displacement and dubious ultimate
stability were appearing and the Rule was amended to
penalise boats of very ight displacement and exclude
potentially unstable boats from racing, At the same time
measures were taken to penalise boats with excessively
large sail area. The Rule is under constant review by an
International Technical Committee which Is- alert for
developments which might reduce the seaworthinass of
vachts,

In analysing the results of the Fasinet Race certain
parameters of boats have been extracted from their

rating certificates to determine whether or not those

which, in terms of traditional yacht design, might be
considered unusual ot extreme encountered particular
problems Details of the method adopted will be found
in Section3. .

In considering the effect of the IOR on desugn it is
difficult to separate trends which have resulted from
improved technology, the availability of new materials
and general progress of yacht design, which are likely to
occur whatever rating rule is in current use, from trends
which are the result of designers’ endeavours to
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produce boats with the lowest possible rating and
which-are therefore directly dependent upon the current
rating rule.

1D THE RORC SPECIAL REGULATIONS

The RORC Special Regulations, the safety rules for the
race, are published in the .club’s annual racing
programme. The regulations for 1979, together with
amendments which were distributed in early May, are
set outin Annex 1A. _

These regulations are basically those of the Offshore
Racing Council {ORC) the international authority for
offshore racing, with certain amendments considered
necessary by the RORC to take account of the particular
conditions under -which races are sailed around the
British Isles. Similar modifications to the ORC Special
Regulations exist for two other offshore races of similar
length to the Fasthet Race, the Sydney — Hobart Race,
organised by the Cruising Yacht Club of Australia and
the Bermuda. Race, organised by the Cruising Club of
America, The major differences between the Special
Regulations for the Fastnet and those for
Sydney—Hobart and Bermuda Races include the
following; —

1. Both make It mandatory for yachts to carry two
way MF radio,
2, Both have ‘specific regulations ‘on crew
composition, The CYCA requires a minimum of four
persons on board each yacht, and sets a minimum
-age limit of 18, The Bermuda race is an invitation
avent, open only to CCA-and Royal Bermuda Yacht
"Club or Service Academy members or to- owners of
yachts invited by one of the sponsoring clubs,
3. Both require a safety inspection for every .
competing yacht before the start of the race.

British law controlling the design, construction and
safety equipment carried by private pleasure vessels is
set out in the Merchant Shipping Acts. Ocean racing
yachts are not required to conform to any statutory
standards for desigh or construction. Yachts of more
than 45ft overall length are required to carry life saving
equipment such as distress flares and fire. fighting
equipment on a scale similar to the RORC Special
Regulations. Yachts of less than 45ft in overall length
are subject to no statutory requirements but the
Department of Trade publishes recommendations. for
equipment to be carried in sea going vessels less than
45ft in overall length which are less stringent than the
RORC Special Regulatlons

All yachts competing in RORC races are liable to spot

checks for compliance with the Special Regulations.

Checks are carried out on a percentage of the fleet,
either before the start or after the finish of each race,
often when the yacht is at sea in racing trim, Thus these
checks are different in emphasis from the safety checks
carried out by the CYCA and CCA, which are
conducted at a pre-arranged time in harbour,

RORC checks for compliance with the Special
Regulations are intended to make certain. that there is
no breach of the regulations on the part of an owner
through inexperience or lack of understanding of the
intention of the Regulations, and to see that no yacht is
gaining an unfair advantage by stowing heavy items of
equipment in any position other than an authorised
stowage, Yachts have been disqualified from races for
failure to comply with the regulations.
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1E RELATIVE RESPONSIBILITIES OF OWNERS
AND RACE ORGANISERS

It is a long accepted principle of seagoing that decisions
affecting the safety of a ship and her crew can only be
taken by her Master, He is the only person who has a
complete picture of all the factors involved and is
therefore the only person able to take decisions on
matters of safety. Service authorities, shipping
companies and the Department of Trade lay down
regulations for equipment to be carried and issue
general advice on matters of safety but do not attempt
to dictate the action to be taken by the Captain or
Master of a ship at sea.

All RORC races may last for 48 hours or more, twice the
period covered by the shipping forecast, so whatever
the actual and forecast weather at the start of a race
there s always the posslbility of totally different
conditlons before the finish.

1t is the generat policy of the RORC to offer race starts in
all conditions of actual or forecast weather. The only
exceptions to this general policy are in cases where a
combination of weather and tidal conditions at or
shortly after the start appear to give rise to an
exceptionally high degree of risk. This policy is intended
to encourage only boats of seaworthy type to take part,
RORC Special Regulation 2 makes it clear that the
safety of a yacht and her crew and the decision to start
or continue a race rests with the ewner, Every owner

- entering an RORC race signifies his acceptance of these
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. crew lists for sailing instructions is designed to ensure’

1.30

reSpOHSIbl"tIBS when he signs the-entry form..

It is thought that If races-were postponed or cancelled in
the face of adverse weather forecasts there might be an
incentive for designers to pay less heed to the ultimate
strength and weatherliness of racing boats as the nesd
for these qualities would be greatly reduced.

There have been many cases of yachts temporarlly
taking shelter from adverse conditions and
subsequently continuing a race to obtain good resuilts.
A policy of abandoning races after the start has not
been adopted in the past for three reasons: it has been
felt that those at sea rather than those ashore are best
able to decide whether or not to continue a race; the
means of communication with competitors has not
been available; and the same considerations dictate
policy on abandonment after the start as cancellation

before the start, Even if a tace was abandoned this .

would not ensure: that all competing yachts returned to
harbour to take shelter, The warning of bad weather

-might be. so short that the most seamanlike action

would be to remain at sea, or even to galh an offing
from the land to find sea-room to-ride out the storm.

1F- RORC BRACE ENTRY AND CONTROL
PROCEDURE, COWES AND PLYMOUTH
An owner wishing to enter a yacht in any RORC race

including the Fastnet Race does so by completing an

entry form (see Annex 1B) taken from the Annual
Programme {which contains rules and regulations),
About 10 days before the start of the race a set of
“Provisional Arrangements’ is sent to each owner.
Before the start of the race, each owner Is reqmred to
hand in a crew list to race headquarters and in return
receives a copy of Sailing Instructions which includes a
list of entries. Race headquarters is established . at
Cowes before the start of the Fastnet, The exchange of

that no yacht will start and sail the course without
having lodged a crew list,

In a fleet of over 300 there are a few late withdrawals
and a few late entries are accepted. At the start a
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number of experienced observers, both ashore and
afloat, record sail numbers {displayed, under the rules,
on all the iarger sails and on a side-cioth shown towards
the committee), to attempt to verify that all yachts
entered have started. Because it is Cowes Week and the
Fastnet start is of great interest, there are large-numbers
of spectator yachts in the start area, many similar to
competing yachts, so it is difficult, with the very large
flest, for the race officers to obtain a 100% accurate list
of starters,
Further complications are introduced when yachts have
identical or almost identical names, or identical sail
numbers (though issued by different national authorities
and bearing different national prefix letters) e.g. K2468
is Morning Cloud; B2468 is Phantom |li, Yachts owned
by a group bore the “family’ name “Festina’”,
individuals were identifled as “Festina Secunda”,
“Festina Tertia"', etc.. The owners have already dec:ded
to re-name these yachts,
After the start race headquarters are transferred from
Cowes to Plymouth, The race officers check their ist of
competitors against original entry forms, crew lists, the
Cowes office records and observed sail numbers.
At any time after.the start yachts may retire and those
which do so are required to report to the RORC at the
earliest possible opportunity. The list of competitors is
thus continuously amended to take. account of
retirements.
The RORC procedure for verifying their list of starters
Includes severai cross checks. In normal races during
the. season, when fleets between 50 and 280 may be
expected, without the compiication of a large start’
during Cowes Week, the procedure appears. to bé
perfectly satisfactory, However, as indicated above
there is some difficulty in the Fastnet Race.
Before the race, plans had heen made with the Royal
Western Yacht Club of England (who contributed many
volunteers and much support) for a race-headquarters
to be sited at a normally empty office block at Millbay
Docks, into which most of the competitors were
expected. The Royal Wastern Yacht Club. would supply
two teams to the offices: —
1. Information. To obtain information = from
coastguards and  lighthouses and from the
prearranged Admirai’s Cup radio position reporting,
via HM Coastguard. The team would log their
Infermation on master sheets and Inform enquirers of
race progress. They would be alded by a computer.
2. Domestic. To supply information and assistance
to competitors in respect of laundry, taxis water,
fuel, accommodation, etc.
In addltlon the club prepared its clubhouse at Plymouth
Hoe, a few minutes’ walk from the docks, to receive
large numbers of visitors. Transpott was -organised and
stores obtained for the RORC team which manned the
Plymouth breakwater lighthouse finishing line.
The RORC had commissioned the services of Datawest
Lirited, a computer agency which brought in a large
and flexible Data General computer instaliation to
provide instant progress reports on handicap {(based on.
Admiral’'s Cup radio reporting schedules and actual
sighting reports} and: also. a continuous resuits service
when the fleet bagan to arrive,
At the nearby Duke of Cornwall Hotel the RORC
established a Press Office with the assistance of the
Admiral’s Cup sponsors, Champagne Mumm. The
Press Office had its own team of press officers and was
normally equipped, together with high-speed telephone
facsimile machines to connect it with the Amstelco
telex centre in London,



Figure 2.1

COURSE OF FASTNET RACE
SHOWING CODE SQUARES USED FOR ANALYSIS
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_ TABLE2,1 _
Question; Atwhat time do you now fesl that the weather was at its worst?
: : ‘Position Sector whare weather was worst (Fig 2.1,
) Total 7 2 -3 4 4 & 7 & & 0 17 2
BASE ) . 236 2] . 13 - 40 19 15 10 11 8 1 4 2
Before-2400 13/8 3 1 - 17 - - - - — — — — =
elore 400 1% 2% 2%
2401-0200-14/8 22 11 - NG 2 2 - - p = = = .
“ . 9% 17% . 8% 1% 13%
0201-0400 KL 20 2 : 17 L] 3 2 B A 1 1 — -
: 30% 2% 16% 38% -32% P% 20% 45% 7% 100% 26%
0401-0600 69 17 & 13 7 2 3 3 2 - 1 1 -
- 28% 27% 38% 2% 37% 13% 0% 27% 3% 26% 60%
0601-080¢ 28 & 3 4 © 1 2 3 - 1 - 1 1 :
12% 10% - 3% 8% 5% 13% 30% : 17% 26% B60% B0%
08011 9 1 - 3 1 2 1 - - — — | = —
000 % 2% 6% 5% 13% 10%
Leter than 1000 a - = 1 1 - 2 2 — — - - —
3% 2% 8% 20% 19% -
Al Night 22 ] 1.7 [ 1 3 1 2 1 - — — =
9% 10% 8% < 12% B% 20% 10% 18% 17%
-No Answer 18 | B 2 3 - - - - 1 - 1 1
8% - 8% 16% 6_% 17% 25% B)% B0%
TABLE2.2
Question: What was your estimate of the wind speed?
Position Sector where weather was worst (Fig 2, ),
Total ! 3 | 4 & 4§ 7 8 g 10 it 12
BASE 235 63 13 49 18 15 10 1 [] 1 4 2 2
Less than Beaufert 8 4 1 - 2 - - - — - — — — =
2% 2% 4%
fort 8 2 - = = - 1 - - = = = = =
Besuto 19 7%
Beaufort 9 12 2 1 5 - - 1 1 - = — - —
6% 3% % 10% 10% 9%
Beaufart 10 48 12 2 8 10 2 2 3 - - 1 - .
20% 19% 16% 16% 63% 13% 0% 7% 26%
Beaufort 11 92 26 2 20 b - B 4 ] 3 ] N 2 ¥
39% 40% 16% 41% 26% 40% 40% 48% 50% 100% 5% 100% 50%
More than Beaufort 11 72 22 8 13 4 b 3 2 3 - 2 - 1
31% 35% 62% 2% 21% -33% 0% 18% B0% B0% B0%
No Answer & 1 = 1 - 1 - - — — - — —
o AnSwer. 2% | 2% 2% 7% J
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