
into depth in areas which commonly cause the most problems or raise the most

questions. As a result, this reference will also be extremely useful to sailors

serving as judges on a protest committee. The most useful appeals and cases

are quoted or referenced with the discussion of each rule; and each discussion

goes into sufficient depth to provide the answers or at least the guidelines to

resolve most protests or questions which come up. Both competitors and judges

will find the extensive use and reference to the appeals and cases very useful

and timesaving when they are either lodging a protest or trying to resolve one

in the hearing.

NOTE: At the time this book was published, World Sailing had not yet

completed their revisions of their Case Book; therefore the quotes from the

cases may not be 100% accurate. I expect that the substance of the interpre-

tations are accurate, but encourage you to double-check the actual cases. You

can find both the Appeals and the Case books at: ussailing.org/competition/

rules-offiating/appeals. 

I wish to point out that my opinions expressed in this book are my personal

opinions, and not those of the US Sailing Appeals Committee of which I am a

member.

It is nearly impossible to race sailboats without getting involved in some

rules-related situations, whether it’s in a crowded mark rounding, a protest

hearing, a measurement problem, or an appeal. It is my hope that this book,

which blends the rules and the appeals and cases together, will answer most of

your rules questions and expand your knowledge and awareness of what is in

the US Sailing Appeals and World Sailing Cases so that you can continue to

satisfy your own rules curiosity into the future, and feel confident that you in

fact do understand the rules yourself.

This book will be published every four years with the revisions of The Racing

Rules of Sailing. As it is my goal to provide a useful and accurate reference for

all sailors, I welcome your comments and suggestions concerning improvements

and inaccuracies. Please send them to my attention by May 1, 2028, or sooner

at: 239 Barberry Road, Southport, CT 06890.

And now, enjoy your understanding of the rules!

Good Sailing, 

Dave Perry
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subject to the rules.” In fact, if you have a late spinnaker take-down and your

spinnaker sheet trails behind the boat and rubs against the mark after you’re

already around and a boat-length away from it, you still have to take your

penalty. Case 77 sums it up, “A boat touches a mark within the meaning of

rule 31 when any part of her hull, crew or equipment comes in contact with

the mark. The fact that her equipment touches the mark because she has maneu-

vering or sail-handling difficulties does not excuse her breach of the rule.”

“If I get the mark’s anchor line caught on my centerboard but quickly

raise my board and clear the line before I touch the mark, have I hit the

mark? What happens when I’m not so quick and the mark is dragged in

and touches my boat?”

Remember that the anchor line of a mark is not part of the mark (see the defi-

nition Mark). So, on a race committee boat with a high bow, where 15 feet of

anchor line may be above the water, the mark begins at the bow of the boat.

The same is true when a mark’s anchor line is partially or wholly submerged.

In both cases, there is no penalty for touching the line. However, if touching its

anchor line causes the mark to be drawn against your boat, you have touched

the mark and must do a penalty turn or protest. Appeal 10 reads, “If, however,

fouling its anchor line causes the mark to be drawn against the boat, the boat

has broken rule 31.” 

“What if I foul another boat and hit a mark in the same incident?”

Good question. Rule 44.1(a) (Taking a Penalty) says, “However, when a boat

may have broken a rule of Part 2 and rule 31 in the same incident she need not

take the penalty for breaking rule 31.” Therefore, when a Two-Turns Penalty

or a Scoring Penalty under rule 44 is available, and you choose to take that

penalty, you do not have to also do an additional penalty turn for hitting the

mark. 

R U L E  4 2  —  P R O P U L S I O N

R U L E  4 2 . 1  —  B A S I C  R U L E

Except when permitted in rule 42.3 or rule 45, a boat shall compete by using

only the wind and water to increase, maintain or decrease her speed. Her crew

may adjust the trim of sails and hull, and perform other acts of seamanship,

but shall not otherwise move their bodies to propel the boat.
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Rule 42 is the “pumping, rocking, ooching, sculling” rule. The rule specifically

tells sailors how they can, and cannot, propel their boats in a sailboat race.

The principle behind rule 42 is simple: the rule writers (and most sailors them-

selves) want people to race their sailboats by sailing them (i.e., using the nat-

ural wind) as opposed to by propelling or slowing them in other ways. If you

are a bit too early for a start, it is more of a sport if you have to slow down

using your sails and rudder than if you could just stick your arms in the water

and backpaddle; just as it’s more challenging and fun to try to ride the waves

on a windy reach as opposed to handing all the sheets to Igor and telling him

to “pump” nonstop to the leeward mark.

“It seems that there could be a variety of interpretations and applications

of rule 42 by competitors and judges. Are there any official interpretations

of rule 42 that helps get all the competitors and officials reading and ap-

plying the rule the same way?”

In fact there is. World Sailing has published a comprehensive document entitled

Interpretations of Rule 42, Propulsion and specific interpretations for many

international classes. These are available on the World Sailing website. The

intention of these documents is to provide a clear and consistent interpretation

of rule 42 as it applies to specific commonly- used actions while sailing a boat.

This permits sailors and judges alike to prepare for events with confidence that

they will be sailing and officiating properly under rule 42. I strongly encourage

all who race or officiate boats that can be propelled by kinetic actions to read

and study these documents carefully.

Compliance with rule 42 continues to be a major issue facing the sport. In

my opinion, the rule and the Interpretations clearly state what is permitted and

what is prohibited. After an explanation of the rule, I will discuss the more

central issue of competitor self-control and self-policing vs. the growing reliance

on putting judges on the race course to police the kinetics.

Rule 42.1 clearly states the basic premise: “A boat shall compete by using

only the wind and water to increase, maintain or decrease her speed. Her crew

may adjust the trim of sails and hull, and perform other acts of seamanship,

but shall not otherwise move their bodies to propel the boat.” This is the way

sailboats are to be raced; i.e., they can be powered only by the natural action

of the wind and water. The last phrase in the rule serves to prohibit any crew

action that in and of itself propels the boat. Paddling is an obvious example.
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But even one good hard roll of the boat that propels the boat would be illegal

as well. Note that the term “crew” refers to all sailors on board, including the

helmsman.

Notice that it is just as illegal to slow yourself down (“decrease speed”)

unnaturally as it is to propel yourself. So if you’re early for a start or trapped

on the outside of a crowd at a mark, you can’t stick your leg in the water to slow

down. Likewise, if you luff a boat before the start and hit them, you can’t hang

on to them to slow yourself down so you’re not early. However, there are legal

ways to slow yourself down using the natural action of the wind and water.

One is to physically hold the boom out so the wind pushes against the sail;

another is to turn the rudder hard over against the flow of the water provided

it is not done repeatedly back and forth (see discussion of “sculling” in rule

42.2(d)). (See Appeal 25.)

Note also that a boat can be penalized for breaking rule 42 only while she

is racing (see preamble to Part 4). Case 69 says, “During the period in which

the boat was racing she was using wind as a source of power as required by
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In diagram 1, Boat Y is moving slowly and is repeatedly forcefully moving her tiller to
turn the boat down from almost head to wind to a close-hauled course. Though this action
is “sculling” it is permitted under rule 42.3(d), as an exception to rule 42.2(d).

In diagram 2, as long as Boat X was above a close-hauled course and moving slowly
when she began repeatedly forcefully moving her tiller (“sculling”), she is not breaking
rule 42.2(d) because she is turning towards a close-hauled course on port tack. However,
once she has sculled in one direction, she breaks rule 42.2(d) if she then sculls in the other
direction before getting to a close-hauled course. 

rule 42.1. Her motion also resulted from momentum created by engine power

that propelled her before she began racing. Nothing in the rule requires that

a boat be in any particular state of motion or non-motion when she begins

racing.” Likewise, in light air and adverse current, a boat can just get its bow

across the finish line (thereby finishing), drift backwards, and, when clear of

the finishing line and finishing marks (i.e., no longer racing), turn on her engine

and power out of the course area. 

There are some common-sense exceptions built into rule 42 for safety reasons. 

R U L E  4 2 . 3 ( g )  

Any means of propulsion may be used to help a person or another vessel in

danger.

R U L E  4 2 . 3 ( h )  

To get clear after grounding or colliding with another boat or object, a boat

may use force applied by the crew of either boat and any equipment other

than a propulsion engine.

These reinforce the overriding safety principle that you should get to a boat

or person’s rescue as fast as you can using any means available, including pad-

dling, rocking, or an engine when you have one. Obviously, this is not intended

to be misused as a deceitful way to advance along the race course. Case 20 and

the discussion of rule 1.1 (Safety, Helping Those in Danger) are clear as to the

responsibility all racing sailors have, and when and how a boat that renders

assistance should be compensated. 

Also, when you go aground or hit another boat, you may use whatever

means of force is necessary to clear yourself, except that you can’t use your

engine to propel yourself. Note that you can use the power from your engine

to run a winch or windlass, etc. if necessary.

“Can I anchor?”

Yes. Rule 45 (Hauling Out; Making Fast; Anchoring) states, “[A boat] may

anchor or the crew may stand on the bottom.” Rule 42.1 specifically permits

the actions described in rule 45. Generally boats anchor either as a safety

measure or to decrease the speed at which they are moving away from their
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destination (as in adverse current). Note that a means of anchoring is the crew

standing on the bottom. Of course if that crew starts walking the boat around,

rule 42.1 is broken.

Note, recovering an anchor, whether it was lowered or thrown forward,

so as to gather way over the ground, breaks rule 42.1. Anchoring should be

a means of keeping you where you are, and not a means of advancing yourself

along the race course. Clearly, if you throw your anchor forward and then

recover the anchor, you will be “pulling yourself” forward past where you were

when you threw out the anchor. Therefore, when racing, the anchor should be

dropped straight down. Likewise, when you pull the anchor back up, you can’t

generate momentum that will cause the boat to move past the point where the

anchor was on the ground; i.e., where it was dropped. (See Case 5.)

“Now what about the actions listed in rule 42.2; are they always prohibited,

or only when they are actually capable of propelling the boat?”

Rule 42.2 lists five specific types of actions which are always prohibited, regard -

less of whether they are capable of propelling the boat or not. This makes it

easier for sailors to know what they can’t do, and for judges to administer the

rule on the water and in protest hearings. The five are the major “offenses.”

R U L E  4 2 . 2  —  P R O H I B I T E D  A C T I O N S

Without limiting the application of rule 42.1, these actions are prohibited:

(a) pumping: repeated fanning of any sail either by pulling in and releasing

the sail or by vertical or athwartships body movement;

(b) rocking: repeated rolling of the boat, induced by 

(1)   body movement,

(2)   repeated adjustment of the sails or centreboard, or

(3)   steering;

(c) ooching: sudden forward body movement, stopped abruptly;

(d) sculling: repeated movement of the helm that is either forceful or that

propels the boat forward or prevents her from moving astern;

(e) repeated tacks or gybes unrelated to changes in the wind or to tactical

considerations.

Let me reemphasize: If you do any of these above-listed actions, you have broken

rule 42.2. It does not matter whether the action actually propelled the boat, or
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