
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

1 2 U N D E R S T A N D I N G  T H E  R A C I N G  R U L E S  O F  S A I L I N G  T H R O U G H  2 0 2 8

that she broke rule 47. In the hearing, A argues that the stops are not trash 

because they are biodegradable. Question: Did Boat A break rule 47? Answer:

Yes. The broken sail stops that fall into the water, although biodegradable, are

trash that the competitor intentionally put in the water; therefore Boat A broke

rule 47. This applies at all times while afloat during an event; however the

penalty for breaking rule 47 may be less than disqualification.” Note that many

sail makers now have alternative “stops” that do not fall in the water when

opened.

And if rule 47 is broken when not racing, rule 60.5(c) (Protest Decisions)

says, “If a boat has broken a rule when not racing, her penalty shall apply to

the race sailed nearest in time to that of the incident.” So you can be disqualified

from a race already sailed or not yet sailed for breaking this rule. Note that

the rule permits the protest committee to apply a less harsh penalty than disqual -

ification for a breach of the rule.

Also note that the rule requires that the act of putting trash in the water be

intentional, to prevent a boat from being penalized, for example, for capsizing

and not being able to retrieve objects that might be categorized as trash.

There are many excellent programs now that support this concept. One that

is commonly used is “Clean Regattas” run by Sailors for the Sea. 

Sailors for the Sea Clean Regattas program

Sailors for the Sea

449 Thames Street, 300D

Newport, RI 02840

phone: (401) 846-8900

info.sailorsforthesea@oceana.org

sailorsforthesea.org

R U L E  5 5  —  S E T T I N G  A N D  S H E E T I N G  S A I L S

R U L E  5 5 . 1  —  C H A N G I N G  S A I L S

When headsails or spinnakers are being changed, a replacing sail may be fully

set and trimmed before the replaced sail is lowered. However, only one main-

sail and, except when changing, only one spinnaker shall be carried set at a

time.
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R U L E  5 5 . 2  —  S P I N N A K E R  P O L E S ;  W H I S K E R  P O L E S

Only one spinnaker pole or whisker pole shall be used at a time except when

gybing. When in use, it shall be attached to the foremost mast (as defined in

The Equipment Rules of Sailing).

R U L E  5 5 . 3  —  S H E E T I N G  S A I L S

No sail shall be sheeted over or through any device that exerts outward pres-

sure on a sheet or clew of a sail at a point from which, with the boat upright,

a vertical line would fall outside the hull or deck, except: 

(a) a headsail clew may be connected (as defined in The Equipment Rules of

Sailing) to a whisker pole, provided that a spinnaker is not set;

(b) any sail may be sheeted to or led above a boom that is regularly used for

a sail and is permanently attached to the mast from which the head of

the sail is set;

(c) a headsail may be sheeted to its own boom that requires no adjustment

when tacking; and

(d) the boom of a sail may be sheeted to a bumkin.

R U L E  5 5 . 4  —  H E A D S A I L S  A N D  S P I N N A K E R S

For the purposes of rules 54 and 55 and Appendix G, the definitions of ‘head-

sail’ and ‘spinnaker’ in The Equipment Rules of Sailing shall be used.

Note that this rule does not require that a spinnaker pole be used at all when

flying a spinnaker! The only pole requirements are in rule 55.2. In other words,

you can only use one pole at a time; and when it is “in use,” i.e., projecting the

spinnaker or headsail outboard, it must be attached to the mast. 

With no requirement to use a pole, boats are free to do “gybe-sets” and

“floater-drops.” In both of these maneuvers, the spinnaker is set and drawing

with no pole attached. In other words, a boat can legally gybe around the wind -

ward mark, set her spinnaker, fill it, and sail on down the leg with no pole. And

likewise, when coming into a leeward mark, a boat can legally remove her pole

and sail for as long as she chooses before lowering her spinnaker. 

“So can a crew member lean out over a boat’s lifelines to hold the spinnaker

guy after the pole has been removed?”

Yes, but only “briefly.” Rule 49.2 (Crew Position; Lifelines) forbids competitors

from leaning their torsos out over the lifelines “except briefly to perform a
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necessary task.” Appeal 72 reads, “Without a spinnaker pole, a spinnaker is

less efficient and more unstable. As a boat prepares to round a leeward mark,

remov ing the pole is one of the first necessary steps. From that time until the

spinnaker is lowered, holding the guy by hand is a less effective but nonetheless

useful means of controlling the spinnaker, which remains a “necessary task” even

without the pole. The interval of time is normally a brief one, since generally

there is no advantage in flying a spinnaker without a pole.”

Also note that there is no requirement that the tack of the spinnaker be in

“close proximity” to the outboard end of the spinnaker pole. The rationale is

that it is generally faster to have the tack close to the outboard end, such that

there is no reason to penalize a boat if she chooses not to do so. 

Note that rule 86.1(c) (Changes to the Racing Rules) permits class rules to

change this rule.

“I see a lot of boats flying asymmetrical spinnakers from bowsprits; I

assume this is legal?”

Yes. Rule 55.3 specifically states, “No sail shall be sheeted over or through

any device that exerts outward pressure on a sheet or clew of a sail at a point

from which, with the boat upright, a vertical line would fall outside the hull

or deck.” Rule 55.3 is not broken provided that the bowsprit is used to attach

the tack (the windward corner) of the spinnaker or as a lead for a line attached

to the tack. 
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