CSPCWG2-8.6D
TIMED SEQUENTIAL FLASHING AIDS TO NAVIGATION

In various parts of the world, providers of Aids to Navigation have continuously sought to send the clearest possible message to the mariner through the application of the IALA Maritime Buoyage System.  

The IALA Recommendations on lights have, for example, guided providers to arrange the characters of lighted aids to have a quicker flash character to seaward when planning and marking a buoyed channel.

Whilst this has been successfully used for many years, the advent of LED lights that can be timed via a remote source opens-up an opportunity to provide the mariner with even clearer guidance in using buoyed channels.  This is achieved by arranging the lights characters to be timed by GPS, for example, such that they can all flash in unison or in timed sequence.  Buoys flashing in sequence in a channel can give the mariner a ‘runway’ effect with the quick flash appearing to run ahead when proceeding inward from sea.  The reverse is, of course, so if proceeding to seaward.

The decision to light the existing three starboard lateral buoys at the entrance of the Swale, a small channel to the east of the Isle of Sheppy, in Kent, offers an ideal opportunity to trial the use of timed sequential lighting. The fact that the next two buoys in the channel are also starboard lateral marks – albeit already lighted and the responsibility of Medway Ports – offers an opportunity to have five buoys in a channel with timed sequential lighting and all of the same type – starboard lateral.

Preparatory work on the timed sequence will need to be undertaken, but it is envisaged that the five starboard hand buoys could each flash every two seconds – the flash length being, say, 0.4 seconds – and then the timing set so that each buoy flashes in turn such that the five buoy sequence is completed in two second and restarts with the first buoy again.

The starboard lateral buoys in the entrance to the River Swale, from seaward are:

Name




Proposed Timed Flash Sequence

Columbine (TH)



Columbine Spit (TH)

Ham Gat (TH)

Sand End (MP)

South Horse Sand (Receptive Point) (MP)





       0.4s               1.6sec

The attached chartlet shows the entrance to the Swale and the positions of the existing buoys. The proposed trial would mean fitting suitable (timeable) LEDs to the two Medway Ports buoys – Sand End and South Horse Sand, but initial discussion with the Medway Harbour Master shows promise. 

Issues such as charting, symbology, description for Notices and other associated issues will be progressed by the Navigation Directorate, who are in contact with the US Coastguard and Australian Maritime Safety Authority (AMSA) who already have experience of timed sequential lighting of aids to navigation. 
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Not to be used for navigation
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