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THE BASICS OF COASTAL CRUISING 

INTRODUCTION 

Coastal cruising is a boating experience quite different from lake boating. Lake boaters who 

are highly qualified often find themselves unprepared for the challenges the coastal waters 

can provide.  Most find those challenges to be a positive thing and use their experiences to 

enhance their boating skills. 

The intent of this paper is to provide insights into the basic knowledge and skills needed on 

the coast that typically arenôt required in inland lakes and waterways.  It is arranged topically 

so that boaters can reference those sections they need. 

WHAT IS COASTAL CRUISING? 
Coastal cruising is boating in the Intracoastal Waterway (ICW) or near-coastal offshore 

waters.  It generally involves a multi-day excursion with overnights in designated anchorages 

or marinas. 

The focus of this paper will be on the southeastern ICW as that is where the challenges of 

tides and tidal currents is greatest.  However, the material discussed here is equally 

applicable to southern and western Florida, and the Gulf of Mexico.   
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TIDES AND TIDAL CURRENTS 

The biggest difference in coastal cruising and 

inland boating are tides and tidal currents. 

The coasts of the Carolinas, Georgia and 

northern Florida experience diurnal tides with 

a range of four to eight feet. 

Diurnal: two times per day.  There are two 

high tides and two low tides each day. 

Tidal range: the difference in water depth at 

successive high and low tides.  For example, 

if at a given location water depth is 20 feet at 

low tide, and 25 feet at the following high 

tide, the tidal range is five feet. 

Because tidal flow is primarily determined by 

the moonôs gravitational influence, the flow 

tends to be greatest when the lunar phase is 

full or new.  A location that has a 4.5 foot 

tidal range when the moon is half-illuminated 

might see a 5.5-6 foot range at the following new or full moon. 

Tidal charts indicating the time and the height of tides are readily available on-line.   

Two useful sites: http://co-ops.nos.noaa.gov and http://tbone.biol.sc.edu/tide 

The tidal height shown on these charts is relative to charted depths in the vicinity of 

the location the chart depicts.  For example, the tide chart might show the 

following: 

 

At the time of high tide at 5:43 on May 10 depths in the vicinity of Edisto Beach will be 5.26 

feet more than the depth shown on the nautical charts.   

 Cruisers should always consult tidal charts and compare them to the charted depths in the 

area they plan to cruise to be aware of tidal flows during the time they plan to e on the water. 

These significant variations in water depth are reasons for careful cruise planning.  Cruisers 

should plan to be on the ICW on a rising tide whenever possible.  Since thatôs not always 

possible, use extra caution when cruising in the ICW two hours either side of low tide. 

http://co-ops.nos.noaa.gov/
http://tbone.biol.sc.edu/tide
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Tidal duration; i.e., the time between a low tide and the next high tide, or vice-versa, is about 

six hours and twenty minutes. 

An incoming tidal flow that will result in a high tide is called a flood tide.  Conversely, an 

outgoing flow that results in a low tide is called an ebb tide.  The point at which the tide 

changes from flood to ebb or vice-versa is called slack tide.   

Because much of the ICW consists of relatively narrow creeks and canals, the flow of the 

large volume of tidal waters in and out of these waterways causes significant currents, which 

change direction as the tide floods and then ebbs. 

Tidal current is zero at slack tide. The current increases as the flow ebbs or floods, and 

decreases again as the next slack tide occurs.   

Depending on the location and the tidal range at the time, the tidal currents can be quite 

strong.  Typical tidal currents on the southeastern ICW are 1.5-3 knots.  The direction and 

speed of these currents (called ñsetò and ñdriftò respectively) will be a primary consideration 

when docking or leaving a marina, or anchoring. 

Lake boaters tend to be primarily concerned with wind, and winds are a factor on the coast as 

well.  However, a good rule of thumb to remember is the following: 

EXCEPT AT OR NEAR SLACK TIDE, THE CURRENT ALWAYS WINS. 

Even though you can feel the wind and tend to correct for itôs effects, the effect of tidal currents 

will almost always overcome the wind.  The currentôs effect on each particular boat will be a 

function of hull design (deeper, displacement-type hulls are affected more than shallower, flat-

bottomed hulls).  Depending on relative current set and drift and wind speed and direction, the 

effects may tend to offset one another, amplify one another, or give you two different force 

vectors to deal with. 
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CHARTS AND PLOTTING COURSES 

Most cruisers use electronic charts and chartplotters these days, and these are an indispensable 

item to have on board.  The key points to remember regarding charts are the following: 

¶ Even though you have a good GPS or chartplotter aboard, and maybe even a back-up, 

do not venture out without paper charts on board. 

¶ Ensure your charts ï paper and electronic ï are up-to-date.  It is not uncommon for new 

Aids to Navigation to be placed, or for Aids to be re-numbered.   

¶ Always check the latest Notice to Mariners a day or two before departing, and weekly 

along the way if you are on an extended cruise.  The NTM provides the latest information 

about damaged, missing or misplaced Aids to Navigation.  NTM can be accessed at  

http://www.navcen.uscg.gov/lnm/default.htm 

It is important to plot your intended course by inserting waypoints into your electronic navigation 

device and connecting them to make routes, by drawing course lines and headings on your paper 

charts, or both.  Without a course line to reference, it can be confusing when crossing large open 

bodies of water with many Aids to Navigation marking several different channels.  
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GOING AGROUND 

The adage shared by experienced 

coastal cruisers is: If you say you 
�K�D�Y�H�Q�¶�W�� �U�X�Q�� �D�J�U�R�X�Q�G�� �\�R�X�¶�U�H�� �H�L�W�K�H�U��
lying or you forgot to �V�D�\���µ�\�H�W�¶. 

The tides and tidal currents cause 

shoaling that can make the depth 

contours shown on your charts 

pretty much irrelevant ï especially 

where two waterways merge.  For 

this and many other reasons itôs not 

uncommon even for experienced 

and cautious coastal cruisers to 

occasionally run aground.   

The best prevention is to plan 

cruising time around high tides if possible, and to maintain vigilance on the depth sounder. 

An excellent source of information about ñskinny waterò trouble spots along the southeastern ICW 

is Claiborne Youngôs Cruiserôs Net at http://cruisersnet.net/ 

Maintaining towing insurance is a good idea for boaters who plan to do a fair amount of coastal 

cruising. 

If you feel your hull bump the bottom, place the engines immediately in neutral.  Then try to 

reverse out the same path that you followed in.  However, if youôre stuck donôt try to power 

yourself off.  That can cause your raw water intake to ingest mud and sand and damage your 

engine. 

If you go aground, the most effective tool in your toolbox is patience.  The general case is that 

youôve bumped into a sandbar and eventually the flood tide will float you off.  If you get stuck a 

couple of hours past low tide and the tide is flooding, you may only have to wait only an hour or 

two.  On the other hand, if you get stuck a couple of hours before low tide, your wait could be 

much longer.  And of course, if you get stuck at or near high tide, just go ahead and call a towing 

service. 

If you find yourself aground, follow these rules: 

¶ Instruct your crew and passengers to put on life jackets at least until you can complete 

damage assessment. 

¶ Check for injuries to the crew and passengers.  

¶ Check for damage to hull or propulsion system and for water encroachment.   

¶ If youôre taking on water or if someone aboard is seriously injured, call for assistance 

immediately.  Signal other boats in the area by radio or by visual or audible signals that 

you are in distress.  (See section on radio procedures.) 

¶ Put out your anchor to prevent wind from pushing you into a more dangerous position.  

Preferably, place the anchor in the direction the rising tide will come from, and that may 

be behind the stern.  However, do not attach the anchor to the stern; keep it attached at 

the bow.  You may be able to literally walk it out to a suitable setting spot.  If not, use a 






















