
Wreck marking 
and the Emergency 
Wreck Buoy
Wrecks

Trinity House has a statutory duty under the Merchant Shipping Act 1995 to 
mark and, if appropriate, remove wrecks which are a danger to navigation.

Once located, wrecks are surveyed to determine whether they are a danger 
to other vessels. If so the wreck will be marked with buoys to warn shipping 
of the danger whilst arrangements are made for the wreck to be dispersed. 

The Emergency Wreck Buoy

On Saturday, 14 December 2002, the car carrier TRICOLOR and the container 
vessel Kariba collided. The collision occurred when both vessels were about 
to enter the north-south shipping route through the English Channel. 

The Kariba struck the TRICOLOR on the port side. The car carrier quickly 
took on water, capsized and sank. 

Two days later the German cargo vessel Nicola struck the wreck of the 
TRICOLOR. Tugs pulled the cargo ship from the wreck on the same day.

On Wednesday, 1 January 2003, the TRICOLOR was struck for a third time. 
On this occasion, the Turkish tanker Vicky, carrying 77,000 tons of gas oil, 
hit the wreck.

These wrecks in the Dover Straits in 2002 brought into sharp focus the 
effective responses required to adequately and quickly mark such new 
dangers and prevent collisions.  Responsible Authorities needed to assess 
their areas of responsibility and rapid response capability as part of their 
contingency planning. 
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THV Alert & the Emergency Wreck-Marking Buoy

The International Association of Marine Aids to Navigation and 
Lighthouse Authorities (IALA) recommendation O-133 details the 
specification of the Emergency Wreck-Marking buoy. 

The Emergency Wreck-Marking Buoy is designed to provide high visual and 
radio aid to navigation recognition. It is placed as close to the wreck as 
possible, or in a pattern around the wreck, and within any other marks that 
may be subsequently deployed.

THV Alert, delivered in 2006, is Trinity House’s Rapid Intervention Vessel, 
deployed primarily to cover the southeast coast of the UK where she will be 
able to respond rapidly to any maritime incident – including marking wrecks. 

The Emergency Wreck-Marking Buoy is maintained in position until:

•	� The wreck is well known and has been promulgated in nautical 
publications;

•	� The wreck has been fully surveyed and exact details such as position and 
least depth above the wreck are known;

•	 A permanent form of marking of the wreck has been carried out.

Characteristics

The buoy has the following characteristics:

•	 A pillar or spar buoy, with size dependant on location.
•	� Coloured in equal number and dimensions of blue and yellow vertical 

stripes (minimum of 4 stripes and maximum of 8 stripes). 
•	� Fitted with an alternating blue* and yellow flashing light with a nominal 

range of 4 nautical miles where the blue and yellow 1 second flashes are 
alternated with an interval of 0.5 seconds.

•	 If multiple buoys are deployed then the lights should be synchronised.
•	� Consideration should be given to the use of a racon Morse code “D” and/

or AIS transponder.
•	 The top mark, if fitted, is to be a standing/upright yellow cross.

*The light characteristic was chosen to eliminate confusion with blue lights 
to identify law enforcement, security and emergency services.


