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.     PILOT BOARDING AREAS 
 
Normally the pilot boarding area used is the one that is most appropriate to the navigation channel that is intended to be used. 
However the planned boarding area may be changed by London VTS in the event of poor weather, adverse tides or other operational 
reasons and your passage plan should allow for this. The various pilot boarding diamonds shown on admiralty charts indicate a 
general area for boarding rather than a specific point. Conflicting traffic, poor weather or other operational reasons may cause the 
pilot cutter to suggest a nearby alternative position. The decision as to which of the two NE Spit pilot diamonds to use should be 
made in consultation with London VTS on entering the VTS area. 
 
Good seamanship indicates that you should not drift or anchor in the vicinity of a pilot boarding area but should remain clear until your 
pilot is available. 
 

Pilot Boarding area VHF frequency & call  Availability 
Cutter on station 

Navigation channels 
served 

Remarks 

North East Spit Pilot 
Station. Situated off 
Ramsgate 

Ch 9 
“North East Spit pilots” 

H24 
When vessel expected 

Four Fathoms 
Queens 
Princes 
Fisherman’s Gat 
Longsand Head 

There are two areas 
indicated. One is for 
deep draught vessels 

Sunk Pilot Station. 
Situated off Harwich 

Ch 9 
“Sunk pilots” 

H24 
When vessel expected 

Black Deep 
Barrow Deep 
Swins 
Wallet 

 

Warp Pilot Station 
Situated off 
Sheerness 

Ch 69 
“Sheerness pilots” 

H24 
When vessel expected 

Sea Reach 
Medway 

 

River Pilot station. 
Situated off 
Gravesend 

Ch 9 
 

H24 
Always available 

Gravesend Reach and 
upriver 

Pilots may change for 
those vessels 
proceeding further 
upriver 

 

1606

1975

1185

2052

1186

3750

1183

1607
1609

1605

18283683

Southend

Blackwater

Medway

UKHO Chart List

No.      Title

1185    River Thames - Sea Reach
3683    Sheerness and Approaches
3750    River Crouch
1609    Thames Estuary 
                -Black Deep to Sea Reach
1605    Edinburgh Channels
1607    Thames Estuary 
                - Southern Part
1828    Dover to North Foreland
1975    Thames Estuary
                - Northern Part
1183    Thames Estuary
2052    Orfordness to the Naze

2151

3337

3319

2484 1186
Gravesend

Greenwich
Richmond

Westminster

No       Title

3319    Tower Bridge to Teddington
3337    Margaretness to Tower Bridge
2484    Holehaven to London Bridge
2151    Tilbury to Margaretness
1186    Canvey Island to Tilbury

UKHO Chart List

The content of this Guide takes into account relevant information available at the time of publication; it is kept up-
to-date and corrected in detail as far as is practicable.  It is, however, selective, and it cannot be considered to be 
a comprehensive and authoritative statement on every aspect of the regulations and requirements applicable to 
vessels operating in the area.  For fuller details of these, the relevant official publications must be consulted. 

Navigation area Call sign VHF 
channel 

Broadcast 
times 

Medway light buoy Medway 
VTS 

74 When 
required 

Mid Swatch light buoy Medway 
VTS 

74 When 
required 

No. 8 buoy – outward only. Report 
“Richard Montgomery outward” 

London 
VTS 

69 H + 15 
H + 45 

Spile Buoy Medway 
VTS 

74 When 
required 

Upriver reporting points as per 
ALRS 

Medway 
VTS 

74 When 
required 

 
Use of the Medway Secondary Channel is limited to ships of 160m LOA* or less and 
must receive permission from Medway VTS before use. 
 
* This is reduced to 130m LOA or less when there is a LNG vessel in the main channel. 

.    APPROACHES TO MEDWAY 
 
Vessels bound for the Medway, Whitstable, Brightlingsea, the Crouch or any other 
destination in the area should navigate through the outer Estuary using the information 
contained in this guide. Details for these other Ports can be found in:- 

• UK Admiralty Sailing Directions – Dover Strait Pilot  
Chapter 11 – Thames Estuary and/or 
Chapter 15 – The Nore to Richmond 

• Appropriate Guides to Port Entry 
• UK Admiralty List of Radio Signals, Volume 6 

 
MEDWAY 
www.medwayports.com 
 
Reporting 

Vessels should send their ETA at least 24h in advance stating nature and quantity of 
any dangerous cargo carried or to be loaded in the Port. Vessels should report when 
within VHF range but not less that 2½h before arrival at the Medway buoy. The report 
should include: 

a. Vessel’s name and nationality 
b. Last port and destination 
c. Maximum draught 
d. If pilot required 
e. ETA Medway buoy 

Mariners call using the call sign “Medway VTS” on the VHF channel 74. They should 
also monitor this channel, paying special attention to occasional broadcasts. These 
broadcasts will contain navigation information, traffic information, tidal information and 
reports of reduced visibility. 

Note: The Port of London Authority produces more detailed charts of the River Thames 
available from the PLA direct at www.pla.co.uk.  

ADMIRALTY CHARTS OF THE THAMES 

Pilot services 

Pilotage for Medway bound vessels is compulsory in the Estuary the same as vessels 
bound for the Thames, however Medway pilots can be used for this transit. 
 
Pilotage is compulsory for vessels of 50m LOA or over above the Medway Approach 
buoy. 
 
Vessels inward bound, requiring a pilot should send ETA to Medway VTS 24h and 8hr 
in advance (or on leaving the previous port if later) stating: 

a. Pilot boarding position 
b. GT 
c. LOA 
d. Draught 
e. Destination 
f. Last Port of call 
g. Name, initials and PEC number if using a pilot exemption 

certificate holder 
 
Pilot boarding and landing 

Pilot boarding and landing areas are the same as for Thames Estuary pilot boarding 
areas. 
 
Radar assistance 

Radar advice is available on request on VHF Ch 22 after an initial call to Medway VTS 
on VHF Ch 74. 

TO BE USED IN CONJUNCTION WITH NAUTICAL CHARTS AND PUBLICATIONS

for use in conjunction with nautical charts
PASSAGE PLANNING CHARTS

MARINERS' PASSAGE PLANNING & ROUTEING GUIDE
- THAMES ESTUARY & RIVER TO LONDON BRIDGE

.     ROUTING: GENERAL RULES AND RECOMMENDATION
 
International Collision Regulations 

The International Regulations for prevention of collision at sea apply throughout the 
Thames River and Estuary area. All the charted channels in the Thames Estuary and 
the Thames River are considered to be “Narrow Channels” where Rule 9 applies. This 
rule states: 

a) A vessel proceeding along a narrow channel must keep to starboard. 
b) Small vessels or sailing vessels must not impede (larger) vessels which 

can navigate only within a narrow channel. 
c) Ships must not cross a channel if to do so would impede another vessel 

which can navigate only within that channel 
With reference to this rule your passage plan should show a track to the starboard side 
of the channel not one down the centre of the channel. 
 
Which navigation channel to use 

The Port of London requires ships to use the channel most appropriate to the vessel’s 
size and destination, not just the deepest, widest channel because it is there. Traffic is 
encouraged to use the lesser channels so as to leave the Black Deep and Yantlet 
channels in particular clear for those ships that are of a size that restricts them to that 
channel only. Ships with draught of less than 6.0m may not use the Black Deep without 
the express permission of London VTS 
 
Wash restriction 

Mariners are reminded that there is a general responsibility to pass berthed vessels, 
tugs and tows and other vulnerable vessels and craft without creating excessive wash. 
 
Use of VHF 

Vessels should maintain a continuous listening watch on the VHF channel appropriate 
to the VTS area where the ship is navigating or lying. 
 
Prior to a vessel’s departure from a berth, pier or anchorage, the VHF channel 
appropriate to that VTS area shall be monitored for information that may affect the safe 
navigation of the vessel, including the routine half-hourly information broadcast made 
immediately prior to the intended departure time. 
 
When using VHF radio to talk ship to ship to organise passing, overtaking and traffic 
management issues the appropriate port VTS VHF channel should be used so that 
VTS and all other river users are aware of the vessels’ intentions. 
 
All vessels shall comply with a VTS Instruction given by a VTS Centre, and any such 
VTS Instruction shall be construed as being a Special Direction given by the 
Harbourmaster. VHF channels utilised by London VTS are to be used only for safety of 
navigation, emergency and urgent communications and for no other purpose. 
 
Marine resource management 

The bridge team should consist of sufficient people to be effective and should as a 
minimum have the Master (or his deputy), a helmsman immediately ready to take the 
wheel and the pilot (if embarked). Where there is no embarked pilot there should be a 
second person immediately available to take conduct from the Master (or his deputy). 
Basically it is expected that any bridge team should consist of a minimum of three 
competent persons. 
 
Use of automatic steering systems 

When use is being made of automatic steering, a qualified helmsman, is to be present 
on the bridge to steer the vessel manually should circumstances demand. Any 
duplicate, secondary or backup steering gear and steering gear power systems are to 
be fully operational and ready for immediate use. Emergency steering gear systems 
should have been recently tested. 

VESSEL TRAFFIC MANAGEMENT: THAMES BARRIER  
CONTROL ZONE (TBCZ) 
 
Reporting 

All vessels fitted with VHF radio: 
a) leaving berths or locks within the Thames Barrier Control Zone and 

intending to transit through the Thames Barrier, shall seek permission from 
London VTS at the Thames Barrier Navigation Centre (TBNC) to proceed. 

b) leaving a berth or other location between the Woolwich Ferry Terminal and 
Hookness, whether intending to transit through the Thames Barrier or not, 
shall contact London VTS at the TBNC and seek permission to proceed 
(see Note). 

c) entering the Thames Barrier Control Zone at Margaretness or Blackwall 
Point and intending to transit through the Thames Barrier, shall report their 
position and intentions to London VTS at the TBNC for allocation of a 
navigational span. 

d) entering the Thames Barrier Control Zone at Margaretness or Blackwall 
Point and planning to berth or moor at any location between the Woolwich 
Ferry Terminal and Hookness, whether intending to transit through the 
Thames Barrier or not, shall report their position and intentions to London 
VTS at the TBNC (see Note). 

 
Note: This requirement applies to all vessel fitted with VHF radio irrespective of 

size.  On departure from berths/moorings within this area, Permission to 
Proceed should be requested using the procedure described at General 
Direction 13(4) that is normally applicable only to Reporting Vessels.  For 
Reporting vessels General Directions 13(4) and 13(5) continue to apply.  

Spans Open to Navigation 
  Green Arrows will be exhibited from the ends of piers  
  either side of the span(s) open to navigation. The  
  arrows point inwards towards the open span. 
 
Spans Closed to Navigation 
  Red Crosses will be exhibited from the ends of the piers  
  either side of span(s) closed to navigation. 
 
 
Spans Permanently Closed to Navigation  
  By day, three red discs at the points of an equilateral triangle, 
  with the apex downward and the base horizontal. 
  By night, three red lights in similar positions to the discs  
  displayed by day. 
 
Span A to the south and spans H, J and K to the north are permanently closed  
to navigation 

.     TIDE INFORMATION 
 
London VTS monitors the real time tide information from tide gauges located 
throughout the Estuary and River. The tide height, above chart datum, at these 
gauges, is broadcast at the regular broadcast times. The position of the gauges is 
shown on the passage planning charts. Additional tidal information can be obtained on 
request to London VTS and is also available through the website www.pla.co.uk 

VESSEL TRAFFIC MANAGEMENT: PRINCES CHANNEL 
 
All outward-bound Reporting Vessels intending to use the Princes Channel which, 
because of their draught, are constrained to the deep water route, shall inform London 
VTS of the intention to use the Princes Channel deep water route when declaring their 
intended outbound route at Sea Reach No. 4 or, for vessels departing the Medway 
ports, on passing the wreck of the Richard Montgomery. 
 
All Vessels transiting the Princes Channel that are not constrained by their draught, 
when in the vicinity of vessels that are so constrained, shall pay particular attention to 
the requirements of Rule 9(a) of the International Collision Regulations by keeping as 
near to the outer limit of the Fairway, which lies on their starboard side as is safe and 
practicable. Outward-bound vessels that are not constrained by their draught should 
normally navigate in that part of the Princes Channel that lies to the south of the deep 
water route between the Princes Inner Buoy and Princes Mid Buoy. Should the traffic 
situation allow, vessels not constrained by their draught but wishing to use the deep 
water route should declare their intentions to London VTS. 
 
Reporting Vessels navigating in the Princes Channel are subject to the following traffic 
management procedures: 

a) the deep water route is considered to be a two-way channel; passing and 
overtaking is normally permitted, 

b) in extreme conditions of weather, tide or traffic density, one-way traffic 
working may be agreed between vessels or imposed by London VTS. 
When one-way traffic working has been imposed, vessels navigating with 
the tide should normally have priority; and 

c) LNG vessels are not permitted to navigate the Princes Channel. 

.     VTS REPORTING 
 
Who reports to London VTS? 

Vessels over 40m LOA, vessels over 50 GT and tugs engaged or about to engage in 
towing are designated “Reporting Vessels”.  
Non-reporting vessels over 13·7m in length and those certified to carry more than 12 
passengers are required to maintain a continuous VHF listening watch. 
 
Pre- arrival report 

Reporting vessels are required to report their intentions to the Port of London Authority 
24 hours in advance of their arrival/departure/movement or within 1hour of departure 
from the previous port if the steaming time would be less than 24 hours. Pre-arrival 
notifications should be made using the PLA's online notification system PISCES. 
 
Arrival report 

A reporting vessel intending to navigate in the Thames shall, on arrival at the outer limit 
of the VTS area, report to London VTS that his vessel complies with the navigational 
safety requirements of PLA General Directions. This report will indicate that: 

(a) Thames charts and associated navigational publications are up to date 
(b) A passage plan for the Thames has been prepared 
(c) The vessel is ISM compliant or, if not subject to the ISM code, the vessel 

has no deficiencies or defects in respect of its manning, navigational 
equipment, propulsion or manoeuvring machinery 

(d) Appropriate arrangements for mooring assistance have been made. 
In addition, the vessels ISPS security level and the number of persons onboard should 
be reported. 
 
Passage reporting 

Reporting vessels within the area should report when passing designated Reporting 
Points, when anchoring, on berthing, on entering a lock, before closing down on VHF, 

VESSEL TRAFFIC MANAGEMENT: KNOCK JOHN CHANNEL 
 

Reporting vessels intending to use the Knock John Channel shall inform London VTS of their intention: 
a) Inward-bound when passing Sunk Head Tower buoy or Fisherman Outer buoy as 

appropriate, giving their  ETA at Knock John No.1 buoy or; 
b) Outward-bound when passing Sea Reach No.1 buoys or Medway buoy as appropriate, 

giving their ETA at Knock John No.4 buoy 
Reporting vessels navigating in the Knock John Channel between Knock John No.1 buoy and Knock John 
No.4 are subject to the following traffic management procedures: 

a) Passing and overtaking within the buoyed channel may only be permitted subject to the 
agreement of the Masters of the vessels involved except when a LNG vessel or a Ultra 
Large Container Ship is involved, however; 

b) One-way traffic working will normally be agreed between vessels. This may be imposed by 
London VTS if deemed necessary, and; 

c) Vessels navigating with the tide should normally have priority, and; 
d) Smaller vessels not constrained to the buoyed channel may navigate outside the buoy line 

without restriction, but should ensure that other traffic and London VTS are informed. 
LNG vessels and ULCS impose greater VTS restrictions as shown in the section “Passage Planning – Special 
Classes of Vessels” [4] 

.     PASSAGE PLANNING: SPECIAL CLASSES OF VESSELS 
 
These notes are only some of the regulations relevant to these type of vessels. 
Reference should be made to General Directions for Navigation in the Port of London 
and the Dangerous Substances in Bulk Bylaws for full details. These publications are 
available directly from the Port of London Authority or via the Port of London website 
www.pla.co.uk 
 
Specified vessels 

Any vessel having on board (including in its slop tanks), quantities of the following 
(IMO codings in brackets): 

a) Explosives (Class 1, excluding Class 1.4), in excess of 10 kg Net Explosive 
Quantity; 

b) LNG in bulk, LPG in bulk or being non-gas free following discharge of these 
cargoes; 

c) Flammable liquids and substances in bulk or being non-gas free following 
discharge of these cargoes (Class 3 of flashpoint <23° C); and/or 

d) Toxic and corrosive substances in bulk or being non-gas free following 
discharge of these cargoes (Classes 6.1 and 8.0) 

are referred to as “Specified Vessels” and are subject to additional restrictions. These 
include: 

i) Display of an all round red light at night and code flag B during daylight. 
ii) Prefix “Specified” to be applied to the vessel’s name when using the VHF 

radio, e.g. “VTS London this is Specified Nonsuch……. 
iii) When vessels are being navigated in the Thames, in the same direction, a 

separation of at least 0.5nm shall be maintained between a Specified 
Vessel and any Reporting Vessel or Passenger Vessel, except as required 
for LNG vessels (see below). This separation may be reduced, for the 
purpose of overtaking, with the specific permission of London VTS and with 
the agreement of the Masters of all vessels involved. When vessels are 
being navigated, other than in the same direction, extreme caution shall be 
exercised when passing a Specified Vessel, which is proceeding in the 
opposite direction, or is berthed or berthing or un-berthing. 

iv) When visibility is less than 0.5nm Specified vessels (other than those 
carrying Class 1 explosives) must not navigate above Sea Reach 7 buoys 
and may only navigate below this position with the permission of VTS. 

v) Specified vessels (other than those carrying Class 1 explosives) may not 
anchor, other than in an emergency, above Sea Reach 7 buoys. 

vi) A speed reduction to 8 knots is required for any vessel when passing a 
berthed specified vessel. Notification will be broadcast by London VTS. 

 
Ultra Large Container Ships (ULCS)  
 

Defined as a container ship having LOA 320m or over and/or a draught of 13.5m or 
over. 
When A ULCS is underway a separation of 1.0 nm ahead and 0.5 nm astern of the 
ULCS shall be maintained. Overtaking may only be permitted, with the specific 

permission of London VTS and with the agreement of the Masters of all vessels 
involved.  
When a ULCS is being navigated between the Black Deep No. 9 buoy and Knock John 
No. 7 buoy and also between West Oaze buoy and Sea Reach 3 buoys: 

a) Traffic will be restricted to one-way operating within the buoyed channel 
and vessels navigating with the tide will normally have priority; and 

b) Passing and overtaking will only be permitted with the agreement of the 
Master of the ULCS and London VTS, and only if the passing or 
overtaking vessel remains outside of the buoy line and it is safe to do so. 

All vessels, in the vicinity of a ULCS, shall pay particular attention to the requirements 
of Coll Regs 1972, Rule 9(a) and (d) see section “Routing: Rules & 
Recommendations”[2] 
Passage plans for ULCS intending to navigate in the Thames shall be submitted to 
London VTS at least six hours before the planned voyage. London VTS must be 
informed of any subsequent changes to the passage plan. 
Traffic management procedures may be implemented by London VTS when a ULCS is 
navigating anywhere within the London VTS area. 
 
LNG vessels 

When a vessel carrying LNG is being navigated in the Knock John channel between 
the Knock John No.1 buoy and Knock John No. 4 buoy: 

a) A separation of 1.0 nautical mile ahead and 0.5 nautical mile astern of the 
LNG vessel shall be maintained. Traffic will be restricted to one-way 
operating within the buoyed channel and vessels navigating with the tide 
will normally have priority. Passing and overtaking will only be permitted 
with the agreement of the Master of the LNG vessel and London VTS, and 
only if the passing or overtaking vessel remains outside the buoy line and it 
is safe to do so. 

 
Towing and Pushing 

Vessels can tow astern, tow alongside or push ahead but not in combination. 
Multiple vessels can be pushed ahead but must be secured as a composite unit. 
Up to 6 vessels can be towed astern provided the total length of the tow does not 
exceed 140 metres. 
Up to 3 vessels can be towed alongside provided the maximum width of all of the tow 
does not exceed 24 metres. 
 
Damaged vessels 

Vessels which have been damaged to the extent that it would; 
a) affect their seaworthiness or 
b) their ability to navigate safely; or 
c) that there is a risk of harmful or dangerous pollution entering the river; 

shall not proceed without the permission of London VTS. 

Master/Pilot exchange (MPX) 

On vessels provided with an authorised pilot, the embarking pilot, upon arrival on 
board and following any action to establish the navigational safety of the ship, will 
advise the Master of the details of the pilot’s Port Passage Plan. He will also advise of 
any changes made necessary to the vessel’s Port Passage Plan by local 
circumstances. Before proceeding with the passage the Master and the pilot shall 
agree the Port Passage Plan for the voyage in the Thames. 
 
Preparation for safe navigation 

Other than in an emergency, vessels should not make changes to their machinery 
configuration, especially electrical generation equipment, while underway. Also while 
navigating in the area, oily water separators are to be isolated and bilge overboard 
discharge valves are to be secured closed. If a pilot is embarked, no ballasting, de-
ballasting or internal transfer of cargo, which significantly alters the draught, trim or 
handling characteristics of the vessel, shall take place without the prior knowledge and 
agreement of the pilot. 
 
Exclusion zones 

No vessel shall, except in an emergency or with the prior permission of the 
Harbourmaster: 

a) enter any Exclusion Zone established in the Thames from time to time by 
the Harbourmaster,  

b) approach within 60 metres of any oil or gas jetty, 
c) approach within 50 metres of any wind turbine tower (except for the 

purposes of construction or maintenance). 
d) approach within 200m of the London Gateway Port quay wall. 

 
Restricted Visibility 

“Restricted Visibility” means all circumstances when visibility is less than 0.5 nautical 
miles. 
London VTS may, using all available information, decide that Restricted Visibility exists 
in a particular area or at a particular time or is likely to exist and inform shipping as 
appropriate. 
A vessel of more than 40 metres in length overall which is not equipped with an 
operational radar shall not navigate in conditions of Restricted Visibility, except to 
proceed to the nearest safe anchorage or berth. 
Any vessel navigating or moored in restricted visibility which observes that the extent 
of visibility is not the distance broadcast by London VTS, or that the VTS Centre is not 
aware of Restricted Visibility at the vessel’s location, should advise the VTS Centre of 
the current level of visibility at that location. 
Additional restrictions apply to those vessels wishing to navigate through the Thames 
Barrier. 
 
Waiting and Anchoring 

Unless specifically authorised by London VTS, Reporting Vessels are permitted to wait 
for a berth in the Thames only: 

a) at a mooring allocated to the vessel by the Harbourmaster for that purpose, 
or 

b) in a Designated Anchorage.  
Except in an emergency, or with the permission of the Harbourmaster, vessels are not 
permitted to wait in a Designated Anchorage:  

a) for longer than the period permitted for that anchorage; and 
b) where the vessel’s dimensions exceed the limits for that anchorage.  

Vessels are not to be anchored in a Fairway, without the prior approval of the 
Harbourmaster, other than in an emergency, or for the purpose of manoeuvring. 

and on entering/leaving a VTS sector. In addition, vessels should immediately report 
the occurrence of any of the following: 

(a) Being involved in, or sighting, a collision, stranding, fire or other accident 
(b) Machinery, steering breakdown or navigational incident 
(c) Personal injury or recovery of a casualty from the river 
(d) Spillage of oil or oil mixtures 
(e) Restricted visibility or notify VTS of the actual visibility if the distance being 

reported by London VTS is in error 
Vessels should notify London VTS, 10 mins before the time at which they propose to 
start navigating the Thames. They should request and obtain permission to proceed 
immediately before they start to navigate. If navigation has not commenced within 5 
mins of the initial advice, they should inform London VTS of their intentions. 
 
Mariners call using the call sign “London VTS” on the VHF channel appropriate to their 
area of operation. They should also monitor these channels, paying special attention to 
the regular broadcasts. These broadcasts will contain navigation information, traffic 
information, tidal information and reports of reduced visibility. 
 

Navigation area Call sign VHF 
channel 

Broadcast 
times 

Outside port limits to Sea Reach 4 
buoys 

London 
VTS 

69 H + 15 
H + 45 

Sea Reach 4 buoys to 
Crayfordness 

London 
VTS 

68 H + 00 
H + 30 

Above Crayfordness London 
VTS 

14 H + 15 
H + 45 

Medway approach channel above 
Medway buoy 

Medway 
VTS 

74 As req’d 

 
The reporting points are indicated on the passage planning charts. 
The positions of the various tide gauges are indicated on the passage planning charts. 

.     PASSAGE PLANNING USING THIS GUIDE 
 
This guide is to assist the mariner to construct a passage plan within the Thames River 
and Estuary. It contains much of the information that a mariner may require but more 
information for the preparation, updating and execution of Port Passage Plans may be 
found in: 
• UK Admiralty Sailing Directions – Dover Strait Pilot  

Chapter 11 – Thames Estuary and/or 
Chapter 14 – Sea Reach to Richmond 

• Appropriate Guides to Port Entry 
• UK Admiralty List of Radio Signals, Volume 6 
• World VTS Guide 
• River Byelaws and Dangerous Substances in Bulk Byelaws 
• PLA General Directions and Pilotage Directions 
• Tidal information and local constraints 
• Current PLA Notices to Mariners 
• Voluntary Code of Practice for Tug Utilisation on the Thames 
• Half-hourly VHF navigational information broadcasts from VTS Centres. 
 
Much of the above information can be found by reference to the Port of London 
website www.pla.co.uk and the PLA's annually published Handbook of Tide Tables and 
Port Information.  
 
General information and advice on passage planning is contained in SOLAS V/34, IMO 
Guidelines for Voyage Planning and the International Chamber of Shipping, Bridge 
Procedures Guide. 
 
Mariners are reminded that it is a requirement to have a berth to berth passage plan 
which will include a Port Passage Plan. Even when a pilot is on board, the bridge team 
must assist him/her and keep an accurate check on the navigation so the plan should 
cover the whole passage, including the piloted sections. 

Order using the PLA web-based order system (PISCES). This includes 
inward-bound vessels, outward-bound vessels leaving a berth, buoy, tier or 
anchorage, as well as those moving from one berth, buoy, tier or 
anchorage to another. 

(b) This Provisional Order should be given 24h in advance of the requirement 
for a Pilot. The following information is required: 
(i) Location at which the Pilot is required 
(ii) Vessel's IMO number 
(iii) GT 
(iv) LOA 
(v) Operating draught 
(vi) Full manoeuvring speed 
(vii) Destination (name of berth or anchorage for an inward-bound 

passage) 
(viii) Destination (for an outward-bound passage) 
(ix) Date and time at which the Pilot is required 

 
Note: The report can be made on the same “PISCES” form, available from the PLA or 
a local agent, as used for the vessel arrival notification mentioned in the VTS reporting 
section [5]. 
 
Where it is not possible to include requirements for pilotage with the movement 
notification, provisional orders must be received before 1500 of the day prior to that on 
which the pilotage service is required. 
 
Confirmed orders 

Confirmed Pilotage Order: 
(a) Confirmation of the requirement for a Pilot should be given using PISCES.  
(b) A confirmed order will not be accepted without the draught of the vessel. 

A confirmed order must be given in advance of the vessel's ETA at the Pilot station as 
follows: 

(a) Inward-bound vessels: 
(i) 8h from the Sunk Pilot Station 
(ii) 6h from the NE Spit and Warps Pilot Stations 
(iii) 6h by vessels which are inward-bound from any E coast port within 

the range of Great Yarmouth to Dover 
(b) Outward-bound vessels (and vessels moving between berths or vessels 

moving from an anchorage other than in the Estuary). A confirmed order 
must be given in advance of the vessel's ETD as follows: 
(i) 6h if the vessel is proceeding beyond Sea Reach No 1 Lt buoys 
(ii) 4h if the vessel only requires the services of a River Pilot as far as 

Gravesend or Sea Reach No 1 Lt buoys 
(c) Vessels at anchor in the Estuary: 

(i) 8h by vessels which anchor in the general vicinity of the Sunk or are 
inward-bound from any port adjacent to the N and NE limits of the 
London Pilotage District 

(ii) 6h by vessels which anchor in the general vicinity of the Outer 
Tongue or Margate Roads 

(iii) 4h by vessels proceeding from the inner London anchorages 
(Mouse, Southend and Warp Deep Water, Great Nore, Southend 
Lettered, Leigh Small Ships, Chapman, Mucking, Higham Bight and 
Gravesend Lower) 

(d) For vessels whose voyage is of less duration than the minimum notice 
requirements, the maximum possible notice should be given. 

.     PILOT SERVICES 
 
Compulsory 

Pilotage is compulsory in the London Pilotage District for the following vessels in the 
following areas: 

(a) To the E of Sea Reach No.1 buoys for: 
(i) Vessels or tugs and tows of 90m or more LOA 
(ii) Vessels or tugs and tows of 50m or more LOA which are specified 

vessels, passenger vessels and vessels carrying marine pollutants 
in bulk 

(iii) Vessels or tugs and tows of 50m and up to 90m LOA with an 
operating draught of 6m or more 

(iv) Vessels or tugs and tows of 50m and up to 90m LOA with an 
operating draught of 4m or more when restricted visibility exists 
where the vessel is, or within that part of the London Pilotage District 
through which the vessel in question has planned its passage or 
both 

(b) To the W of Sea Reach No.1 buoys for: 
(i) Vessels or tugs and tows of 80m or more LOA 
(ii) Vessels or tugs and tows of 50m or more LOA that are specified 

vessels, passenger vessels and vessels carrying marine pollutants 
in bulk 

(iii) Vessels or tugs and tows of 50m or more LOA with an operating 
draught of 5m or more 

(iv) Vessels or tugs and tows of 50m or more LOA with an operating 
draught of 4m or more when restricted visibility exists where the 
vessel is, or within that part of the London Pilotage District through 
which the vessel in question has planned its passage or both 

(c) To the W of Margaret Ness for vessels or tugs and tows of 40m or more 
LOA. 

 
Non compulsory 

Pilotage is not compulsory for the following vessels in the following areas: 
(a) UK warships and vessels in long-term service of Customs and Excise, 

Border Force and Trinity House in any part of the London Pilotage District 
(b) Tugs and tows, where the tug undertaking the tow is licensed for towage 

under the Port of London Act 1968 (as amended), in any part of the London 
Pilotage District: 
(i) To the W of Sea Reach No.1 buoy, provided that the length of object 

towed does not exceed 80m 
(ii) To the W of Tower Bridge, provided that the length of object towed 

does not exceed 65m 
(c) To the E of Sea Reach No.1 buoy for such vessels of up to 140m LOA as 

the PLA (Port of London Authority) may specify from time to time, and for 
such period as the PLA may specify. This exception will only apply where 
vessels are actually engaged in activities such as dredging or maintaining 
navigation buoys and marks or offshore structures within the London 
Pilotage District; and where these vessels are regularly engaged in work of 
that nature within that area. 

(d) To the W of Margaret Ness for vessels of 40m or more LOA, normally 
trading wholly within the London Pilotage District. 

 
Provisional orders 

Provisional Pilotage Order: 
(a) All vessels requiring the services of a PLA Pilot must make a Provisional 

VESSEL TRAFFIC MANAGEMENT: HAVENS SAFETY ZONE 
  
Vessels with a Length Overall of 190 metres or more and/or 10.5 metres draught or more, 
shall, 

a) When inward-bound and  passing either, the Blacktail Spit buoy, North Oaze 
buoy, South East Mouse buoy or the Shivering Sand Towers inform London 
VTS of their estimated time of arrival at Sea Reach No.7 buoy. 

b) When outward-bound, either, at the Crayfordness Limit or when departing the 
berth if the berth lies to the east of the Crayfordness Limit, inform London VTS 
of their estimated time of arrival at the Mucking No.1 Buoy. 

VESSEL TRAFFIC MANAGEMENT: TOWER BRIDGE 
 
Any vessel intending to pass through Tower Bridge and which requires a bridge lift 
to do so, shall: 

a) include in its passage plan, and report to London VTS at 
Crayfordness inward-bound, the place at which the vessel can safely 
abort its approach to Tower Bridge and the action intended, should 
there be failure, which prevents the bridge from lifting; 

b) establish communications with Tower Bridge control, and confirm its 
estimated time of arrival at Tower Bridge at least 30 minutes before 
arrival, and advise whether the vessel will be swung before 
approaching the bridge and/or has any special bridge lift 
requirements; 

c) in the event of any failure or incident, which prevents the bridge 
lifting, abort its passage at its predetermined abort point, reporting its 
action to London VTS; 

d) in any event, not proceed beyond the old Surrey Entrance (Hanover 
Hole) inward-bound or leave a berth above the bridge outward-
bound, unless a bridge lift booking has been confirmed and two-way 
communication on VHF channel 14 has been established with Tower 
Bridge control and the vessel has been cleared to proceed by London 
VTS. 

THAMES BARRIER SPANS & TRAFFIC CONTROL SIGNALS 

Overtaking and Manoeuvring Restrictions 

a) Vessels may only overtake another vessel or carry out manoeuvres in the 
Thames Barrier Control Zone with the express permission of London VTS. 

b) The position and speed of a vessel on completion of any overtaking 
manoeuvre is not to prejudice, in any way, its ability to navigate, with 
safety, through the Thames Barrier. 

 
Navigation in Restricted Visibility 

a) Vessels over 50 m in length shall not navigate through the Thames Barrier 
during periods when visibility at the Thames Barrier is declared by London 
VTS to be less than 0.5 nm. 

b) Reporting Vessels of 50 m or less in length shall not navigate through the 
Thames Barrier during periods when visibility at the Thames Barrier, is 
declared, by the Harbourmaster, to be less than 0.25 nm. 

c) Vessels subject to paragraphs a) or b) above shall remain at their berths, 
anchor in a Designated Anchorage Area or anchor as directed by London 
VTS, until such time as London VTS declares the visibility to be over 0.5 
nm for vessels over 50 m in length, or 0.25 nm for reporting vessels of 50 
m or less in length. 

 
Anchoring 

a) Anchoring within l00 metres of the Thames Barrier is prohibited. 
b) Using an anchor between the Woolwich Ferry Terminal and Hookness, 

outside the prohibited area in (a) above, other than in an emergency, may 
only be undertaken with the express permission of London VTS. 

 
Vessels under Sail 

Vessels proceeding under sail between the Woolwich Ferry Terminal and Hookness 

shall keep to the starboard side of the Fairway. Vessels fitted with a working engine 
should use motor power to navigate through the Thames Barrier. 
 
Navigational Spans 

Normally, navigation is through one span in each direction as indicated by the 
appropriate signals. Dependent upon circumstances it may be possible to make an 
alternative span available in either direction. Vessels wishing to use an alternative span 
must make a request, in good time, to London VTS. 
Navigation between piers exhibiting the span closed signal is prohibited. 
 
Traffic Control Procedures 

a) Vessels proceeding through the Thames Barrier must use only spans 
indicated as being available for navigation by the Barrier traffic signals and/or 
allocated by London VTS. 

b) Upon receipt of any specific traffic management instructions, vessels are to 
set and maintain a listening watch on the appropriate VTS working channel. 

c) During a Thames Barrier Closure: 
i) Any vessel fitted with a VHF radio is not to pass Margaretness inward-

bound or Blackwall Point outward-bound unless authorised by London 
VTS. 

ii) Vessels, not fitted with a VHF radio, shall comply with traffic management 
instructions issued by London VTS or a PLA Harbour Service Launch. 

Notes: 
 1. Information regarding spans not available for navigation will be broadcast 
by London VTS in routine broadcasts. 
2. Persons in charge of vessels navigating through the Thames Barrier are 
advised that at certain states of both flood and ebb tides, eddies caused by 
the presence of the structure may have an adverse effect.  Effects are 
particularly marked for slow moving vessels including those being towed. 

View Looking Eastward/Downstream 

View Looking Westwards / Upstream 
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