
Proper Use Of VHF Channels At Sea
Notice to Owners, Masters and Officers of Merchant Ships, Owners and Skippers of Fishing
Vessels and Owners of Yachts and Pleasure Craft.

This Notice supersedes Merchant Shipping Notice No.1632
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MARINE GUIDANCE NOTE

MGN 22 (M+F)

Summary

This note warns against improper use of VHF channels at sea.

Key Points

• Notes on guidance on the use of VHF at sea
• Use of marine VHF equipment in accordance with ITU Radio Regulations
• Examples of typical VHF ranges are shown in Appendix II.
• A table of Transmitting frequencies in the Band 156 - 174 MHz for Stations in the Maritime

Mobile Service is shown at Appendix III.

1. The International Maritime Organisation
(IMO) has noted with concern the widespread
misuse of VHF channels at sea especially the
distress, safety and calling Channels 16 (156.8
MHz) and 70 (156.525 MHz), and channels
used for port operations, ship movement
services and reporting systems. Although
VHF at sea makes an important contribution
to navigational safety, its misuse causes
serious interference and, in itself, becomes a
danger to safety at sea. IMO has asked
Member Governments to ensure that VHF
channels are used correctly.

2. All users of marine VHF on United Kingdom
vessels, and all other vessels in United
Kingdom territorial waters and harbours, are
therefore reminded, in conformance with
international and national legislation, marine
VHF apparatus may only be used in
accordance with the International
Telecommunications Union’s (ITU) Radio
Regulations. These Regulations specifically
prescribe that:

(a) Channel 16 may only be used for distress,
urgency and very brief safety

communications and for calling to
establish other communications which
should then be concluded on a suitable
working channel;

(b) Channel 70 may only be used for Digital
Selective Calling not oral communication;

(c) On VHF channels allocated to port
operations or ship movement services such
as VTS, the only messages permitted are
restricted to those relating to operational
handling, the movement and the safety of
ships and to the safety of persons;

(d) All signals must be preceded by an
identification, for example the vessel’s
name or callsign;

(e) The service of every VHF radio telephone
station must be controlled by an operator
holding a certificate issued or recognised
by the station’s controlling administration.
This is usually the country of registration,
if the vessel is registered. Providing the
Station is so controlled, other persons
besides the holder of the certificate may
use the equipment. 
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3. Appendix I to this notice consists of notes on
guidance on the use of VHF at sea. Masters,
Skippers and Owners must ensure that VHF
channels are used in accordance with this
guidance.

4. For routine ship-to-ship communications, 
the following channels have been made
available in United Kingdom waters: 6, 8, 72
and 77. Masters, Skippers and Owners are
urged to ensure that all ship-to-ship
communications working in these waters is
confined to these channels, selecting that
most appropriate in the light of local
conditions at the time.

5. Channel 13 is designated for use on a world-
wide basis as a navigation safety
communication channel, primarily for
intership navigation safety communications.
It may also be used for the ship movement
and port services. 

6. Typical VHF ranges are contained in the
example at Appendix II.

7. A Table of Transmitting Frequencies in the
Band 156 – 174 MHz for Stations in the
Maritime Mobile Service is shown at
Appendix III. This incorporates changes
agreed by the 1997 World Radio Conference.
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GUIDANCE ON THE USE OF VHF AT SEA

(1) PREPARATION

Before transmitting, think about the subjects which have to be communicated and, if necessary,
prepare written notes to avoid unnecessary interruptions and ensure that no valuable time is wasted
on a busy channel.

(2) LISTENING

Listen before commencing to transmit to make certain that the channel is not already in use. This
will avoid unnecessary and irritating interference.

(3) DISCIPLINE

VHF equipment should be used correctly and in accordance with the Radio Regulations. The
following in particular should be avoided:

(a) calling on channel 16 for purposes other than distress, urgency and very brief safety
communications when another calling channel is available;

(b) communication on channel 70 other than for Digital Selective Calling.

(c) communications not related to safety and navigation on port operation channels;

(d) non-essential transmissions, e.g. needless and superfluous signals and correspondence;

(e) transmitting without correct identification;

(f) occupation of one particular channel under poor conditions;

(g) use of offensive language.

(4) REPETITION

Repetition of words and phrases should be avoided unless specifically requested by the receiving
station.

(5) POWER REDUCTION

When possible, the lowest transmitter power necessary for satisfactory communication should be
used.

(6) COMMUNICATIONS WITH SHORE STATIONS

Instructions given on communication matters by shore stations should be obeyed.

Communications should be carried out on the channel indicated by the shore station. When a
change of channel is requested, this should be acknowledged by the ship.

On receiving instructions from a shore station to stop transmitting, no further communications
should be made until otherwise notified (the shore station may be receiving distress or safety
messages and any other transmissions could cause interference).

APPENDIX I
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(7) COMMUNICATIONS WITH OTHER SHIPS

The listening procedure outlined above should be followed before communications are commenced
on the chosen channel.

(8) DISTRESS COMMUNICATIONS

Distress calls/messages have absolute priority over all other communications. When heard, all other
transmissions should cease and a listening watch should be kept.

Any distress call/message should be recorded in the ship’s log and passed to the master.

On receipt of a distress message, if in the vicinity, immediately acknowledge receipt. If not in the
vicinity, allow a short interval of time to elapse before acknowledging receipt of the message in
order to permit ships nearer to the distress to do so.

(9) CALLING

Whenever possible, a working frequency should be used. If a working frequency is not available,
Channel 16 may be used, provided it is not occupied by a distress call/message.

In case of difficulty to establish contact with a ship or shore station, allow adequate time before
repeating the call. Do not occupy the channel unnecessarily and try another channel.

(10) CHANGING CHANNELS

If communications on a channel are unsatisfactory, indicate change of channel and await confirmation.

(11) SPELLING

If spelling becomes necessary (e.g. descriptive names, call signs, words which could be
misunderstood) use the spelling table contained in the International Code of Signals and the Radio
Regulations.

(12) ADDRESSING

The words “I” and “You” should be used prudently. Indicate to whom they refer.

Example of good practice:

“Seaship, this is Port Radar, Port Radar, do you have a pilot?”

“Port Radar, this is Seaship, I do have a pilot.”

(13) WATCHKEEPING

Ships fitted with VHF equipment should, where practicable, maintain a listening watch on channel
16 and channel 13 when at sea.

In certain cases Governments may require ships to keep a watch on other channels.

APPENDIX I
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APPENDIX II

TYPICAL VHF RANGES
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APPENDIX III

Table of Transmitting Frequencies in theVHF Maritime Mobile Band

Note: For assistance in understanding the Table, see notes 1) to 4) below
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1) The frequency 156.300 MHz (channel 06) may also be used for communications between ship
stations and aircraft stations engaged in coordinated search and rescue operations. Ship stations
shall avoid harmful interference to such communications on channel 06 as well as to
communications between aircraft stations, ice-breakers and assisted ships during ice seasons.

2) Channels 15 and 17 may also be used for on-board communications provided the effective radiated
power does not exceed 1 W.

3) These channels (AIS 1 and AIS 2) will be used for an automatic ship identification and surveillance
system capable of providing worldwide operation on high seas, unless other frequencies are
designated on a regional basis for this purpose.

4) The use of these channels (75 and 76) should be restricted to navigation-related communications
only and all precautions should be taken to avoid harmful interference to channel 16, e.g. by limiting
the output power to 1 W or by means of geographical separation.

NOTES REFERRING TO APPENDIX III
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