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Loss Prevention Circular KISHPNI-LP-03-2020 

 (Ten Important Points for Keeping a Proper Look-Out) 

The following items explore the importance of keeping a good look-out by all available means 

& how a navigator can make the most of all of them in a simple & practicable approach: 

 

1-Look out: 

One of the most important functions of a Navigator is to keep a lookout. It is specifically required by 

the Colregs in Rule 5, but is also a requirement in all safety management systems and a very good 

practice for any seafarer onboard.  

2- The eyes have it: 
Approximately 80% of the information received by the brain comes through our eyes. If there is 

ambiguity between the senses, the information collected by the eyes takes precedence. 

3-Night life: 

Avoid bright lights before and during night-time watches since it takes about 30 to 45 minutes to 

ensure good night vision. 

Motion is needed to attract our attention (especially at night) so lookouts must keep moving their eyes. 

4-It makes sense: 

A good lookout also makes use of all senses, hearing, feeling, and even smell. For example, vibration 

can often be an indication of shallow water and the clicking of a repeater can indicate rate of turn. 

5-By all available means: 

Rule 5 requires you to use sight and hearing but also radar, AIS, and VTS. All bridge team members 

should be encouraged and competent to use all available means to maintain a lookout. 

6-On the mark: 

The ideal way to assess risk of collision is to consult a compass repeater or even a hand-bearing 

compass. In the absence of such aids, you can still monitor the relative bearing and aspect of any 

approaching vessels in relation to window pillars or other marks. 

7-Sole responsibility: 

As a sole watch-keeper, you cannot expect to carry out any other duties while you are on watch other 

than being an effective combined lookout and OOW. Catching up on paperwork or essential 

maintenance is not acceptable under these circumstances. 

8-Look around: 

Keeping a good look out demands a 360° view. This means that all members of the bridge team must 

move around to ensure they routinely view all angles, including behind the bridge. Even a radar can 

have blind spots. 

9-Distractions: 

On the bridge it is easy to become distracted and lose track of time. If you feel that you are becoming 

distracted by traffic or demanding navigation, don’t hesitate to call the Master or increase the bridge 

team. Never lose the capacity to keep a good lookout. 

10-Complacency: 

Many vessels collide in good visibility where either one or both vessels don’t see each other until it’s 

too late to avoid collision. If two vessels are approaching each other at 20 knots, it only takes 15 

minutes to cover 10 miles!  
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*********************** 

ADDED VALUE  Understanding how the Human EYE functions: 

 

Seafarers are often told that the most important piece of equipment on the bridge is their own eyes. 

Like any piece of technology, you can only get the best use out of your eyes if you know something 

about how they work – and how to deal with their strengths and weaknesses. Our eyes are spherical in 

shape with a window-like structure that admits light into the eye while protecting it from outside 

elements. The retina at the back receives admitted light and converts it into electrical signals that are 

carried to the brain via the optic nerve. 

Behind the cornea is the iris. This is the coloured part of the eye that controls the amount of light 

admitted into the eye, via the lens, by changing its shape and thereby adjusting the size of the pupil or 

aperture. The lens is flexible and changes its shape to ensure correct focus of objects seen on the 

retina. The surface of retina is covered by light sensitive cells known as rods and cones. 

 

 
 

Cones sit behind the lens in the macula or fovea region of the retina and are responsible for colour 

vision and work in bright lights. The fovea region is the most sensitive area of the retina. Rods work 

well in dim light, are concentrated in the outer area of the retina and help with peripheral and night 

vision. Contained within the rods is rhodopsin (visual purple), a compound that helps the retina adapt 

to night vision. It typically takes about 30 to 45 minutes to reach its full concentration and can be 

broken down when struck by a bright light or glare. Beyond the fovea region is the junction of the 

optic nerve, which forms the blind spot. 

 

Night vision: Since it takes about 30 to 45 minutes for rhodopsin to reach its full density, at least 30 

minutes should be allowed to ensure good night vision. Bright lights should be avoided before and 

during night-time watches. Fully dimmable lights should be the norm on a vessel’s bridge; some 

experts suggest red light for bridge lighting and torches. The instrument panel and displays should be 

switched over to night mode and their brightness adjusted to ensure optimal night vision – just bright 

enough to read the instruments clearly. One method which can help regain night vision when faced 

with unavoidable glare or bright lights is to close one eye.  
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During the day, excessive exposure to sunlight and glare should be avoided, as it increases the 

recovery time of rhodopsin to hours or even days. In fact, prolonged exposure to glare or the sun 

without proper eye protection can permanently damage the eyes. Wear good quality sunglasses (100% 

UV protection) to avoid glare and to protect the eyes against long-term permanent damage. 

If you are on lookout duty, looking at an object directly is unhelpful because there are no rods in the 

centre of the retina. Motion is needed to attract our attention (especially at night) so lookouts must 

keep moving their eyes. This helps detect apparently stationary objects and avoids the image falling 

into an area with minimal rods or the blind spot. 

 

Empty field myopia: When the environment is relatively unchanging and the eye has nothing to 

focus on, the lens takes up a position of rest. This can happen during very dark nights, in open seas 

and in hazy weather conditions. The focal distance under these circumstances is between 80cm and a 

few metres and the lookout may well be staring out and seeing nothing. This phenomenon is similar 

to when a digital camera covers its lens after a few minutes of inactivity. 

 

Narrow field of vision: Though our eyes can usually accept light from an arc of nearly 200°, the field 

of vision to focus on a target is narrow – only 10 to 15°. We can perceive movement at the periphery, 

but cannot identify it. This can become tunnel vision. 

 

Judging distance and blending into the background: A target that contrasts against the 

background, is apparently moving and is not in a glare is easier to see than a target in poor contrast, is 

apparently stationary and sits in glaring light. The absence of a background, context or reference point 

also makes it difficult for lookouts to judge distance. At night, lookouts must judge distance by size 

and brightness alone and this can be dangerous. 

 

Perception and over-estimation of visual ability: The mind can play tricks on lookouts so that what 

they think they are seeing is different from reality. A faint white light with an occasionally sighted red 

light, fine on the starboard bow, could be perceived as a large vessel crossing at distance from 

starboard to port. In reality, it may be a small fishing vessel coming very close to the lookout’s own 

vessel. 

 

Scanning the horizon: 

Considering all these vision limitations, there is no point in simply staring out into the open ocean or 

skimming the eyes across the ocean. Instead, lookouts should focus frequently on a distant object and 

then scan the horizon in blocks of about 15°. 

Observe each block for at least one second to detect objects. The distant object could be celestial, 

terrestrial or on the vessel itself –for example, the back scatter of the foremast light. Given that the 

movement of the eyeballs alone is ineffective, it is best to move the head continually to scan the 

periphery and create a complete picture at all times. At night, vision is improved by looking slightly to 

one side of the object in focus. In addition to these visual scanning techniques, it is important to 

acquire the best situational awareness possible. 
 


