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Protest! How to manage 
an on-shore protest meeting

Protest Committee - check list 

In a perfect world.
In a perfect world protests wouldn’t be necessary; an 
incident would occur between two boats, one of which 
would acknowledge fault, immediately sail clear and 
complete a penalty turn. Unfortunately we don’t live in a 
perfect world, the Racing Rules of Sailing (RRS) can be 
complex, and sometimes neither party - quite honestly 
- believes they are at fault, in which case the only way to 
resolve the issue is to protest and let a protest committee 
(PC) decide the outcome. More often than not, because 
protests are seen as un-sportsmanlike, a waste of time, or 
just un necessary, the competitors either attempt to ignore 
the incident or fail to follow up a legitimate protest when they 
should.

Part of the sport of sailing.
In sailing we do not have a referee following our every move. 
We are each given the opportunity to ensure fair play. Protest 
hearings should not therefore be viewed as a nuisance or an 
interruption of the day’s sailing but as a vital and necessary 
procedure to resolve disputes in the fairest way possible. Of 
course for protest hearings to be fair everyone involved in 
them must behave in a sportsmanlike way, and not resort to 
telling lies in order to win.

Where to now?
I think the reason some ROs discourage off the water 
protests is a lack of confi dence caused by being unsure how 
to organize a protest hearing. Similarly many competitors 
avoid them and sometimes accept penalty turns when they 
shouldn’t, because they are unsure how to present a protest 
to a PC. I fell into these categories myself, so decided to 
research the issue in order to try and better understand what 
is involved and at the same time produce some explanatory 
notes and a ‘check list’ to help me. I hope these notes and 
the associated ‘check list’ will also be of use to you; when 
protesting, defending yourself against a protest, or serving 
on a PC.

Below and opposite you will see Peter Sutton’s  step-
by-step Check List which should make protests seem less 
daunting.  Peter has written an excellent and practical review 
of off-the-water protest procedures which form an Acquaint 
Supplement here: www.mya-uk.org.uk  - go to Knowledge 
Base and then to Acquaint, November 2012. We recommend 
that a Protest Committee of three should be called whenever 
possible, so that skippers can gain in experience. Ed.

� e Protest Committee 
should be either;
An RYA National Judge - who can alone sit as a committee, 
3 or more suitable non-participants not acting on the race 
committee or, 3 or more suitable and uninterested parties 
drawn from those present on the day.

� e duties of the protest
committee are:-
Firstly - decide if the protest is valid
Secondly - establish the facts
Thirdly - decide which, if any, penalties apply; which could 
be to disqualify one or both boats.

Further reading
*The book, ‘Start to Win’ by Eric Twiname and published by 
Adlard Coles Nautical was a major source of reference and 
is recommended reading as is the RRS Appendix M. Grateful 
thanks also to Graham Bantock for advice and guidance.
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The race offi cer logs the time of the end of the race in which he is informed of the protest, or the time he is informed if it does 
not involve an incident on the water

issue a protest form to the protestor and confi rm to the protestee and race committee that there is to be a hearing.

When the form is completed and returned by the protestor the race committee should log the time received.

The committee fi nd a suitable and reasonably private place to have the protest hearing, and make available a table, model 
boats and pencil and paper if possible.

The committee introduces themselves and asks the parties to the hearing if there are any objections to the make up of the pc

The committee ensure that any witnesses are excluded from the proceedings until they are called and tell them not discuss 
the incident with anyone

The validity of the protest should be considered. If all the requirements are met the hearing may proceed.

The protestor states his/her case.

The protestee and the committee ask him/her any questions they may have.

The protestee gives his/her defence.

The protestor and the committee ask him/her any questions they may have.

The protestor’s fi rst witness now describes the incident.

Both parties and the committee may now question the witness.

A similar procedure now follows with any other witnesses the protestor may call.

A similar procedure is now followed with any witnesses the protestee may call.

A similar procedure now follows with any witnesses the committee may call.

The protestor now sums-up. Should he/she wish to.

The protestee now sums-up should he/she wish to.

Both the protestor and the protestee now leave the hearing.

The committee now consult in private to decide the facts, the applicable rules, the decision, the reasons for it and any 
penalties imposed or redress given - all of which should be recorded on the protest form.

The protestor and protestee are now called back and the parties are informed. This should take the form; facts found, the 
rule or rules that apply (which may not be the rule quoted by the protestor, it is up to the committee to fi nd the correct rule)
and the decision.

Should either party question the outcome of the hearing they should be invited to appeal the decision - rrs 70.1. Also the pc 
may request confi rmation or correction of its decision - rrs70.2. The club may ask for an interpretation of the rules provided 
no protest or request for redress that may be appealed is involved. Any such interpretation can’t be used to change a 
previous pc decision - rrs 70.4.

� e steps involved are covered in the check list below
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