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Rookies" and/or ''New Drivers" obtain more experience, training, and familiarity with the 
hydroplane class they are attempting to qualify for prior to competing or qualifying with other 
qualified drivers involved in an actual competition. 

Recommendation 4: It is recommended that APBA develop separate training and qualification 
requirements for first time fully enclosed cockpit drivers to ensure safe operation on a racecourse 
prior to allowing participation in competitive events. While the APBA has required capsule training, 
it concentrates on driver extraction and use of self-contained breathing air systems. A requirement to 
include a driver's test for new fully enclosed cockpit drivers would aid in providing driver familiarity 
and proficiency level prior to competing or qualifying in an actual competition. 

Recommendation S: The APBA should develop a means to determine that two-way continuous 
communication required by certain hydroplane classes in the 2015 APBA Rules for Inboard Racing 
is equipped, operational and being utilized prior to the commencement of any competitive race, or 
"milling period" by qualified drivers, and qualifed and unqualified rookies. The proposed method of 
ensuring two-way continuous communication is maintained should be submitted to Commandant for 
review and comment. 

Recommendation 6: It is recommended that the APBA require that all qualified drivers and 
qualified and unqualified rookie Inboard hydroplane drivers that require two-way continuous 
communications have a "spotter'' assigned to observe and relay their location on the racecourse to 
them along with the location of the other competing drivers during competitive events to include the 
five minute "milling" period. 

Recommendation 8: It is recommended that the APBA revise the APBA Regatta Insurance 
application part VI "Underwriting Information", line A-4, that asks: "Are spectators pennitted access 
to the water for wading or swimming?" to include rafting or otherwise entering the water. 

Recommendation 9: It is recommended that the APBA develop recurring familiarization training 
for Referees in the Inboard category of power boat racing to ensure that all Referees maintain 
adequate knowledge of the APBA Inboard Rules, General Safety Rules, and specific class rules and 
are additionally aware of recent changes or updates to these rules. 

Recommendation 10: It is recommended that the APBA consider requiring that sponsors holding 
APBA sanctioned power boat races use distinguishing marking devices to delineate between the 
outside course markers and any spectator fleet areas if established. This will enable the sponsor and 
the USCG PATCOM and/or patrol to more easily identify any race event layout requirements and 
additionally verify that it's in compliance with the chart and/or scale drawing of the course layout 
provided with the Marine Event application and the approved Marine Event Permit (CG-4424). 

Action on Recommendations 3-6 & 8-10: I concur with the intent of recommendations 3-6 
and 8-10. The Coast Guard will share the Report of Investigation and Safety 
Recommendations with APBA for their C(lnsideration. 
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Recommendation 7: It is recommended that sponsors of power boat racing events occurring within 
the COTP Baltimore zone conduct a survey of their respective course location to ensure that the 
location of the outside course markers and recommended minimum safe spectator distance is 
maintained throughout the proposed spectator fleet locations. The results of the surveys should be 
submitted to the APBA and USCG Sector Maryland-NCR prior to their next planned power boat 
racing event. 

Action: I concur with the intent of this recommendation. The Coast Guard will share the 
Report of Investigation and Safety Recommendations with Captain of the Port for Sector 
Maryland National Capital Region, formally Sector Baltimore. 

Recommendation 11: It is recommended that Sector Maryland-NCR require that the sponsor 
submit a copy of the completed APBA Regatta Insurance Application and APBA approval of the 
application for all future APBA sanctioned power boat races occurring within the COTP Maryland
NCR zone with the Marine Event application to ensure that event is sanctioned by the APBA and that 
safe spectator fleet distances are established. 

Action: I concur with the intent of this recommendation. The Coast Guard will share the 
Report of Investigation and Safety Recommendations with Captain of the Port for Sector 
Maryland National Capital Region for their consideration. 

Recommendation 14: It is recommended that the Commandant ensure that each COTP reviewing 
Marine Event permit applications for power boat races occurring within their respective COTP zone 
that if the sponsors of power boat races indicate that the spectators will be swimming, rafting, or 
otherwise entering the water, the COTP request that the sponsor submit a safety plan that addresses 
how the sponsor intends on managing spectators swimming, rafting, or otherwise entering the water 
particularly, when hydroplane boats are on the race course or operating during the event. 

Action: I concur with this recommendation. As mentioned in recommendation l ,  the Coast 
Guard now has a TTP detailing the Marine Event Pennitting process. This includes 
requiring the sponsor to address safety concerns prior to the Coast Guard issuing a permit. If 
a sponsor's initial, or subsequent, Marine Event permit application does not adequately 
address safety concerns, the Coast Guard will notify the event sponsor his/her planned 
actions are insufficient. If the sponsor fails to address safety concerns, the Coast Guard may 
issue a disapproval letter. 

Recommendation 15: It is recommended that the Commandant develop a method that better ensures 
that COTP's throughout the Coast Guard and their respective designated PATCOM and/or 
P ATCOM' s representative verify with the power boat race event sponsor the overall course layout 
paying particular attention to the location of the outside course markers, spectator areas, and safe 
spectator fleet distances and compare the course layout with the chart and scale drawing of the course 
layout provided with the Marine Event application and the approved Marine Event Permit (CG-
4424) 

3 







dp
16732
31 Jan 2017

provided by both the boat’s primary driver and the driver involved in the allision indicate its
weight and structural condition may have negatively impacted the hydroplane’s performance 
characteristics, making it more difficult to remain on plane and more susceptible to sea spray,
thus obstructing the driver’s visibility. The degree this contributed to the cause of the casualty is 
unknown.

c. As it relates to conclusions #1.d.3 and .5 and the associated analysis, I agree
minimum safe spectator distances (i.e., buffer zones) were not maintained, and swimming,
wading or rafting of spectators should have been prohibited. I disagree however, with the 
assertion that the Coast Guard’s authority and responsibility rested primarily with controlling the 
activities within the regulated area as established, and absent the event sponsor bringing a safety 
concern to the Patrol Commander, the Patrol Commander’s responsibilities were limited. The 
ability to recognize and mitigate risk is a critical component of exercising effective control over 
marine events. As such, the Coast Guard has broad discretion to permit or deny a marine event 
and to determine the preconditions necessary to ensure safety of life. Generally, this is done 
through a collaborative process and the negotiation of acceptable safety measures with the event 
sponsor, which is in turn documented within the event’s safety plan and/or permit conditions.
While the primary responsibility for the event’s safety is the sponsors, nothing limits the Coast 
Guard’s authority and responsibility to ensure the sponsor sufficiently recognizes and manages 
the event’s risks during the event’s planning and execution stages. Likewise, nothing limits the 
Coast Guard’s authority and responsibility to postpone, temporarily cease, or terminate an event 
in response to a dangerous condition, once identified, if necessary to ensure public safety.

d. As it relates to conclusions #2 and #3.e, it should be noted that in response to the 
event’s extraordinary high degree of risk, the Sector designated the Station Annapolis Officer-in-
Charge the event’s Patrol Commander with specific assigned duties.2 None of these duties were 
executed. At the time of the accident, there was no Coast Guard or Auxiliary member on-scene. 
The absence of an on-scene Patrol Commander with law enforcement authority, or his 
representative, made it difficult to effectively monitor event safety and sponsor performance and 
impossible to enforce permitted conditions.  

5. Comments on Recommendations:

a. Recommendations #8.a-d. I concur with the intent of these recommendations; 
however, I believe COMDTINST M16751.3, CGTTP 3-71.1 and CGTTP 3-71.15 provide 
adequate guidance and direction for effective oversight of power boat races. I note however, the 
Coast Guard has not prescribed Patrol Commander Personnel Qualification Standards (PQS) in 
support of the Ports and Waterways Safety mission, as was done for the Ports, Waterways and 
Coastal Security mission.3 I recommend Commandant consider developing a Patrol Commander 
PQS specific to the Ports and Waterways Safety mission due to the complex nature and wide 
variety of risks associated with marine events, and the need to affirmatively exercise the Coast 
Guard’s authority and responsibility to postpone, temporarily cease, or terminate an event as
necessary to ensure public safety. These duties are not covered in other types of qualifications 
held by a Coast Guard Officer-in-Charge, coxswain, and/or underway Officer of the Deck.

2 CG Sector Baltimore memo 16751 of 15 May 2015
3 COMDTINST M16240.6
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b. Recommendation #8.g. I concur with the intent of this recommendation; however, 
while an event sponsor may receive a formal sanctioning designation from a national or regional 
sanctioning body that includes or requires insurance, the Coast Guard may not require it. If 
during the safety review, the Coast Guard has concerns the event sponsor will be unable to 
ensure public safety, then the permit should be denied unless the sponsor provides additional 
information that demonstrates the sponsor has a safety plan that is sufficient. Compliance with 
this safety plan should be a condition of the permit and enforced during the event.

6. Actions by the District:

a. Each year, Fifth District Sectors enforce approximately 90 safety zones and 45 
special local regulations related to marine events including about 16 high-speed boat races. 
Following this accident, I directed Sector Prevention Chiefs to collaborate with power boat race 
sponsors and review the sufficiency of existing regulated areas and ensure race areas, spectator 
areas and buffer zones were adequately designated to minimize potential conflicts between 
spectators and race boats.4 The results of these reviews were included in the 2016 annual update 
to 33 CFR Parts 100.501 and 165.506.5 During this regulatory update, the Fifth District withdrew 
the special local regulation for the Thunder on the Narrows at the request of the event sponsor, 
Kent Narrows Racing Association. There was no race held in 2016.

b. Based on evidence that Station Annapolis personnel failed to properly plan and 
execute their assigned Patrol Commander duties, the Fifth District has initiated an investigation 
to more fully document the facts related thereto. This will facilitate a more in-depth
consideration of what disciplinary actions, if any, are appropriate in this matter.

c. The Fifth District staff shared the preliminary results of the aforementioned reviews 
and this investigation with the Coast Guard Force Readiness Command, Tactics, Techniques and 
Procedures Division (FC-P) as part of a TTP working group. The preliminary results of these 
reviews and investigation were considered during the development and Service-wide release of 
CGTTP 3-71.15.

d. The District Response Chief and I jointly provided amplifying direction to Sector 
Commanders concerning the delegation and exercise of effective control over marine events 
during the 2016 marine event season.6 The preliminary results of the aforementioned reviews 
and investigation were considered during the development and release of this direction. Further, 
these results were shared and effective marine event permitting and oversight were discussed 
during a Leadership event attended by all Fifth District Sector Commanders, Commanding 
Officers and Officers-in-Charge in December 2016.

e. During the 2017 marine event season, I have directed internal audits be conducted of
the marine event programs at each of the District’s four Sectors as per COMDTINST 5200.4.

4 CGD Five (dp) memo 16751 of 14 Oct 2015
5 USCG-2015-0854; Special Local Regulations and Safety Zones – Recurring Marine Events and Fireworks Displays within the Fifth Coast 
Guard District, Final Rule, 14 Sep 2016
6 CCGDFIVE Portsmouth VA 261557 May 16/Coast Guard Oversight of Marine Events – permitting, risk-mitigation, planning, and PATCOM 
execution
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Review of these audits will inform me as I consider the need to develop a District procedure that 
supplements the policy guidance of COMDTINST M16751.3. 

#

Copy:  CG LANTAREA (LANT-54)
CG Sector Maryland-NCR
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governing body for powerboat racing. The APBA sanctions races in a number of different 
categories including the Unlimited Hydroplanes, Inboard/Outboard Performance Craft, Stock 
Outboard, Modified Outboard, Pro Outboard, Outboard Drag, Offshore and Special Events 
classes. 

2. The APBA promotes powerboat racing and the use of powered water craft. Their 
responsibilities consist of improving design and construction, formulating rules, and governing
speed trials for endurance and competition within the power boat community.

3. The APBA is the U.S. governing body for power boat racing.  At the time of the incident, 
there were no federal or state regulations that monitored the construction, design, safety and 
firefighting equipment or inspection of power boats used for racing.

4. The APBA sanctions over 150 races on average per year throughout the United States.  In 
order for a member to earn points towards a championship, the race must be sanctioned by the 
APBA. In order for sponsors of races to be sanctioned by the APBA they must apply to the 
APBA for a sanctioning of a new race.  This includes completing the APBA Regatta Insurance 
Application and submitting the completed application to the APBA for sanctioning approval.

5.  The APBA Regatta Insurance application was a requirement for the APBA sanctioning of a
power boat race.  The insurance application required that the event sponsors complete the 
application and submit it to APBA prior to approval of the race sanction.  The Insurance 
application required that sponsors submit an event course diagram, photos of the race site, and 
established minimum safe spectator distances.

5. The APBA is comprised of over 1000 voluntary members and included an executive board of 
directors elected by members of the Association. The boards of directors acted as the governing 
body for the Association and are voluntary positions.

6.  Participation in APBA sanctioned races or testing sessions required a financial commitment 
by the participating owners and drivers.  Owners and drivers of hydroplanes were required to pay 
out-of- pocket expenses for lodging, transportation, and logistics costs for event attendance. As
a hobbyist sport, owners often invested a large amount of personal wealth into the maintenance 
and upkeep of their respective hydroplanes.
 
7. The APBA is comprised of 14 regions throughout the United States.  Each region contains a
regional organization and is responsible for its own regional Bylaws. The “Thunder on the 
Narrows” race took place in Region 4.

8. The APBA has eight racing categories which include:

1. Inboard
2. Inboard Endurance
3. Modified Outboard
4. Outboard Performance Craft
5. Professional Racing Outboard
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6. R/C Model
7. Stock Outboard
8. Unlimited

9. Each racing category, with the exception of the Unlimited, is represented by a Racing 
Commission. Each Racing Commission within the APBA is responsible for developing and 
maintaining rules for each class in their respective category.

10. The APBA developed “General Safety Rules” that applied to all categories of racing with the 
exception of the Unlimited, Offshore category, and Special Events. At the time of the 
investigation, the most recent copy of the “General Safety Rules” was published on February 17, 
2015, and became effective on March 19, 2015.

11. The GNH-12 was considered a Grand National class hydroplane in the Inboard racing 
category.  The following is a list of classes of vessels within the Inboard racing category:

1 Litre Grand National Hydroplanes
1.5 Litre Stock Grand Prix Hydroplanes
2.5 Litre Modified Jersey Speed Skiff
2.5 Litre Stock K Racing Runabout
5 Litre National Modified Hydroplane
Cracker box Pro Stock
Sportsman Entry (SE) Super Stock

12. The APBA adopted general rules for the Inboard racing category related to orderly conduct 
and minimum requirements for general Inboard Racing. At the time of the investigation, the 
most recent version was dated June 10, 2015. Most classes within the Inboard category have a
specific set of rules for construction, design, racing parameters, and specific training 
requirements for certain categories.

13. All boats within the Inboard racing category are required to be certified by a Safety 
Inspector and must complete an annual safety inspection using an “Equipment Inspection 
Checklist” supplied by APBA.  The inspector verifies compliance with all safety rules applicable 
to that boat at the first race of the season.

14. The annual safety inspection typically consisted of a cursory exam covering major steering 
components, struts, fuel lines, motor and battery mounts, sling lift points, firefighting equipment, 
reinforced cockpit components, and driver’s escape hatch. Operational testing of the engine and 
a hull examination was not required.

15. Inspectors are appointed for each Inboard racing event from a list of APBA Inboard 
approved inspectors. In order for inspectors to be approved, they were required to complete an
annual written open book Inspector’s examination and submit it to the Inboard Racing 
Commission for approval.  Inspectors are voluntary positions comprised of current and past 
owners, operators, and crew.
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16. The APBA has an additional category of power boats entitled Vintage and Historic. The 
Vintage and Historic category was comprised of all former racing boats approved for racing prior 
to 1992. The Vintage and Historic class of power boats adopted its own bylaws and was not 
inclusive in the Inboard racing category.

17. The APBA 2015 Vintage and Historic bylaws stressed that none of the Vintage and Historic 
power boat events were competitive in nature and were strictly for exhibition.

18. The APBA 2015 Vintage and Historic bylaws stated that capsule, cage or reinforced cockpit 
inboard hydroplanes were not permitted to participate in Vintage and Historic events.

19. The Grand National class requirements stated that it was mandatory for all Grand National 
hydroplanes competing have two-way radio communications. There was no requirement for 
two-way radio communication in the Vintage and Historic category.

Driver Qualifications:

20. At the time of the incident, there were no federal or state regulations that required a license
to operate power boats for racing. In lieu of federal or state regulations, the APBA Inboard 
Racing commission adopted rules for driver qualifications. The APBA issued licenses to 
personnel who have qualified to race in their respective racing classes

21. Drivers who intend on competing in inboard racing must have completed a Federal Aviation 
Administration (FAA) Class I, II or III, or a Department of Transportation (DOT) physical and 
present the signed medical certificate to APBA headquarters. Medical certificates remained
current from the certificate date and expired on 12:00am of the second anniversary of the 
physical.

22. New drivers were designated as an “Unqualified Rookie” until completion of the 
qualification process. After completion, new drivers were designated as a “Qualified Rookie” 
for the remainder of the first season. 

23. New drivers were given a written open book examination, followed by an oral review of the 
examination with a referee or the Inboard Commissioner, to demonstrate their knowledge of 
course safety and racing rules before being approved to enter the race course. At each race 
during their rookie season, all new drivers and rookies were required to present themselves to the 
referee, and were required to be introduced at each driver’s meeting as a rookie driver.

24.  Unqualified Rookie drivers were required to run four heats starting at the rear of the 
qualified drivers and advance only to a position predetermined by the referee. After successfully 
completing the first four heat requirement, an unqualified rookie driver was required to run four 
additional heats, advancing only to a position predetermined by the referee. The unqualified
rookie driver may only start in the farthest outside position during these heats. To become fully 
qualified to race, the new driver was required to get signatures from four qualified drivers from
their class and at least one referee they have raced under



Subj: THUNDER ON THE NARROWS ALLISION WITH                         16732
MULTIPLE INJURIES AND LOSS OF LIFE ON JUNE 28, 2015      30 Aug 2016

7

25. Unqualified rookies could run qualifying heats during the World Championships, APBA 
Summer Nationals, APBA Divisional Championships or APBA North American 
Championships, following referee instructions, to obtain the necessary heats to become a 
qualified driver, but were not eligible to advance to the finals.

26. Rookie drivers in reinforced cockpits, whose helmets were not readily visible, were required 
to put the rookie “X” on the cockpit or canopy as near the driver’s head as possible, without 
obstructing their vision. The “X” could be taped or painted on and had to of been at least 12” 
long and 1” wide on both sides of the hull in a color strongly contrasting the color behind it. .

27. New Grand National Hydroplane driver applicants were required to obtain four written 
signatures of approval from qualified drivers in the GNH class. The applicant was required to
present the driver’s signatures of approval to apply, a brief summary of previous experience, a 
copy of his current physical, and his APBA membership number to the referee for the weekend.
Upon approval from the referee, the applicant could then participate in a minimum of three heats, 
starting behind the qualified drivers.  After completing three heats, the referee discussed with 
four other qualified GNH drivers present before approving the applicant as a qualified driver.

28. Vintage and Historic bylaws allowed for new participants to take a few laps alone on the 
course to gain experience before entering exhibition heats.

Inboard Hydroplanes

Figure 2: Anatomy of a typical hydroplane arrangement

29. A hydroplane utilizes a three point suspension system which contributes to the hydroplane’s 
ability to “plane”.  The two forward surfaces (sponsons) are lower than the main hull and are 
outboard on either side. The third point is the propeller at the aft end of the boat.
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30. When at full speed, hydroplane boats create a cushion of air beneath the hull, which lifts the boat 
out of the water, and was described as “hydroplaning,” generally, only the front sponsons, the skid 
fin, propeller and rudder are in contact with the water when the boat is hydroplaning.

31. The canard is used to adjust how high the nose flies over the water. The canard could be set 
to a fixed maximum position and drivers could control the canard utilizing a foot pedal to help 
direct the amount of air flow underneath the vessel.

32. The cockpit incorporates a safety canopy and was where the driver sits to operate the boat. It 
contains instruments, a single seat with 5 point harness and an optional air supply for the driver. 
The canopy is designed to enclose the cockpit and keep water out of the cockpit and the operator’s 
field of vision. The GNH-12 had a fully enclosed cockpit.

33. The skid fin aids the operator in controlling the turns. Since the entire vessel—with the 
exception of generally the sponsons, skid fin, rudder and propeller, is out of the water when 
hydroplaning; there is less hull resistance to aid in turning. The skid fin assists turn control at 
higher speeds

Vessel Construction

34. The GNH 12 was a Grand National Class Hydroplane constructed primarily of lightweight
wood with a layer of fiber reinforced plastic on the deck. There were also areas of lightweight 
riveted aluminum on the bottom of the sponsons and a portion of the stern in the vicinity of the 
strut and propeller. The vessel was 22' long, approximately 11’ wide and weighs approximately
2700 lbs.

Figure 3.2- Images of starboard quarter of the GNH-12 taken night of casualty on June 28th 2015
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Figure 3.2- Image of the GNH-12’s bottom and riveted aluminum areas taken on June 29th, 2015

35. The GNH-12 was equipped with a 468 cubic inches Big Block Chevy racing engine with 
single four barrel carburetion.  The engine is approximately 800 horsepower and was capable of 
reaching speeds in excess of 150 mph.  The lubrication oil system consisted of a dry sump 
system where pressurized oil is delivered to the engine through a reservoir and returned to the 
reservoir through the sump pan.

36. The GNH-12 did not contain a transmission system or reduction gear.  It was equipped with a 
direct drive and was not capable of astern propulsion.
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Figure 4 - Image of the GNH-12’s engine.  Image taken on June 29th, 2015

37.  The cockpit of the GNH-12 was a fully enclosed type cockpit.  It housed the vessel’s 
steering control, ignition controls, water temperature, oil pressure, and RPM gauges.  An 
inoperable speedometer was also mounted.  The operator could energize the fixed fire fighting 
system in the engine compartment.  The GNH-12 was not equipped with a radio, but had the 
means to connect a portable radio.  Additionally, there were two foot pedals; one for acceleration 
and the other was to control the pitch of the canard.

Figure 4.1- Image of the GNH-12’s cockpit and controls taken on June 28th, 2015
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The Commander of a Coast Guard District or Captain of the Port (COTP) as authorized 
by 33 CFR 1.05-1(I), after approving plans for the holding of a regatta or marine parade 
within his or her district or zone, is authorized to promulgate such special local 
regulations as he or she deems necessary to insure safety of life on the navigable waters 
immediately prior to, during, and immediately after the approved regatta or marine 
parade.  Such regulations may include a restriction on, or control of, the movement of 
vessels through a specified area immediately prior to, during, and immediately after the 
regatta or marine parade

41. On March 20, 2013, COMDTINST M16751.3 “Permitting of Regattas & Marine Parades” 
was published.  This manual provided significant clarification to longstanding Coast Guard 
permitting policy.  It reinforced the limits of Coast Guard permitting authority and ensured that 
permits are issued for only the specific portions of larger events over which the Coast Guard has 
authority.  It provided operational guidance for all unit commanders to follow on the marine 
event permit process.  It required a six stage review process for marine events with the following 
stages of review:

a. Outreach and Application Stage, 

b. Administrative Review Stage, 

c. Safety Review Stage, 

d. Environmental Review Stage, 

e. Permit Issuance Stage, and 

f. Monitoring Stage. 

42.  On April 10, 2013, the Fifth Coast Guard District issued a memorandum to all Fifth District 
Captains of the Port that delegated authority to approve, disapprove and take other action as 
deemed appropriate on regatta and marine parade permit requests submitted for marine events 
occurring within their respective Captain of the Port Zone.

43. An annual review was conducted by each COTP within the Fifth Coast Guard District of all
recurring marine events that occurred within their respective COTP zone. The annual review 
ensured that any required changes for each recurring marine event were submitted to the Fifth 
Coast Guard District for inclusion in the 33 CFR 100.501 table. The changes may include dates 
of event occurrence, location and changes to the regulated area. During the 2014 annual review,
there were no changes submitted by Sector Baltimore to the Fifth Coast Guard District for the 
Thunder on the Narrows event.

44. The “Thunder on the Narrows” regatta was considered an annual recurring marine event that 
took place in Sector Baltimore’s Captain of the Port Zone with a published special local 
regulation located in Table to of 33 CFR 100.501 (b.)11.  The “Thunder on the Narrows” was a 
hydroplane power boat race regatta that was held in Prospect Bay in the vicinity of Kent Island, 
MD.  The marine event has taken place annually since 1990 (25 years) without any serious 
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injuries, fatalities, or marine casualties.  The event was sponsored by the Kent Narrows Racing 
Association and sanctioned by the APBA.  

45. The Kent Narrows Racing Association (KNRA) was formed in 1990 to promote the sport of 
power boat racing within the community.  It was comprised of volunteers who hold annual 
racing events in the Kent Narrows region of MD.

46.  The regulated area coordinates for the Thunder on the Narrows regatta was published in 33 
CFR 100.501 and stated: For all waters of the Prospect Bay, enclosed by the following points 
LAT 38-57.52 N LONG 076-14-48 W, to LAT 38-58-02 N LONG 076-15-05 W, to LAT 38-57-
38 N LONG 076-15-29 W, to LAT 38-57-28 N LONG 076-15-23 W, to LAT 38-57-52 N LONG 
076-14-48 W.  In accordance with 33 CFR 100.501 (c) (3) and (c) (4), only the event sponsor 
designated participants and official patrol vessels are allowed to enter the regulated area.
Spectators are only allowed to inside the regulated area if they remain within the designated 
spectator area .The regulated area coordinates dated back to July 30, 1998 where a temporary 
special local regulation was published in 33 CFR 100.35. 

Figure 5.1- Navigational chart overview of the coordinates of the regulated area published in 33 CFR 100.501
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Figure 5.2- Plotted coordinates of regulated area published in 33 CFR 100.  501

Figure 5.3 – Plotted coordinates of regulated area satellite overview
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47.  33 CFR 100.15 required that an individual or organization planning to hold a regatta or 
marine parade must submit an application to the District Commander having cognizance of 
where the marine event will be held no less than 135 days before the start of the event.  Under 
certain circumstances, a sponsor may submit an application no less than 60 days before the start 
of the event.  The application shall include: …a section of chart or scale drawing showing the 
boundaries of the event, various water courses or areas to be utilized by participants, officials 
and spectator craft.

48.  On February 06, 2015, KNRA submitted an application for a marine event to USCG Sector 
Baltimore Waterways branch via Sector Baltimore’s Homeport website.  The marine event 
application (CG- 4424) was for the “Thunder on the Narrows” event taking place on Prospect 
Bay, Kent Island, MD on June 27-28, 2015.  The application indicated the event posed an extra 
or unusual hazard by having high speed boats racing in excess of 140 mph.  The application also 
requested the assistance of the USCG and local USCG Auxiliary with a specific request for one 
USCG asset, and two to three Auxiliary assets. 

49.  The application package submitted by the KNRA consisted of the marine event application,
a diagram of the proposed race course and spectator areas hand drawn on an image of a section 
of a navigational chart (chartlet). The hand drawn image did not contain any specific 
geographical coordinates of the race course, approximate location of inside and outside course 
markers and minimum safe spectator distances for spectator vessels.  The application did not 
contain a safety plan, a copy of the approved APBA Insurance application which ensured that the 
event was sanctioned by the APBA, or a diagram of the race course which contained minimum 
safe spectator fleet distances.
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Figure 6.1 – Image of the chart diagram of the Thunder on the Narrows course with spectator areas submitted with 
the application by Kent Narrows Racing Association.
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Figure 6.2 – Image of page one of the Marine Event Permit Application (CG4423) submitted by Kent Narrows 
Racing Association to USCG Sector Baltimore











Subj: THUNDER ON THE NARROWS ALLISION WITH                         16732
MULTIPLE INJURIES AND LOSS OF LIFE ON JUNE 28, 2015      30 Aug 2016

22

Figure 8- Diagram of race course layout that was not received in the Marine Event Application

Patrol Commander (PATCOM)

58. 33 CFR 100.40 establishes the patrol of any regatta or marine parade, it states:

The Commander of a Coast Guard District in which a regatta or marine parade is to be 
held may detail, if he or she deems the needs of safety require, one or more Coast Guard 
vessels to patrol the course of the regatta or marine parade for the purpose of enforcing 
not only the special local regulations but also for assistance work and the enforcement of 
laws generally

59. 33 CFR 100.501 Special Local regulations; Marine Events in the Fifth Coast Guard 
District, defines the Coast Guard Patrol Commander as “…a commissioned, warrant, or petty 
officer of the Coast Guard who has been designated by the respective Coast Guard Sector-
Captain of the Port to enforce these regulations.” It additionally states that a Patrol Commander 
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Figure 14 - Image of cockpit with GNH-12 with “Unqualified Rookie” “X” marked on the side. Image taken night 
of the casualty. 

9. The Inboard qualification rules were based on the Unqualified Rookie driver racing in heats 
with other qualified drivers who are in competition.  The Unqualified Rookie was required to
stay behind and to the outside of qualified drivers. In most cases, being on the outside most 
portion of the race course placed the Unqualified Rookie driver closest to the boating spectators. 
In this particular race, the official heat had not started and the participants were in the five
minute “milling” period.  However, as  was rounding turn one and under the one minute 
official start of the race, the GNH-12 was out in front of the three other qualified drivers.  As the 
Unqualified Rookie,  had to stay to the outside and behind the pack as required by the 
qualification requirements.

10. The investigation revealed that observed the qualified drivers approaching 
through his side mirror and was attempting to abide by the qualification requirements by moving 
towards the outermost portion of the course while slowing down to allow the qualified 
participants to pass him as to not impede their starting position.  This course adjustment put the 
GNH-12 in a direction heading towards the spectator vessels along the entrance to turn two.  The 
slowing of speed took the GNH-12 off plane and the boat began spraying water over the port 
sponson onto the windshield of the cockpit, obscuring  vision. In previous testimony, 

 explained that at the point when the water began to obscure his vision, he maintained 
his course and speed and did not make any specific adjustments or attempt to alter course.
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APBA Inboard inspector,  indicated that it is not uncommon for the rudder to not go 
to full starboard on hydroplane boats. The course is based on making left turns. Any turns to the 
right or full starboard are minimal if any. The ability of the GNH-12’s rudder to not turn to full 
starboard would not have changed the outcome of the casualty.

Failure to Reduce Speed or Alter Course 

24. Throughout the course of the investigation,   indicated that he maintained his 
lane, course and speed prior to the allision with the “A SHORE THING”.  He did not make any 
specific action to alter course or speed.   indicated that he was aware of the three other 
qualified drivers approaching the GNH-12 and did not want to make a course change to port to 
impede or run into the other qualified drivers.  He maintained his outside lane.   
described he was thinking about shutting the GNH-12 down when his vision was obscured, 
however, his decision making process was accelerated as a result of the rate of speed that the 
GNH-12 was travelling and the closing distance of the spectator boats.

Use of two-way communications

25. In the APBA Inboard Rules, the Grand National Hydroplane had a class rule (Rule 47.12) 
that stated: “It is mandatory that all Grand National Hydroplanes competing have two-radio 
communication”. The investigation revealed that   was not utilizing a two-way 
radio communication system during the “Thunder on the Narrows” Grand National hydroplane 
race as required by class rules. The GNH-12 was equipped with a means to utilize a portable 
radio system; however, it did not have a radio installed onboard.  Mr.  two-way helmet 
radio was not compatible with the GNH-12’s installed communication system.  

26. In testimony provided by the GNH-12 owner,  he believed it was the 
operator’s responsibility to utilize a “spotter” and maintain a two-way communication system 
with the “spotter,” not the owner.   did not ensure that  maintained two-way 
communications when utilizing the GNH-12.  A “spotter” was a person designated by the racing 
team to strictly observe and maintain communication with the operator involved in the race. The 
“spotter” would communicate positions of other drivers on the course to the operator that he or 
she is “spotting” for.  There was not any requirement within the APBA Inboard rules that 
required the use of a “spotter”. The GNH-12 team was not utilizing a spotter during Mr. 

 race.  

27.  was unaware of the Grand National class requirement to utilize a two-way 
communication system.  The head referee was aware of the requirement, however, he found it 
difficult to enforce since drivers carry their own personal radios with them. At the time of the 
investigation, the APBA had not developed a process for ensuring participants maintain two-way 
communications.

Course set up and size

28. The race course was set up the morning of June 28, 2015, by KNRA and APBA staff.  The 
inside racing markers were placed utilizing GPS coordinates. The inside race markers were red 
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in color and were passed to the drivers left side.  The outside markers were placed utilizing the 
approximate position from previous “Thunder on the Narrows” events and were not set up 
utilizing GPS location. The outside markers are gold in color and establish the overall course 
width. The outside course markers would have been passed to the driver’s right side. The 
investigation revealed that since there was not a chart or course diagram that indicated the 
location or coordinates of the outside course markers, the KNRA and APBA staff based the 
placement of the outside course markers on the approximate location that was used the previous 
year.  There was no record of coordinates of the outside course markers used the previous year, 
so APBA and KNRA staff would attempt to recall the previous location from memory and place 
the outside markers based on a visual estimate of course width and distance from the red inside 
course markers.

29. The investigation revealed that there is little guidance or policy to determine if the course 
size is adequate for the class of Inboard hydroplane that is racing.  The Racing Committee often 
determines in advance the approximate size of the course and the amount of participant vessels 
that can compete in a heat based on prior events and feedback. In accordance with APBA Inland 
Rules (Rule 6.3.5), the referee has the authority to “…work with Race Committee in modifying 
the race course as may be deemed necessary to assure the safety of drivers and spectators”. The 
head referee, Mr.   believed the course was adequate to race approximately five 
total Grand National class hydroplane boats and did not observe any issue that would require the 
modifying of the course.  Additionally,  had been the referee for the entire 25 years the 
race has been in existence. 

30. The course diagram submitted with the APBA Regatta Insurance application illustrated an
approximate 250’ clear zone from the outside course marker to the start of the spectator area 
where the incident occurred (see Figure 8). The 250’clear zone was the shortest distance from 
the outside course marker to the spectator zone for the entire course. The basic minimum
distance standards set by the APBA Regatta Insurance application is 120’ from the outside 
marker to an unprotected spectator area and that the spectator fleet area should be 250’ when a 
barrier of some sort is not being utilized; however, the description of the event course layout in 
the APBA insurance application stated: The course will be controlled by using outside course 
buoys a minimum of 120 feet from any fixed spectator area when an acceptable barrier is in 
place.  This must include docks/piers and a minimum of 250’ from any floating spectator area 
including boats. There was not a barrier of any sort in place protecting the spectator fleet so 
distance factors had to be used. The investigation found the APBA Regatta Insurance 
application minimum distance requirements to be ambiguous. The difference between should 
and must be 250’ is significant. One description appeared to be a requirement and the other a
recommendation. In either case, the event course diagram submitted to the APBA by KNRA for 
sanctioning approval listed the minimum spectator fleet distance as 250’ from the outside course 
markers.











Subj: THUNDER ON THE NARROWS ALLISION WITH                         16732
MULTIPLE INJURIES AND LOSS OF LIFE ON JUNE 28, 2015      30 Aug 2016

49

regulation, it facilitated the amendment of each marine event by submitting one update to the 
regulation rather than numerous updates to various marine events occurring in each respective 
COTP zone.

37. COMDTINST M16751.3 “Permitting of Regattas and Marine Parades” Chapter 4, Section A
entitled “Risk Based Decision Making” (pg 4-1) required that Districts and Designated Officials
conduct a risk based analysis of marine event permit applications to determine if the event will 
introduce an unusual or extra hazard.  It stated that upon receipt of a Marine Event Application,
if “yes” was answered to any of the following questions, then a Marine Event Permit would be 
required:

a. Will the event involve an unusually large concentration of traffic on the water or otherwise 
interfere with routine navigation? 

b. Will the event include inherently hazardous competitions or are craft expected to travel at high 
speeds? 

c. Is there an expectation, or does historical data exist, that predicts the presence of non-participant 
commercial or pleasure craft in the area that may interfere with the safe conduct of the event? 

d. Could the event result in a hazard to navigation as defined in 33 CFR§ 64.06? 

e. Is the waterway itself especially hazardous (e.g., speed of current, presence or proximity of rocks 
and shoals, etc.) 

f. What is the safety history of similar events? 

g. Are there any safety concerns unique to the local area that must be addressed? 

h. Are the existing navigation rules sufficient, or should they be supplemented in the vicinity of the 
proposed event? 

Since the Thunder on the Narrows event had vessels that travelled at high speeds, a Marine 
Event Permit was required.  In order to mitigate the safety concerns, District, Designated 
Officials, and COTP have risk mitigation tools to ensure that safety concerns are addressed.  One 
of the risk mitigation tools is the use of a special local regulation.  In accordance with 
COMDTINST M16751.3 “Permitting of Regattas and Marine Parades” Ch. 4-D(1) (pg 4-2),
Special local regulations may be promulgated either to address safety issues beyond the control 
of the sponsor, or to remedy safety concerns insufficiently addressed in the sponsor's 
application. The Thunder on the Narrows event had a special local regulation that established a
regulated area.  In accordance with 33 CFR 100.35, a special local regulation…may include a 
restriction on, or control of, the movement of vessels through a specified area, prior to, during 
and immediately after the regatta, or marine parade. The intent of the special local regulation is 
to have an enforceable regulation to ensure that transient craft and spectators remain out of the 
regulated area.  A review of the history of the regulated area for the Thunder on the Narrows 
published in 33 CFR 100.501 revealed that it was the same regulated area dating as far back as 
1998. The investigation could not identify exactly how the regulated area was originally 
determined for the event.
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38. The investigation revealed that there is little guidance or policy on safe spectator distances 
for power boat races to help aid the COTP in the determination of a regulated area for a special 
local regulation for power boat races.  The only clear delineation of safe spectator distances
found during the investigation were the distances listed in the APBA Regatta Insurance 
application which was not included in the Marine Event application submitted by KNRA to 
Sector Baltimore. The APBA Inboard and General Safety Rules did not specify safe spectator 
fleet distances.  The APBA Inboard Rules (Rule 13.1) specified that: “Courses shall be laid in 
reasonably protected water as free from turns as practicable.  The finish line shall be at the 
starting line.  Each lap of the course shall be not less than one statute mile and not more than 1-
2/3 miles and shall be subject to the approval of the Inboard Racing Commission thirty (30) days 
in advance.” COMDTINST M16751.3 “Permitting of Regattas and Marine Parades”, which was 
a Coast Guard wide policy for the permitting of Marine Events, cited an example of determining 
a regulated area for power boat races; however, it was only an example to aid COTP’s or 
Districts and not a requirement. COMDTINST M16751.3, Ch. 4-D(1) (pg. 4-2) entitled “Special 
Local Regulations” stated the following example:

EXAMPLE: To promote safety of life on the navigable waters of the United States immediately 
before, during and after the power boat race, the District Commander issues special local 
regulations establishing three areas: (1) a "spectator area" restricting vessels to operate at No Wake 
Speed; (2) a "buffer zone" excluding all vessels; and (3) a "race area" limiting access to all vessels 
except those participating in or conducting the race. 

On May 6, 2013, COTP San Juan, Puerto Rico established a regulated area that incorporated the 
above example as a regulated area for a power boat race as a special local regulation listed in 33
CFR 100.35T07-0297.  The Federal Register stated: 

The special local regulation will establish the following three areas: a high speed boat race 
area, where all persons and vessels, except those persons and vessels participating in the high-
speed boat races, are prohibited from entering, transiting through, anchoring in, or remaining 
within; a buffer zone around the race area, where all persons and vessels, except those persons 
and vessels enforcing the buffer zone or authorized participants transiting to their authorized the 
race area, are prohibited from entering, transiting through, anchoring in, or remaining within; 
and a spectator area, where all vessels are prohibited from anchoring and from traveling in 
excess of wake speed, unless authorized by the Captain of the Port San Juan or a designated 
representative.

The investigation revealed that this was the only special local regulation found in 33 CFR 100, 
that mirrored the three areas identified in the example provided in COMDTINST M16751.3 
“Permitting of Regattas and Marine Parades” to aid in the determination of a regulated area for 
power boat races. The majority of the special local regulations in 33 CFR 100 varied greatly 
with the enforcement and determination of the size of the regulated area. While some special 
local regulations identified and/or clarified spectator areas, other than the special local regulation 
listed in 33 CFR 100.35T07-0297, a special local regulation could not be found that mirrored the 
example provided in COMDTINST M16751.3 “Permitting of Regattas and Marine Parades”. At 
the time of the investigation, there was latitude provided to the COTP and Districts in the 
determination of the regulated area for planning purposes rather than the one size fits concept 
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because power boat races differ due to the various locations, geography, amount of participants, 
anticipated spectator craft…etc. Unlike COTP San Juan, COTP Baltimore and the Fifth Coast 
Guard District’s regulated area for power boat races and the regulated area for the Thunder on 
the Narrows event did not incorporate a spectator area, a buffer zone, and a race area into the 
regulated area; however, there was not a requirement at the time to do so.

39.  Another risk mitigation tool available to COTP is to utilize Marine Event Permit Conditions.
In accordance with COMDTINST M16751.3 “Permitting of Regattas and Marine Parades”, The 
District Commander, Captain of the Port, or Designated Officer may include conditions on the 
permit requiring specific action from the event sponsor; however: COMDTINST M16751.3 Ch 4-
D(4)(a) (pg 4-3) stated:

The Coast Guard should avoid prescriptive conditions designed to force actions of the event 
sponsor to improve the safety of the event for participants. If the District Commander or 
COTP have concerns that the event sponsor will be unable to ensure the safety of the 
participants, then the application should be denied unless the event sponsor provides 
additional information, in writing, that demonstrates to the satisfaction of the Coast Guard 
that the sponsor has a safety plan in place that will mitigate these concerns. 

A review of the approved Marine Event Permits for the Thunder on the Narrows events dating 
back to 2012 revealed that the language and conditions on the permit were similar on every 
permit up to the 2015 event. The investigation revealed that the permit language is often generic 
and commonly used language since the intent is to not have prescriptive conditions, but rather 
have sponsors address safety related concerns through the use of a safety plan, or negotiated 
before the issuance of the Marine Event Permit.  Additionally, placing too prescriptive of 
conditions on the Marine Event Permit may place an undue burden on the sponsor and/or the 
Coast Guard who is responsible for enforcing the Marine Event Permit. The investigation 
revealed that the USCG Sector Baltimore would generally refrain from putting prescriptive 
conditions on the permit such as no swimming or rafting while power boats are on the water, but 
may choose to negotiate it with the sponsor through the use of a safety plan, or denial of the 
application. Sector Baltimore did not require a safety plan from KNRA or negotiate whether or 
not swimming or rafting would be allowed while power boats were on the race course.

40. In accordance COMDTINST M16751.3 “Permitting of Regattas and Marine Parades” Ch 4,
E entitled “Sponsor Safety Measures (pg 4-4)”:

The sponsor is ultimately responsible for the safe conduct of the event. In order to demonstrate 
the safety of the event, the sponsor must provide details of any safety measures being employed 
for the event. Event sponsors can demonstrate a commitment to safety by implementing 
appropriate measures or combinations of measures, such as: 

EXAMPLE: A detailed safety plan. 

EXAMPLE: Designation of sufficient numbers of vessels and/or observers whose sole task is to 
ensure the safety of the event. 
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EXAMPLE: Compliance with nationally-accepted standards, such as the National Fire 
Protection Association (NFPA), International Sailing Federation (ISAF), USA Triathlon (USAT), 
American Power Boat Association (APBA), or others. 

EXAMPLE: Approved permits from other Federal, State, and local authorities, as applicable. 

EXAMPLE: A demonstrated acceptable safety record by the event sponsor for past events 
similar to the one proposed in the permit application 

NOTE: The list above is not all inclusive. It demonstrates some commonly used mechanisms 
for demonstrating sponsor efforts to ensure safety for an event. These examples should not 
be viewed as requirements of this Manual. 

The investigation revealed that the Thunder on the Narrows event had an exemplary safety 
record without any notable incidents or casualties within 25 years of its operation.  Additionally, 
the event had been sanctioned by the APBA at previous Thunder on the Narrows events, and was 
sanctioned for the 2015 event; however, part of the sanctioning process for a power boat event
required that the sponsoring organization submit an insurance application to the APBA.  The 
insurance application required a detailed course diagram and specified minimum spectator 
distances.  The minimum spectator distance was a minimum of 250’ from the outside course 
markers. The insurance application and/or approval of the insurance application by the APBA 
which officially sanctioned the event was not required by USCG Sector Baltimore for the 2015 
event or previous events as part of the review process for the Marine Event application.
Additionally, the insurance application submitted to the APBA by KNRA contained a more 
sophisticated course diagram than the chartlet submitted with the Marine Event Permit 
Application to USCG Sector Baltimore for review2.

2 An overlay of the regulated area (figure 10) and the course diagram (figure 5.2) was not included in this report 
since the course diagram was not drawn to scale.  The overlay would not have accurately portrayed the course 
diagram in relation to the regulated area.
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patrolling as the Official Patrol.  Additionally, it was determined that the combination of the four 
Auxiliarists assets, two CG Boarding Officers on MNRP vessels, and a CG Station asset that 
arrived later on-scene provided the most USCG presence for the Thunder in the Narrows event 
since 2009.

44. In accordance COMDTINST M16751.3 “Permitting of Regattas and Marine Parades” Ch 7 
A, (pg 7-1): The District Commander, Captain of the Port or other Designated Officer may 
assign a Coast Guard regatta patrol to monitor the marine event.  A patrol should be assigned if 
special local regulations are issued.  Since the Thunder on the Narrows event had a Special 
Local Regulation with a regulated area, USCG Station Annapolis was assigned as the Patrol 
Commander (PATCOM) for the Thunder on the Narrows event. On May 15, 2015, a
Memorandum was issued by USCG Sector Baltimore Waterways Department Branch Chief, 
CDR S. A.  designating Station Annapolis as Patrol Commander.

The Memorandum designating Station Annapolis as the Patrol Commander required that OINC 
Station Annapolis:

1. Contact other agencies to determine whether any support can be expected during the event.

2. Contact the sponsoring organization prior to their event to coordinate any required meetings, 
conferences or other communications to:

a. Verify that the sponsor understands the conditions, local regulations or stipulations that apply.
b. Determine whether an acceptable procedure has been established to account for and identify 
each participant at the start and finish of the event.
c. Agree on emergency signals, and identify medical and emergency transportation resources.
d. Emphasize the Coast Guard's authority to postpone, delay or cancel the event if dangerous 
conditions develop, the permit conditions are not followed, or if the sponsor cannot adequately control 
participants and spectators.
e. Remind each sponsor of his or her ultimate responsibility for the conduct of the event.

The investigation revealed that Station Annapolis did not contact KNRA to coordinate any pre-
event meeting regarding the safe conduct of the event, and that KNRA did not contact Station 
Annapolis prior to the event.  Station Annapolis did coordinate with the arrangement of the 
USCG Auxiliary to attend the event and provide support. Additionally, Station Annapolis 
coordinated with MNRP and USCG Boarding Officers regarding the “Operation Drywater” law 
enforcement mission; however, there was not any evidence provided during the investigation that 
indicated any pre-event meeting or coordination between the sponsor, USCG Station Annapolis, 
USCG Auxiliary, USCG Boarding Officers and MNRP regarding their specific roles and 
responsibilities for the Thunder on the Narrows power boat race.

45. There were questions during the investigation as to whether it was Sector Baltimore’s 
responsibility or the PATCOM’s responsibility to coordinate with the sponsoring organization to 
conduct a pre-event meeting.  In accordance with COMDTINST M16751.3 “Permitting of 
Regattas and Marine Parades” Ch. 7 E (1) (pg 7-1), The PATCOM should communicate with the 
event sponsor prior to and, if needed, during the event. The PATCOM designation memo
designated Station Annapolis as the PATCOM and stated that it is the PATCOM’s responsibility 
to coordinate with the sponsoring organization. Additionally, Sector Baltimore Instruction 
3120.6 App. D stated that part of the responsibilities of a PATCOM was to …communicate with 
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permit specified that the sponsor is responsible for the safe conduct of the event which is 
consistent with the guidance provided in COMDTINST M16751.3 Permitting of Regattas & 
Marine Events: “The primary responsibility to protect participants and spectators from the 
hazards of the event (including other participants) rests with the sponsoring organization”;
however, the USCG Patrol Commander retained the authority to postpone or shut down the event 
in the event of an unsafe condition.  At the time of the event, swimming or rafting outside of the 
regulated area was not presented to the PATCOM by the sponsor as being unsafe. Swimming 
and rafting was not in violation of a regulatory requirement, nor a condition of the permit, and 
did not constitute a postponement or event shutdown by the Patrol Commander.

56. The APBA Inboard and General Safety Rules did not specify any restrictions on rafting or 
swimming during an APBA sanctioned event. Under Rule 4 of the APBA Inboard rules it stated:

“…The Race Rescue Director shall immediately advise the Referee if, in his/her opinion, 
any unsafe course conditions (including swimmers in the water, alcohol consumption on 
the course boats, underage children on course boats, lack of PFD use, debris on course, 
etc.) exist”.

This was the only reference found to swimming within the APBA Inboard and General Safety 
Rules.  The majority of the safety requirements within those rules are related to the safety of the 
participants, not to the safety of spectators.

57.  In the “Underwriting Information” section of the APBA Regatta Insurance application 
completed by the event sponsors, KNRA, and submitted to the APBA, it is clear that “No” is 
marked off next to the question: “Are spectators permitted access to the water for wading or 
swimming.”  This was indicative that at the time of the insurance application submittal to the 
APBA for approval by the insurance underwriters, spectators were not permitted access to swim 
or wade at the “Thunder on the Narrows” race by KNRA; however, it did not indicate if rafting 
was permitted during the event. Testimony and evidence obtained during the investigation 
indicated that spectators were permitted to swim or enter the water in rafts as long as they 
remained behind the outside course markers. Testimony provided Mr.  Vice President of 
the KNRA, indicated that swimming or wading was not permitted while hydroplanes were on the 
water at any location and has never been permitted throughout the history of the event; however, 
allowing spectators in rafts while hydroplanes were on the water was not something that was not 
considered during the completion of the APBA Regatta Insurance application. The rafts from 
the incident were obtained as evidence during the investigation. Visual examination of the rafts 
revealed that the rafts offered no additional protection from outside forces specifically in 
comparison to spectators swimming and/or wading while power boats were on the water.
Essentially, the investigation revealed that there would have been no difference in the outcome 
of the casualty had the spectators had been swimming in the water vice being on an inflatable
raft.
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7. Conclusions

In accordance with the Marine Safety Manual, Volume V, the Initiating Event (or first unwanted 
outcome for this casualty) was the vessel’s maneuverability. The wash from the sponson onto 
the windshield of the cockpit obscured the vision of Mr.  restricting him from making 
necessary course adjustments to avoid alliding with the moored or anchored spectator boats, and 
striking spectators in the water.  

1. The casual factors that lead to this casualty are:

a) Environment (Hardware): There was no environmental causal factor identified.

b) Personnel (Liveware): There were six personnel causal factors identified.

1.  failed to slow down or alter course when water spray from the GNH-
12’s sponsons covered the windshield of the cockpit and obstructed his vision. Mr. 

 was more concerned with impeding the starting positions of the three other 
qualified drivers on the course than the location and proximity of the spectators 
observing the race.  While the GNH-12 was travelling at a relatively high rate of 
speed, had Mr.  decreased his speed or attempted to stop when his vision was 
obscured, he may have slowed the vessel enough to mitigate damage, serious injury, 
and loss of life.

2. Mr.  knowingly operated the GNH-12 during a power boat race without 
maintaining two-way continuous communication with the GNH-12 crew as required 
by the APBA Inboard Grand National Hydroplane Class Rule 47.12.  Mr.  
knew his helmet radio was not compatible with the GNH-12’s onboard portable radio 
system; however, he still willingly participated in the competition without continuous 
two-way communication with a designated spotter. Had Mr.  maintained 
two-way communication with a designated spotter, he may have been advised that he 
was heading off course and towards the direction of spectator vessels enabling him to 
alter course and/or reduce the speed of the hydroplane.

3. The GNH-12 owner failed to advise Mr.  that the GNH-12 had a 
predisposition to spill water over the port sponson onto the cockpit windshield 
obscuring the driver’s vision and previous low oil pressure issues with vessel. The 
owner assumed Mr.  was aware of the past issues with the GNH-12 based on 
their personal relationship.  However, Mr.  was generally unaware of any 
prior issues or predispositions with the GNH-12.

4. Mr.  was an “Unqualified Rookie” and had no experience operating the 
GNH-12, or a Grand National Hydroplane with a fully enclosed cockpit until he 
attempted to qualify in a live competition.  If Mr.  was more experienced 
with operating the GNH-12 and it’s fully enclosed cockpit, he may have been more 
familiar with the hydroplane’s tendencies and more comfortable operating in a fully 
enclosed cockpit type hydroplane.
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5. The “Thunder on the Narrows” hydroplane race involved high speed water craft 
travelling at speeds in excess of 150 mph posing an extraordinarily high degree of 
risk, particularly, to spectators in the waters surrounding the race course.  A 
significant contributing cause to the serious injuries to Mr.  and Mrs.  
and the loss of the life was the decision to enter the water while hydroplane boats 
where on the race course.  The spectators that were onboard the string of recreational 
vessels in the immediate vicinity of the casualty escaped with either minor injuries, or 
no injuries at all. Had Mr.  Mrs.  and the decedent not been in the 
water when hydroplane boats were on the race course, serious injury and the tragic 
loss of the decedent may have been avoided.    

6. The “Thunder on the Narrows” hydroplane race had a 25 year track record of safe 
event operation with minimal incidents or casualties.  This exemplary safety record 
along with the perception that power boat races such as the Thunder on the Narrows 
were not considered complex Marine Events allowed complacency to affect the
coordination for the safety of the event. At no point was a pre-event meeting 
conducted between KNRA, USCG Sector Baltimore, USCG Station Annapolis and 
USCG Auxiliary regarding the safety of the event and the safety of the spectator fleet.  
While a pre-event meeting isn’t a requirement for all marine events, both USCG 
Sector Baltimore and USCG Commandant policy indicate that the PATCOM should 
communicate with the event sponsor prior to and if needed, during the event.  This 
type of coordination did not occur for the Thunder on the Narrows event.  While the 
USCG Auxiliary briefly spoke with the race organizers on the morning of the event, 
critical information such as the minimum 250’ safe spectator fleet distance and
sponsor rules regarding swimming and/or rafting were not relayed to them and/or the 
PATCOM.

c) Equipment (Hardware): There was one equipment causal factor identified.

1. The GNH-12 had a previous history of spilling water over the sponsons and 
obscuring the driver’s vision while the vessel was not on a “plane” or attempting to 
“plane”.  While the exact cause as to the reason why water was spraying onto the 
windshield could not be determined, it appeared as though this is a relatively common 
occurrence with Grand National Hydroplanes equipped with fully enclosed cockpits.  
Since the design of the hydroplane is intended to for the boat to be on a “plane”, there 
is little consideration given to the design and the stability of the vessel when not on a 
“plane”.  To combat the inherent design, drivers attempt to get on a “plane” as 
quickly as possible; however, at the time of the incident, the GNH-12 was struggling 
to maintain a plane causing an excessive amount of water to spray over the port 
sponson and onto the cockpit windshield.  Had the GNH-12 been equipped with some 
device or wiper that could clear the cockpit’s windshield of water other than coming 
up on a plane, Mr.  may have had enough time to see the closing spectator 
fleet and altered course to avoid the incident. 
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d) Procedures (Software): There were seven procedural causal factors identified.

1. The qualification requirements listed in the 2015 APBA Inboard Rules allow for an
Unqualified Rookie to participate with other qualified drivers in a live competition.
The Unqualified Rookie must give way and stay to the outermost portion of the 
course closest to the spectators when being passed by qualified drivers. If 

 was on the course without additional drivers in competition, he wouldn’t 
have attempted to give way and veer towards the outside of the course. Mr. 

concern of impeding the qualified drivers on the course and abiding by the 
APBA Inland qualification rules, ultimately, caused him to slow down and steer 
towards the outside of the course in the direction of spectator vessels.

2. The APBA Regatta Insurance application indicated a recommended minimum
distance of 250’ from the outside course markers to the start of the spectator fleet.
The chartlet submitted with the Marine Event application by KNRA to Sector 
Baltimore for review did not contain the locations or coordinates for the outside 
course markers and the spectator fleet distance requirements.  At the time of 
application, the chartlet submitted with the application met the requirements of the 
Marine Event application (CG 4423), 33 CFR 100.15, and had previously been
acceptable in past Thunder on the Narrows applications; however, had a chart or scale 
drawing been submitted with the Marine Event application that contained the 
coordinates of the outside course markers and the safe spectator fleet distance by the 
sponsor or requested by USCG Sector Baltimore, it would have enabled USCG 
Sector Baltimore to determine whether or not the spectator fleet areas were outside of 
the required minimum 250’ safe spectator fleet distance required by the APBA 
Regatta Insurance application.

3. The investigation revealed that the course set up and layout by the event organizers 
on the morning of June 28, 2015 played a critical role in the outcome of this 
casualty. The 250’ safe spectator fleet distance from the outside course marker
required by the APBA Insurance application and the course diagram submitted with 
the insurance application was not established during the initial course set up by the 
race organizers. The sponsor and race organizers allowed the spectator fleet inside of 
the 250’ clear zone and failed to advise the USCG Auxiliary patrolling on PWC of 
this requirement.  Had the initial race course been set up in accordance with the 250’
safe spectator fleet distance requirement, the event organizers would have observed 
that the surrounding waters were too shallow to allow for a spectator fleet zone at the 
incident location. The location of where the incident occurred should not have been 
part of a spectator fleet area based on the safe spectator fleet distance of 250’.

4. There were two separate driver qualification requirements listed in the 2015 APBA
Inboard Rules that were applicable to   There is a general driver 
qualification requirement under Rule 11 and a specific Grand National Hydroplane
class driver qualification requirement under Rule 47. Mr. did not present his 
four written signatures of approval to drive in the GNH class, a brief summary of 
previous experience, a copy of his current physical, or his APBA membership number
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to the Referee.  The Referee did not request to see the documentation prior to Mr. 
 attempting to qualify.  Had the Referee been following the driver 

qualification requirement under Rule 47, Mr.  would not have been allowed 
to operate the GNH-12 during the Grand National Hydroplane heat without providing 
the required documentation to the Referee.

5. The APBA Regatta Insurance application indicated that swimming or wading was not 
permitted during the Thunder on the Narrows event; however, the investigation 
revealed that all forms of water entry were allowed while power boats were on the 
water.  While the decedent and the injured parties were in rafts at the time of the 
incident, the investigation determined that there would have been no additional 
protection for rafters while power boats were on the water. Since the PATCOM had
little authority over swimming/rafting outside of the regulated area and the sponsor is 
overall responsible for the safety of event, it was the responsibility of the sponsor to 
enforce the swimming/wading restriction. KNRA failed to enforce the swimming 
restriction and communicate that restriction to the PATCOM.

6. A significant contributing causal factor to the casualty was the lack of awareness and 
enforcement of the minimum 250’ safe spectator fleet distances as required by the 
APBA Regatta Insurance application. Throughout the entire Marine Event Permitting 
process from the application submitted by KNRA to USCG Sector Baltimore to the 
monitoring of the event on June 28, 2015, all USCG personnel involved in the Marine 
Event process were not made aware by KNRA of the minimum safe spectator fleet 
distances. The awareness of the required minimum distance would have been crucial 
particularly during the safety review of the Marine Event application. Had USCG 
Sector Baltimore been made aware of the minimum required spectator fleet distances, 
they could have increased the regulated area to include the 250’ minimum safe 
spectator fleet distance and/or required a safety plan from KNRA that addressed it.

7. At the time of the incident there was not a requirement, regulation or policy that 
required that the regulated area and/or special local regulation incorporate a “buffer 
zone” or safe spectator distance.  While COMDTINST M16751.3“Permitting of 
Regatta and Marine Parades” suggested the use of establishing three specific areas for 
power boat race: spectator area, buffer zone and race area it was listed as an example 
and not a requirement.  Had a requirement to establish these three areas been in place, 
USCG Sector Baltimore may have requested a course diagram that more accurately 
depicted the spectator area, buffer zone and race area rather than the chartlet with 
hand drawn spectator fleet locations that was provided with the original Marine Event 
application submitted by KNRA.

2. The investigation noted miscommunication between USCG Station Annapolis and the 
USCG Sector Baltimore Law Enforcement Boarding Officers regarding the responsibility 
of the Official Patrol for the Thunder on the Narrows event, but was not determined a
causal factor in the casualty.  While both the USCG Station Annapolis response boat and 
the Sector Baltimore Boarding Officers were not aware that they were acting as the 
Official Patrol enforcing the regulated area, the USCG Auxiliary maintained constant 
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communication with the PATCOM throughout the event. The Auxiliary ensured the 
spectator fleet stayed outside of the outside course markers as directed by the event 
sponsor.  There was no evidence presented throughout the investigation that indicated 
spectator vessels entered the regulated area.  Station Annapolis not meeting Sector 
Baltimore’s local policy of providing at least one dedicated asset, or not providing 
adequate communication to Sector Baltimore’s Boarding Officer regarding their status as 
Official Patrol had little outcome on the casualty.  The investigation revealed that Coast 
Guard Sector Baltimore had the most presence at the 2015 Thunder on the Narrows event 
since 2009.  No on-scene personnel were aware of the 250’ minimum safe spectator 
distance required on the APBA insurance application.   

3.  The investigation revealed the following:

a) By not maintaining two-way radio communications  violated Rule 
47.12 of the 2015 APBA Rules for Inboard Racing.  It is recommended that the 
APBA seek the appropriate penalty allotted within the APBA Rules for Inboard 
Racing for a violation of a safety and/or class rule.

b) By not presenting four written qualified GNH driver’s signatures, a brief summary of 
previous experience, a copy of his current physical and his APBA membership 
number to the Referee prior to commencement of the race,   violated 
Rule 47.12 of the 2015 APBA Rules for Inboard Racing. It is recommended that the 
APBA seek the appropriate penalty allotted within the APBA Rules for Inboard 
Racing for a violation of a safety and/or class rule.

c) By approving   to operate the GNH-12 as a new Grand National 
Hydroplane driver applicant in a competitive race without verifying that  
possessed four written qualified GNH driver’s signatures, a brief summary of 
previous experience, a copy of his current physical and his APBA membership 
number to the Referee prior to commencement of the race, Referee   
violated Rule 6.3.5 of the 2015 APBA Rules for Inboard Racing.  It is recommended 
that the APBA seek the appropriate penalty allotted within the APBA Rules for 
Inboard Racing for a violation of a safety and/or class rule.

d) No acts of misconduct, incompetence, negligence, or willful violation of law under 46 
Code of Federal Regulations Part 5 were committed by any individual licensed, 
certificated, or documented that contributed to the cause of the incident;

e) No acts of misconduct, incompetence, negligence, or willful violation of law 
committed by any Coast Guard personnel, including an officer, employee, contributed 
to the cause of the incident;

f) No evidence that a criminal act under the laws of the United States has been 
committed.
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8. Safety Recommendations

a. It is recommended that the Commandant consider the lessons learned from this
investigation and provide additional guidance on the Marine Event permitting process for
power boat races throughout the Coast Guard.  This will help ensure consistency of the 
Marine Event permitting process for power boat races throughout the Coast Guard.

b. It is recommended that the Commandant develop a method that better ensures each 
COTP reviewing Marine Event permit applications for power boat races occurring in 
their respective COTP zones are aware of the criticality in ensuring that the section of 
chart and/or scale drawing of the race course required by 33 CFR 100.15(d) (9) 
accurately depicts the inside and outside course markers, proposed spectator fleet area(s)
if applicable, buffer zone(s), and the race area from the sponsor prior to the approval of 
the Marine Event application.

c. It is recommended that the Commandant develop a method that better ensures that 
COTP’s throughout the Coast Guard and their respective designated PATCOM and/or 
PATCOM’s representative verify with the power boat race event sponsor the overall 
course layout paying particular attention to the location of the outside course markers, 
spectator areas, and safe spectator fleet distances and compare the course layout with the 
chart and scale drawing of the course layout provided with the Marine Event application
and the approved Marine Event Permit (CG-4424).

d. It is recommended that the Commandant ensure that each COTP reviewing Marine Event 
permit applications for power boat races occurring within their respective COTP zone 
that if the sponsors of power boat races indicate that the spectators will be swimming, 
rafting, or otherwise entering the water, the COTP request that the sponsor submit a
safety plan that addresses how the sponsor intends on managing spectators swimming, 
rafting, or otherwise entering the water particularly, when hydroplane boats are on the 
race course or operating during the event.

e. While not determined a causal factor in the incident, it was revealed during the course of 
the investigation that COMDTINST M16751.3 “Permitting of Regatta and Marine 
Parades” Chapter 7 allowed the COTP to designate a PATCOM as long as the individual
was a commissioned, warrant or petty officer.  At USCG Sector Maryland-NCR, this 
PATCOM designation was assigned to a USCG Station OINC; however, the USCG 
Station OINC was often not on-scene and was being represented on-scene by USCG 
Station personnel and/or USCG Auxiliary who may not be as familiar with the PATCOM 
designation requirements and/or authorities.  It is recommended that Sector Maryland-
NCR establish a mechanism that ensures that personnel representing the PATCOM are 
familiar with the PATCOM designation requirements and authorities.

f. It is recommended Sector Maryland-NCR ensure that a pre-event meeting between all 
parties responsible for the safety of the event is considered for all future power boat race 
Marine Events that occur within the COTP Maryland-NCR Zone, and that the Pre-Event 



Subj: THUNDER ON THE NARROWS ALLISION WITH                         16732
MULTIPLE INJURIES AND LOSS OF LIFE ON JUNE 28, 2015      30 Aug 2016

69

Checklist included in COMDTINST M16751.3 “Permitting of Regatta and Marine 
Parades” Enclosure 9 or local equivalent is suggested to be completed by the PATCOM
prior to the start of the Marine Event.

g. It is recommended that Sector Maryland-NCR require that the sponsor submit a copy of 
the completed APBA Regatta Insurance Application and APBA approval of the 
application for all future APBA sanctioned power boat races occurring within the COTP 
Maryland-NCR zone with the Marine Event application to ensure that event is sanctioned 
by the APBA and that safe spectator fleet distances are established.

h. It is recommended that the APBA consider requiring that sponsors holding APBA 
sanctioned power boat races use distinguishing marking devices to delineate between the
outside course markers and any spectator fleet areas if established. This will enable the 
sponsor and the USCG PATCOM and/or patrol to more easily identify any race event 
layout requirements and additionally verify that it’s in compliance with the chart and/or
scale drawing of the course layout provided with the Marine Event application and the 
approved Marine Event Permit (CG-4424).

i. The APBA should consider revising Rule 11 “Driver Qualifications” of the 2015 APBA 
Rules for Inboard Racing to require that “Unqualified Rookies” and/or “New Drivers” 
obtain more experience, training and familiarity with the hydroplane class they are 
attempting to qualify for prior to competing or qualifying with other qualified drivers 
involved in an actual competition.

j. It is recommended that APBA develop separate training and qualification requirements 
for first time fully enclosed cockpit drivers to ensure safe operation on a race course prior 
to allowing participation in competitive events. While the APBA has required capsule 
training, it concentrates on driver extraction and use of self contained breathing air 
systems. A requirement to include a driver’s test for new fully enclosed cockpit drivers 
would aid in providing driver familiarity and proficiency level prior to competing or 
qualifying in an actual competition.

k. The APBA should develop a means to determine that two-way continuous 
communication required by certain hydroplane classes in the 2015 APBA Rules for 
Inboard Racing is equipped, operational and being utilized prior to the commencement of 
any competitive race, or “milling period” by qualified drivers, and qualified and 
unqualified rookies.

l. It is recommended that the APBA require that all qualified drivers and qualified and 
unqualified rookie Inboard hydroplane drivers that require two-way continuous 
communications have a “spotter” assigned to observe and relay their location on the race 
course to them along with the location of the other competing drivers during competitive 
events to include the five minute “milling” period.
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m. It is recommended that the APBA revise the APBA Regatta Insurance application part VI 
“Underwriting Information”, line A-4, that asks: “Are spectators permitted access to the 
water for wading or swimming?” to include rafting or otherwise entering the water.

n. It is recommended that the APBA develop recurring familiarization training for Referees 
in the Inboard category of power boat racing to ensure that all Referees maintain 
adequate knowledge of the APBA Inboard Rules, General Safety Rules, and specific
class rules and are additionally aware of recent changes or updates to these rules.

o. It is recommended that sponsor’s of power boat racing events occurring within the COTP 
Baltimore zone conduct a survey of their respective course location to ensure that the 
location of the outside course markers and recommended minimum safe spectator 
distance is maintained throughout the proposed spectator fleet locations.  The results of 
the surveys should be submitted to the APBA and USCG Sector Maryland-NCR prior to 
their next planned power boat racing event.

9. Administrative Recommendations

a. It is recommended that the Commandant provide a copy of this report to the following 
entities upon closure:

a. American Power Boating Association;
b. Kent Narrows Racing Association;
c. Maryland Natural Resource Police;
d. State of Maryland Boating Law Administrator;
e. The National Transportation Safety Board
f. Queen Anne’s Country Department of Health
g. United States Coast Guard Auxiliary

b. It is recommended that the casualty investigation be closed. 
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