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Tim Thomas asks whether client demand for ever-smaller 
draughts, and its resulting impact on sailing yacht design, is 
really necessary in practice … 

“So often, we see large sailboats 
being restricted in the design or 

pre-construction phase with very strong 
demands for shallow draught,” says Mike 
Koppstein, a former captain now working 
as the US representative for Dutch yard 
Royal Huisman. “Of course, in some 
respects, that’s solved by centreboards, 
daggerboards and other underwater 
appendages that move up and down, but 
they are not the most ideal scenario. To 
perform, a bigger boat needs draught but 
owners get fi xed on shallower draught.”

It raises an interesting question: are 
large yachts restricted in where they can 
sail, anchor or berth through draught, 
or does their overall length inherently 
mean they will be in deeper water, 
thus negating the need for such shoal 
draught demands? “I sailed around 
the world for four years,” Koppstein 
explains, “and I’ve been to lots of 

different places. I don’t recall where 
draught restricted me as much as the 
position in which I either docked or 
anchored. Inherently, when I docked, 
the length of the boat put me in deeper 
water on the dock, and when I anchored 
I was looking for swinging room so that 
also put me in deeper water. I just don’t 
know if we’re suffering the syndrome of 
the cat chasing its tail.”

The answer to the question is hard to 
quantify. According to the Superyacht 
Intelligence Agency, a total of 59 sailing 
yachts have been delivered that measure 
55m LOA or above. Of these, nine 
yachts have draughts of less than 3.95m, 
ranging from the 2.2m draught of Pilar 
Rossi – a 64.3m trimaran – to the 3.75m 
of the 1905 classic Atlantis. The popular 
Perini Navi 56m series offers a minimum 
draught of 3.95m, with the rest of the list 
ranging upwards from there.
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For Rob Doyle, whose work as lead 
naval architect for Ron Holland and 
whose subsequent work as Rob Doyle 
Design has included some of the largest 
and most iconic sailing yachts, including 
Mirabella V, the issue of draught is 
dictated purely by practicality. “Once you 
get over four metres,” he begins, “you 
can rule out most of the east coast of the 
US and lots of the Caribbean and other 
popular areas. It can kill your cruising 
ability, and that not only affects your 
current usage but can also impact on 
future-proofing for charter and resale.”

How does this relate to available water? 
A look at some of the key superyacht ports 
around the world suggests that, in the 
vast majority of cases, it remains length 
of berth that dictates available draught, 
and with the longer length the draught 
is inherently more. In the key western 
Mediterranean hotspots, the shallowest 
depth registers on the quay berths in the 
port of St Tropez, where the maximum 

draught is four metres, while in Antibes, 
larger yachts cannot use berthing in 
the inner harbour and will therefore 
benefit from the seven-metre draught on 
International Yacht Club d’Antibes (IYCA) 
moorings. The same is true of other 
Mediterranean hotspots – Portofino can 
just about take a 55m yacht, but the berths 
offer 4.5m depth. In Sardinia, Porto Cervo 
is the shallowest of the main marinas 
on the Costa Smeralda with a depth 
of five metres, while draught is not an 
issue in new developments such as Porto 
Montenegro, where 12.2m is on offer.

In the Caribbean, St Maarten, Antigua 
and other key superyacht ports offer 
good depth, while even in the usual 
shoal-draught crunch areas such as 
the Bahamas more than four metres is 
common, although Atlantis is limited to 
3.9m. It’s a similar story with the east coast 
US harbours – Miami offers four to five 
metres for the bigger berths, although 
Nantucket bottoms out at four metres.

“I’ve been to lots of 
different places. I don’t 

recall where draught 
restricted me as much 

as the position in 
which I either docked 

or anchored.” 
– Mike Koppstein,  

former captain
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It would suggest that setting the 
draught too low at the design stage would 
indeed be an unnecessary complication, 
and judging by the typical harbours of 
potential cruising grounds around the 
world a benchmark of four metres or 
even 4.5m would be a sensible target. 
“There’s always going to be somewhere 
[where depth is less than you draw],” 
says Koppstein, “but it’s the formula 
of length to depth that interests me. If 
you take a chart or a marina and your 
length inherently says you have to go 
to particular ports or spots that means 
you are going to be in four metres of 
water or more anyway, so why not build 
the boat at four metres draught? It gets 
quite expensive when you start putting 
in underwater appendages that have to 
move, and you’re adding a lot of cost, 
technical complexity and maintenance.”

The obvious solution to complicated 
lifting systems would be to opt for a fi xed 
keel, which would then negate the need 
for moving parts and which would also 
free up considerable internal space with 
the removal of systems and without the 
need for a keel box. But creating the 
sort of fi xed keel that very large sailing 
yachts would require would mean pushing 
draught way beyond current minimums, 
which then would affect to a much greater 
extent accessibility and cruising potential. 
So the question then becomes whether 
designing a minimum draught to, say, 
4.5m instead of 3.7m makes much of a 
difference.

According to Doyle, a change of a 
half metre or so in minimum draught 
does little to affect the overall stability 
package or complexity of systems, as 
the maximum draught requirement 
– frequently between eight metres 
and 12m for a 60m-plus sailing yacht – 
automatically means a large centreboard 
or complicated lifting keel mechanism. 

Once you get over a certain size 
of yacht the impact of draught is 

reduced and, in fact, it is form stability 
– usually achieved through beam – 
that becomes the deciding factor.

Sample draughts on berths of 55m+
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  1  PORTLAND, MAINE – 8M

  2  BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS – 10M

  3  NANTUCKET BOAT BASIN, MASSACHUSETTS – 4M

  4  WEST PALM BEACH, FLORIDA – 5.2M

  5  BAHIA MAR FORT LAUDERDALE, FLORIDA – 4M

  6  ISLAND GARDENS DEEP HARBOUR, 
      MIAMI, FLORIDA – 5.5M

  7  ALBANY MARINA, BAHAMAS – 4.8M

  8  EMERALD BAY, BAHAMAS – 4.2M

  9  ATLANTIS, BAHAMAS – 3.9M

10  FALMOUTH HARBOUR, 
      ANTIGUA – 6.1M

11  GUSTAVIA, ST BARTHS – 4.6M

12  SIMPSON BAY, ST MAARTEN – 5.5M

13  TOWN QUAY, ST TROPEZ – 4M

14  CANNES – 5M

15  GOLFE JUAN – 5M

16  ANTIBES – 7M

17  PORTOFINO – 4.5M

18  PORTO CERVO – 5M

19  PORTO MONTENEGRO – 12.2M
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What’s more, once you get over a 
certain size of yacht the impact of 
draught is reduced and, in fact, it 
is form stability – usually achieved 
through beam – that becomes the 
deciding factor. “You just can’t 
put enough lead down there to 
counter the lever of the big rigs,” he 
explains, “so designers are almost 
fighting a losing battle. But it comes 
down to the fact that cruising ability 
is key, and even if an owner wants to 
go racing, 95 per cent of the time 
the yacht will be in cruising mode.”

For Doyle, there’s a far more 
fundamental issue at stake when it 
comes to large sailing yacht design. 
“We’re suffering from large-angle 
stability – meeting the MCA’s 
90-degree stability rule, for example 
– and that creates problems,” he 
states. “With Mirabella V under her 
original rig, we had 150 tons of lead 
10 metres down, and she still barely 
met the 90-degree rule. Even after 
the refit and with her new carbon 

rigging, although we were able to 
lose 50 tons out of the keel it’s still 
10 metres down.” Carbon is helping 
a lot by keeping excessive weight 
out of the very largest rigs. Even 
so carbon tech has only increased 
the tallest rig heights on sloops by 
two metres  since Mirabella was first 
launched with her 88m mast.

Moreover, Doyle believes that 
the MCA is a good 10 years behind 
the designs current technology 
facilitates and that in fact the 
90-degree stability requirement 
is somewhat redundant for large 
sailing yachts. “Our big rigs are 
designed such that the systems will 
ease sheets automatically at around 
27.5 degrees of heel,” he explains. 
“The rigs will break at 30 degrees 
of heel, so even in the case of a 
knockdown, the rig will be gone 
long before the yacht reaches the 
90 degrees required for stability 
criteria, and with the rig gone that 
huge lever arm will also be gone. 

“Once you get over four 
metres [draught] you 

can rule out most of the 
east coast of the US and 
lots of the Caribbean. 

It can kill your cruising 
ability, and that not 

only affects your 
current usage but can 
also impact on future-
proofing for charter 

and resale.”
– Rob Doyle, yacht designer

GUSTAVIA 
PHOTO: TIM THOMAS
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The MCA just doesn’t seem to care how big rigs are 
calculated and that needs to change. If you want 
your boat future-proofed and MCA compliant for 
charter, these are things that you have to consider.”

There is another important aspect that both 
Koppstein and Doyle identify when it comes to 
draught – the human element. For Koppstein, 
having shoal draught means that the temptation to 
get closer in can put yachts at risk. He cites the case 
of Mirabella V, which dragged her anchor on a lee 
shore off Beaulieu Sur Mer in 2004 and ended up 
with the keel wedged in a horseshoe of rock. “She 
compromised her safety,” he offers, “because she 
could retract her keel to put her in a situation where 
such a big boat shouldn’t have been.”

For Doyle, this aspect rings true – it’s about the 
temptation to get close, and the captain taking 
responsibility to ensure the yacht is not put in 
potentially dangerous positions. “It’s really very 
simple,” he says. “If you want to pass the rules, don’t 
touch the bottom. Most keel systems will have fuse 
bolts or crumple zones in the mechanism, but an 
impact of just 0.3G – that’s equivalent to just kissing 
the bottom – can mean fuse bolts failing and you 
have to get the yacht hauled. In that respect, it’s 
always down to the captain.”

As the trend for large sailing yachts continues, 
and with owners more and more keeping an eye 
on performance for regatta purposes, the issue of 
keels and the impact on draught will continue to be 
an important discussion point at the design phase. 
However, one thing is clear – while length itself can 
mean you will always find yourself in deeper water 
(literally, not figuratively), a minimum draught of 
four metres to 4.5m seems like a good compromise 
to ensure a degree of mitigated complication of 
lifting mechanisms while still allowing access to the 
majority of superyacht destinations.   

TO COMMENT ON THIS ARTICLE, 
EMAIL: ISSUE170@SUPERYACHTREPORT.COM 
WITH SUBJECT: HOW DEEP IS YOUR BERTH?
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The Captains’ Guide 
to Marinas
Welcome to our The Captains’ Guide to Marinas. Over the next 18 pages 
you will be introduced to 18 of the world’s leading superyacht marinas to 
assist you in both your cruising decisions and your home port berthing 
options. Each of these leading marina profi les will include berthing 
dimensions, draft, technical services, local amenities, geographical 
location and contact details to ensure you are well equipped to make 
the best decision when planning upcoming voyages or investing in the 
purchase of a berth. Here is a list of the participating marinas.
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Local Points of Interest:

www.portomontenegro.com

Obala bb
85320 Tivat
Montenegro

+382 (0)32 661 059

info@portomontenegro.com

Porto Montenegro

Porto 
Montenegro

Located in UNESCO-protected Boka Bay, Porto 
Montenegro combines a spectacular destination 
with a world-class marina and services.
The superyacht marina is complemented by 
spacious waterside residences, signature 
restaurants, lively bars and a wide range of 
sports, leisure and cultural activities.
Porto Montenegro offers marina guests and 
crew a full homeport solution amidst one of 
the world’s most spectacular cruising grounds. 
The marina’s extensive range of services and 
amenities have been awarded the fi ve Gold 
Anchor Award  by The Yacht Harbour Association 
and is proud to be UNI EN ISO 14001 and ISO 
9001:2008 certifi ed in environmental protection 
and quality management.

Did You Know?
Porto Montenegro is home to the world’s 
biggest berth at 250m long, and once the 

Double Century at 220m LOA is completed, 
this marina will be ready for her.

30-45 METRES:
Number of slips available: 76

45 METRES +:
Number of slips available: 55

Max draught at mean low tide: 12m 
Max length: 250m

•  Short- and long-term berthing options

•  Fuel dock with tax and duty-free fuel
      (including jet ski pontoon)

•  Free 24-hour yacht assistance

•  Onsite customs and immigration

•  Chandlery and local repair /
      maintenance facilities

•  On-site provisioning and bonded warehouse

Technical Services:

Berthing Details:

 Our Lady of 
The Rocks

UNESCO Heritage site Kotor

•  UNESCO Heritage site Kotor, the number one 
city to visit in 2016 according to Lonely Planet.

•  Our Lady of The Rocks, an impressive little 
island in Boka Bay.

•  Perast.


