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Channel and
Facility Guidelines
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Handling Guidelines for Vessel Movement

Tampa Bay Main Channel

Draft of 38’-03” plus tide at any time, to a maximum of 40’-
03”.

• Drafts of over 38’-03” feet must be started in at least 
4 hours before appropriate tide window.

• Maximum draft vessels should transit with less than 
6 foot seas.  If seas are greater than 6 feet, apply 
formula for increased draft due to heel or proceed at 
appropriate reduced speed.

Sunshine Skyway Bridge

• Maximum allowable air draft for bridge transit is 180 
feet at zero tide.  Any air draft exceeding 180 feet 
must have appropriate tide window and approval 
from pilots.

Southwest Channel

Maximum draft of 14 feet plus tide.
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Handling Guidelines for Vessel Movement

Port Manatee

Draft  and Current Restrictions

• Draft of 36’-08” plus tide to a maximum of 39’-08”.

To or From Sea

• Less than 30 foot draft; anytime.
• Draft from 30 to 35 feet; current 0.5 kt or less.
• Greater than 35 foot draft; slack water.

Shifts to or From the North:

• Less than 27 foot draft; anytime.
• Draft from 27 to 33 feet; current 0.3 kt or less.
• Greater than 33 foot draft; slack water.

Vessel Length Restrictions

• LOA from 700 to 799 feet; 0.5 kt of current or less.
• LOA 800 and greater; Slack Water for all drafts.
• Maximum LOA; 900 feet.

Vessel Movement Restrictions

• Maximum two vessel movements per slack water.
• Only one vessel with draft greater than 36 feet per 

slack water.
• LOA over 700’ and draft over 34’ requires 2 class A 

tugs for turnaround.
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Handling Guidelines for Vessel Movement

Old Port Tampa

Draft Restriction

• Maximum draft of 33’-00” plus tide to a maximum of 
35’00” due to G-Cut restriction.

• Maximum 2 moves per tide.

Current Restrictions

Outbound

• Draft of less than 25 feet, current less than 1 kt.
• Draft 25 feet or greater, head out, current less than 

0.5 kt.
• Draft of 25 feet or greater, head in, slack water.

Inbound

• Draft of less than 25 feet; current 1.0 kt or less.
• Tank vessel with draft less than 25 feet requires    

current less than 1.0 kt flood or 0.5 kt ebb.
• Draft of 25 feet or greater; slack water.  1 Class-A 

tug required.

Vessel Length Restrictions

• LOA of greatwer than 700’; current less than 0.5 kt. 
inbound or outbound.

• Maximum LOA of 750 feet.

Additional Restrictions

• One way traffic in G-Cut for drafts greater than 27 
feet.

• Maximum combined beam of 196 feet for meeting in 
Old Tampa Bay.

• No passing in Old Port Tampa.
1. A vessel moored at Tampa Bulk will shift as far 

to the East as neccessary so that a vessel ma-
neuvering to/from Motiva will have adequate 
clearance for assist tug use.

2. A vessels will not berth or unberth at Tampa 
Bulk with a vessel at Motiva.

3. With a vessel at Chevron, no vessels may pass 
in or out of Old Port Tampa.

• No split tides if winds are greater than 20 kts. as 
measured at Port Tampa PORTS.
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Handling Guidelines for Vessel Movement

Weedon Island

Draft Restrictions

•	 Channel decommissioned.  New surveys
required before any transits. 

Bayboro

Draft Restriction

• Maximum draft of 22 feet plus tide.

Point Pinellas Channel

Draft Restriction

• Maximum draft of 18’-08” feet plus tide.

Rattlesnake

Draft Restrictions

• Maximum draft of 12 feet plus tide.
• Maximum draft of 14 feet plus tide to Misener berth.

Big Bend

• Maximum Draft of 33’-06” plus tide in East/West 
Entrance Channel and Turning Basin.

• Maximum Draft of 32’-08” plus tide in North/South
• Channel.
• Maximum LOA 700’ in turning basin. 
• All vessels transiting the N/S channel with a beam of 

75’ or more and a draft of 28’ or more are restricted 
to daylight transit.

• All vessels transiting the E/W channel with a beam of 
greater than 106’ are restricted to daylight transit.
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Handling Guidelines for Vessel Movement

East Tampa

• Maximum draft of 31’-05” plus tide in entrance   
channel and turning basin.

• Maximum LOA of 675’.
• LOA of 650 or greater; daylight and high water slack 

only for turnarounds.
• Combination of LOA of phosphate vessel and beam

of sulphur vessel not to exceed 650 feet for phos-
phate vessel to sail.

Port Sutton Entrance Channel and Port Sutton to Berth 31

Maximum Draft 38’-03” plus tide.

Maximum draft of 40’-03” plus tide in Port Sutton Turning 
Basin.

Port Sutton

Maximum Draft of 34’-00” plus tide East of Berth #3.

Three vessel combined maximum beam of 212 feet for 
vessels transiting to or from Berths 21, 22, 23, 24, Kinder 
Morgan Waiting Berth and TPS Ammonia.

Gadsden Anchorage

Draft Restrictions

• Maximum draft of 27 feet.

Vessel Length Restriction

• Maximum LOA of 675 feet or up to 685 feet with           
1 stand-by tug.
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Handling Guidelines for Vessel Movement

East Bay Channel - Northeast Channel - East Bay Turning 
Basin to Berth #211

Maximum draft of 38’-03” feet plus tide.

East Bay - Upper Basin Channel

Maximum draft of 35’-06” plus tide to Berth #210.
Maximum draft of 34’-10” plus tide to Berth #209.
Maximum draft of 34’-00” plus tide to Berth #208.

East Bay - Upper Basin Channel North of Berth #208 and 
Upper Turning Basin

Maximum draft of 32’-07” plus tide.

East Bay Anchorage

Maximum draft 30’-00” plus tide.
Anchorage not for general purpose, contact Tampa Port 
Authority.

Hillsborough D Cut to Sta 60-00

Maximum draft of 38’-03” plus tide.

One way traffic for vessels with a draft greater than 36’-00”.

Hillsborough D Cut, Sparkman Channel and Ybor Channel

Maximum Draft of 35’-06”, any vessel with draft over 34’-06” 
must have at least 1’ positive tide.

Underkeel Clearance Allowances

10% clearance in main ship channels.
5% clearance in auxiliary channels.
6” underkeel clearance alongside Petroleum and Hazardous 
materials berth.
4”underkeel clearance alongside General & Bulk cargo 
berths.

Example
 40’   Minimum Survey Depth
- 04’  10% of Depth
= 36’  Max draft plus tide for transit
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Notes



62

Tampa Bay Navigational Guidelines
The Tampa Bay Harbor Safety Committee and the Coast Guard 
Captain of the Port recommend that the following guidelines 
regarding the movement of vessels in and out of port be adopted 
and practiced by pilots, masters, and persons in charge of ves-
sels.  Nothing in these guidelines shall supersede or alter any 
applicable laws or regulations. In construing and complying with 
these guidelines, regard shall be had to all dangers to naviga-
tion and collision and to any special circumstances, including the    
limitations of the vessel involved, which may make a departure 
from the guidelines necessary to avoid immediate danger.
A Ship draft of 38’-03” (11.66 M) is considered reasonable in 

and out of Tampa Bay at mean low water (MLW) and higher 
conditions of tide to a maximum of 40’-03” (12.27M).

B During periods of restricted visibility, vessels should not 
transit the bay unless two sets of channel buoys are visible 
ahead. Vessels should proceed at speeds that are considered 
safe for existing conditions.  Please note that the Tampa 
Bay Pilots Association utilize the following guideline: “During 
periods of restricted visibility (less than one nautical mile 
visibility on the intended route of transit) vessels should 
not commence an inbound transit (COLREGS Demarcation 
Line to Berth or safe alternative) or outbound transit (Berth 
to COLREGS Demarcation Line or safe alternative).  Ves-
sels should proceed at speeds which are considered safe for 
existing conditions.”

C Whenever possible, vessel movement arrangements should 
be made via landline through the local agents. If time is of 
the essence, arrangements may be made via radiotelephone.

D When arranging a movement between a vessel in port and a 
vessel which has not yet entered the port (at the sea buoy), 
a general rule of precedence is that under normal circum-
stances outbound vessels have priority with the following 
exceptions:
1. Within the port area, incoming and outgoing vessels 

restricted by tide should split time, with no more than 
two vessels trying to make the tide.

2. If a vessel having priority is unable to clear the berth 
or enter the port within 30 minutes of the time agreed 
upon, that vessel loses priority.

3. All meeting and passing situations should be made at 
the safest possible locations, with due regard to the 
size of the vessels, width of the channel, and existing 
conditions. Both vessels should adjust speed to ac-
complish this safely. Vessels least affected by existing 
conditions (current and wind) should give way to the 
other. Light draft vessels should give way to deep draft 
vessels if conditions permit.

4. When one vessel is underway inbound and the other 
vessel is safely moored at berth, the vessel at the berth 
should remain alongside if no safe passing area can be 
agreed upon.
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Draft recommendations for all of the commercial channels of 
Tampa Bay, Old Tampa Bay and Hillsborough Bay have been
established.  For maximum usage and the maintenance of 
reasonable safety standards, certain restrictions on movements 
are also recommended.  The following data represents the most 
recent review and analysis of the soundings of these channels.

If vessels are entering the port at maximum recommended draft, 
the following are ship-handling procedures that should be
adhered to for safely transiting these areas.

Egmont Channel

Maximum draft vessels shall transit in 4 to 6 foot seas or less.  If 
greater than 6-foot seas, apply formula for increased draft due to 
heavy sea conditions or proceed at appropriate reduced speed.

Vessels intending to transit Tampa Bay are subject to two general 
Constraints:

1. The navigability of the shipping channel in terms of depth 
and current restrictions.

2. The depth of water at the berthing facility.

The handling and draft constraints for the shipping channels and 
berths have been established by the Tampa Bay Pilots Associa-
tion and are disseminated through the Recommended Handling 
Guidelines. 

Drafts shown are mean lower low water (MLLW).  Users should 
apply tidal water level difference to figure shown.

PORTS will be used for determining tide height, current direction 
& velocity and wind direction and velocity.  The accurate
measurement of the physical conditions provided by PORTS
versus working with predicted conditions greatly enhances the 
safety of all critical movements throughout the port.

Tampa Bay Navigational Guidelines
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