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POINTS TO REMEMBER 
ABOUT THE IALA 
BU0YAGE SYSTEM 

 
LATERAL MARKS – indicate PORT and 
STARBOARD sides of channels  
 
Port buoys – red can, red light  
 

 
Starboard buoys – green cone, green light  
 

 
 
 

These are the only marks to use red and green. 
The lights can use any rhythm.  
 
When entering harbours or travelling upstream in 
a river, leave port hand marks on your port side 
and starboard hand marks on your starboard 
side.  
 
When leaving harbours or travelling downstream, 
leave port hand marks on your starboard side and 
starboard hand marks on your port side. 
 
One way to remember this is the saying, “there’s 
some red, port, left in the bottle” when travelling 
upstream. 
 
Lateral marks are not always placed in pairs 
where you can simply pass between them. When 
you see just one, you will need to recall the 
upstream-downstream – coming in from or going 
out from sea principle.  
 
CARDINAL MARKS Are coloured in yellow and 
black horizontal bands in various combinations, 
always with double cone top marks.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
North Cardinal – points up – black band up.  
South Cardinal – points down – black band down. 
West Cardinal – points to the middle - black in 
the middle.  
East Cardinal – points up and down – black up 

and down (yellow in the middle like egg yolk). The 

deposition of the top marks for North and South 

are obvious. For West, look for the “W”. Cardinal 

lights are always white and quick flashing.  
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To remember the light sequence, think 

of the clock face  

¶ Continuous flashing = North (12 o’clock)  

¶ 3 flashes = East (3 o’clock) 

¶  6 flashes = South (6 o’clock) 

¶ 9 flashes = West (9 o’clock)  

The long extra flash for South and the continuous 

flash for North are to avoid confusion if you lose 

track with your counting. 

ISOLATED DANGER MARKS – coloured red and 

black, these marks belong to the Cardinal family 

and have a double topmark (2 balls/sphere 

shapes).  

It’s best to pass well clear of this mark as you can.  

If lit, it will have a white light, flashing in groups 

of two.  

 

 

SAFE WATER MARKS – belong to the Lateral 

family. If a topmark is carried it is a single red 

sphere. Lights are white with a slow rhythm 

exhibiting either one long flash every 10 seconds.   

 

 

SPECIAL MARKS – 

are used for marking 

areas not for 

navigation, they are  

yellow, with a cross 

as a topmark and lit 

with a yellow light  

(flashing 2). They 

may also be lettered 

to indicate their 

purpose 

 

 


