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Dangerous Vessels Act 1985
1985 CHAPTER 22

An Act to empower harbour masters to give directions to prohibit vessels from entering
the areas of jurisdiction of their respective harbour authorities or to require the removal
of vessels from those areas where those vessels present a grave and imminent danger
to the safety of any person or property, or risk of obstruction to navigation; to enable
the Secretary of State to give further directions countermanding those first-mentioned
directions; and for connected purposes. [23rd May 1985]

Be it enacted by the Queen’s most Excellent Majesty, by and with the advice and consent of the
Lords Spiritual and Temporal, and Commons, in this present Parliament assembled, and by the
authority of the same, as follows:—

1 Directions by harbour master concerning dangerous vessels etc.

(1) Subject to section 3 below and without prejudice to any other power already conferred
upon him, a harbour master may give directions prohibiting the entry into, or requiring
the removal from, the harbour for which he is harbour master of any vessel if in his
opinion the condition of that vessel or the nature or condition of anything it contains
is such that its presence in the harbour might involve—

(a) grave and imminent danger to the safety of any person or property; or
(b) grave and imminent risk that the vessel may, by sinking or foundering in the

harbour, prevent or seriously prejudice the use of the harbour by other vessels.

(2) The directions referred to in subsection (1) above may be given as respects the vessel
in question—

(a) to the owner of the vessel, or to any person in possession of the vessel;
(b) to the master of the vessel; or
(c) to any salvor in possession of the vessel, or to any person who is the servant

or agent of any salvor in possession of the vessel, and who is in charge of the
salvage operation;

and in paragraph (b) of this subsection, “master” means the person having command or
charge of the vessel, but does not include a pilot (that is to say, a person not belonging
to the vessel who has the conduct of it).
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(3) In determining whether to give any directions under subsection (1) above in any
particular case, a harbour master shall have regard to all the circumstances of that case
and, in particular, he shall have regard to the safety of any person or vessel (whether
that person or vessel is in or outside the harbour and including the vessel in question
in that case).

(4) Directions may be given under subsection (1) above in any such reasonable manner
as the harbour master may think fit.

(5) At the time any directions under subsection (1) above are given to any person, the
harbour master giving the directions shall inform that person of the grounds for giving
them.

2 Application of Merchant Shipping (Liability of Shipowners and Others) Act
1900.

Where—
(a) a harbour authority is liable for any loss or damage occurring outside the

harbour of that authority in consequence of directions given by a harbour
master in purported exercise of his powers under section 1 above; and

(b) the provisions of the [F1section 191 of the M1Merchant Shipping Act
1995 (which limits the liability of harbour, conservancy, dock and canal
authorities)] would apply so as to limit that liability if the loss or damage in
question had occurred in that harbour;

then, for the purposes of that Act, that loss or damage shall be deemed to have occurred
in that harbour.

Textual Amendments
F1 Words in s.2(b) substituted (1.1.1996) by 1995 c.21, ss.314(2), 316(2), SCh.13 para.74 (with s.312(1))

Marginal Citations
M1 1995 c.21

3 Further directions by Secretary of State.

(1) Where a harbour master has given directions under section 1 above as respects any
vessel, the Secretary of State may, for the purpose of securing the safety of any person
or vessel (including the vessel to which those directions relate), give directions under
this section to that harbour master requiring him—

(a) to permit the vessel to which the directions given under section 1 relate to enter
and remain, or (as the case may be) to remain, in the harbour in question; and

(b) to take such action (if any) as may be specified in the directions given
under this section, for the purpose of enabling the vessel to do so or for any
connected purpose;

and the directions under section 1 shall thereupon cease to have effect.

(2) A harbour master to whom any directions are given under this section shall give
notice of those directions as respects the vessel in question to the person to whom
the directions under section 1 were given or failing that, to any of the other persons

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/id/ukpga/1995/21
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/id/ukpga/1995/21/section/314/2
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mentioned in section 1(2) above, in any such reasonable manner as the harbour master
may think fit; and it shall be the duty—

(a) of the harbour master to take any action in relation to that vessel specified in
those directions; and

(b) of the harbour master and the harbour authority to take all such further action
as may be reasonably necessary to enable that vessel to enter and remain, or
to remain, in the habour.

F24 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Textual Amendments
F2 S.4 repealed (1.1.1996) by 1995 c.21, ss.314(1), 316(2), Sch.12 (with ss.312(1), 314(1), Sch.14 para.

1)

5 Offences.

(1) A person who without reasonable excuse contravenes or fails to comply with any
directions given under section 1 above shall be guilty of an offence and shall be liable .

(2) It shall be a defence for a person charged under this section to show that he took all
reasonable precautions and exercised all due diligence to avoid the commission of the
offence.

Textual Amendments
F3 Words in s. 5(1) substituted (E.W.) (12.3.2015) by The Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of

Offenders Act 2012 (Fines on Summary Conviction) Regulations 2015 (S.I. 2015/664), reg. 1(1), Sch.
4 para. 15 (with reg. 5(1))

6 Saving for certain vessels.

No directions under section 1 of this Act shall apply in relation to—
(a) any vessel belonging to Her Majesty, or employed in the service of the Crown

for any purpose, including any such vessel in the possession of a salvor; or
(b) any vessel which is a pleasure boat of 24 metres or less in length.

[F46A Saving for safety directions

Directions under section 1 of this Act shall have no effect in so far as they—
(a) are inconsistent with the exercise by or on behalf of the Secretary of State of a

power under Schedule 3A to the Merchant Shipping Act 1995 (c. 21) (safety
directions),

(b) would interfere with a person’s compliance with a direction under that
Schedule, or

(c) would interfere with action taken by virtue of that Schedule.]
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Textual Amendments
F4 S. 6A inserted (10.9.2003) by Marine Safety Act 2003 (c. 16), s. 4, Sch. 2 para. 1

7 Interpretation.

In this Act—
“harbour” and “harbour authority” have the respective meanings given to

them by section 57 of the M2Harbours Act 1964;
“harbour master” includes any dock master or pier master who is not a

subordinate of a harbour master and any deputy or assistant of a harbour master
or of such a dock master or pier master;

“vessel” includes—
(a) a ship or boat, or any other description of craft used in navigation;
(b) a rig, raft or floating platform, or any other moveable thing constructed or

adapted for floating on, or partial or total submersion in, water; and
(c) a seaplane, a hovercraft within the meaning of the M3Hovercraft Act 1968 or

any other amphibious vehicle.

Marginal Citations
M2 1964 c. 40.
M3 1968 c. 59.

8 Short title, commencement and extent.

(1) This Act may be cited as the Dangerous Vessels Act 1985.

(2) This Act shall come into force at the end of the period of two months beginning with
the day on which it is passed.

(3) This Act does not extend to Northern Ireland.

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/id/ukpga/1985/22/section/6A
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/id/ukpga/2003/16
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/id/ukpga/2003/16/section/4
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/id/ukpga/2003/16/schedule/2/paragraph/1
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/id/ukpga/1964/40
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/id/ukpga/1968/59


Dangerous Vessels Act 1985 (c. 22)
Document Generated: 2023-04-28

5

Changes to legislation: 
There are currently no known outstanding effects for the Dangerous Vessels Act 1985.


