
Burgee Size and Flying Instructions 

By James Hollis, CD, Rear-Commodore 

 

The Club offers two sizes of burgees for any current member to fly on a vessel that they are 

commanding.  The use of a burgee is commonly requested by other yacht clubs that are being 

visited and both having the “correct” size and flying it properly will engender respect from the 

yachting community. 

Which size to use? 

The Club holds inventory of 12” X 18” (small) and 16” X 24” (large) 

From the US Power Squadron, note the following table: 

Typical Burgee 

Sizes* 

 

Power 

Boat Length   

Sail Boat 

Mast Height  
    6" x 9" 

10" x 15" 

12" x 18" 

14" x 21" 

16" x 24" 

18" x 27" 

20" x 30"  

        <9' 

10' - 24' 

25' - 28' 

29' - 33' 

34' - 38' 

39' - 43' 

44' - 48'  

     < 18' 

19' - 30' 

31' - 36' 

37' - 42' 

43' - 48' 

49' - 54' 

55' - 60' 

Sailboat mast height is measured from the waterline to the top of the mast for this table 

According to the above table, the small burgee would be appropriate for our smallest keelboat 

(Against the Wind – 27’ Aloha), while the larger one would be a more appropriate choice for 

Peter Duck (35’ Mirage). 

The UK’s Royal Yachting Association has a simpler roster: 

“Burgees of 15” fly (horizontal measurement) would look appropriate on vessels up-to 34’. This 

increases to 18" for up to 42ft, 24" for up to 50ft and 30" up to 60 ft”. 

According to the UK RYA guidelines, the small burgee that the Club supplies would suffice for 

any of our fleet. 

The size of the burgee is dependent-on from where it is flown.  From the article (below), the 

preferred position is from the masthead (which is why the size is correlated to how high the 

 



masthead is above the waterline).  None of the Club keelboats have a halyard system or any kind 

of flagstaff for burgees at the top of their masts, so one of the customary lower-height positions 

must be used.  One thing that members must never do is fly the burgee from the stern: that 

position of honour is reserved for the national ensign (and no other) of the country of boat 

registry. 

Ultimately, the size you select will be your choice, and how you wish to fly the burgee! 

Flying the Burgee 

There is considerable tradition involved in flag etiquette that directs where on a vessel the burgee 

should be flown.  The following article, courtesy of Canadian Yachting provides guidance 

(Internet link to the original article is at the end): 

A number of weeks ago I received an e-

mail from a Canadian who owned and 

operated a recreational boat in the U.S. 

The boat, for the most part, stayed in U.S. 

waters and was licensed in a U.S. State. 

The owner wanted to know where he 

could fly a Canadian flag to indicate his 

citizenship. 

The simple answer was that he could not, 

if he was operating in U.S. waters. The 

National flag indicates the Country of 

registry, or where the boat is licensed, in 

this case the U.S. A courtesy flag indicates 

where the vessel is being operated, for the 

most part, also the U.S. These flags do not 

indicate the citizenship of the owner/operator. 

However, I did advise that when a foreign guest is aboard, you can display the guest’s country 

flag from the bow staff, or port spreader halyard. 

Flags and pennants tell a story to those who observe them, so a code of conduct or etiquette has 

been developed over the years to determine how flags and pennants should be properly flown. 

This code was originally developed for large commercial or naval vessels, but has been modified 

and is flexible enough to accommodate the construction and configuration of most modern 

pleasure craft. 

 

 

 



Here are a few key points to remember and follow. 

Order of Importance, sometimes referred to as the “Points of Honour”: 

1. the gaff, if the vessel is equipped with one 

2. the flagstaff at the stern 

3. the bow staff 

4. the starboard halyard just below the spreader 

5. the mast head 

6. the port halyard just below the spreader 

 

When locating the points of honour on your boat you must remember that the flag of highest 

importance does not always go to the highest point of honour. It can only be flown at the highest 

point of honour that it is entitled to. 

The highest point of honour is always reserved for the national flag. If the national flag is not 

flown, its point of honour or position should remain vacant. A club burgee, for example, cannot 

replace it. That burgee must remain at its point of honour. 

Various flags and Normal Points of Honour 

The Canadian Flag should be flown from 0800 until sunset, or at all times when the vessel is 

underway, weather and rig permitting. The Canadian flag should be lowered if you leave the 

vessel when you are in port and will not return until after sunset. 

If your boat has a gaff, it should be flown from the peak. If not, it should be flown from the 

flagstaff at the stern of the vessel. Normally this flagstaff is located at the center of the stern, but 

if rigging or an outboard motor do not permit this then the flagstaff should be located to 

starboard of the centerline. If the vessel is used for fishing, a flag staff located at the stern may 

interfere with the fishing gear. In this case the Canadian flag may be flown from a staff located 

amidships on the aft part of the cabin roof. 

For sailboats, use a stern flagstaff if it does not obstruct the movement of the boom. You can fly 

the Canadian flag high up on the back stay of Marconi-rigged boats, but no higher than 2/3rds of 

the way up. On gaff-rigged sailboats, the Canadian flag should be flown at the peak of the aft 

gaff. 

National Organizations like the Canadian Yachting Association (CYA) and Canadian Power & 

Sail Squadrons (CPS) have flags or burgees that indicate active membership. They should only 

be flown if the skipper is a paid-up member in good standing. The preferred location is the 

starboard spreader halyard. For vessels without this the bow staff should be used. 



Next in order of importance will be yacht club and squadron pennants. These should be flown 

from the top of the main mast, or the bow staff if there is no mast. No more than one of these 

should be flown at a time. 

Association burgees like those from antique boat associations, or cruising clubs should be flown 

from the spreader halyards with the more important on the starboard side and the one of lesser 

importance on the port side. Only one should be flown from each halyard and if you have more 

than one halyard on each spreader, the flag of more importance goes on the outer halyard. 

It is clear that sailing vessels, or powered vessels with a flag staff have the ability to fly more 

flags, pennants or burgees at any one time. Vessels with only a single stern flag staff and a bow 

flag staff should only fly the national flag from the stern and the most important flag pennant, or 

burgee from the bow. If you are boating in the waters of another country you may fly the 

national flag of that country as a courtesy. Vessels without a mast should fly the courtesy flag 

from the bow staff replacing any other flag, pennant or burgee. With a mast, the courtesy flag 

should be flown from the outer starboard spreader halyard and the flag it replaces should be 

moved to the inboard spreader halyard or to the port side if there are only single spreader 

halyards. The courtesy flag must be smaller than the vessel’s national flag and it must come 

down when the national flag does. It must not be flown when the vessel returns to its own 

country. 

On special occasions like Canada Day, or club sail pasts the ship may be “dressed” with a set of 

International Code Signal Flags that contains 40 alpha flags and numeric pennants. The set 

should be flown in a string from the bow to the mast head(s) and then down to the stern. No 

message needs to be spelled out and a suggested pattern would be to have two alpha flags 

followed by a numeric pennant, then two more alpha flags, another numeric pennant and so on. 

If you are in distress and need assistance, then a Distress flag should be flown from the highest 

point or laid flat on the deck, so it could be seen from the air. The international distress flag or 

cloth is an orange rectangle with a solid black square and a solid black ball on it. 

Much of this information was taken from the Canadian Power & Sail Squadron’s first edition of 

How to Fly Flags, 2005. If you want to get a complete copy that is far more extensive go 

to www.cps-ecp.ca for contact information. 

By John Gullick 

Flag Etiquette: Flying Flags and Pennants Properly (canadianyachting.ca) 

 

 

http://www.cps-ecp.ca/
https://www.canadianyachting.ca/diy/seamanship/1311-flag-etiquette-flying-flags-and-pennants-properly

