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Executive summary
A yacht purchase is a system decision, not a beauty contest. The same vessel can be an excellent choice for 
sheltered family weekends and a poor choice for exposed passages, shallow archipelagos, high-latitude cruising 
or frequent long-distance motoring. A disciplined selection process starts with the intended operating profile 
and converts it into verifiable requirements for range, draft, load, stability, weather protection, redundancy, 
maintenance access, accommodation and regulatory documentation.

In the European Union, Directive 2013/53/EU defines recreational-craft design categories A through D using 
wind and significant-wave-height conditions, while requiring broader essential requirements for stability, 
buoyancy and handling.[1] ISO 12217 standards provide methods for stability and buoyancy assessment and 
categorization for relevant small craft.[2]  [3]   These categories are useful evidence, but they are not a promise 
that any Category A craft is safe in every offshore condition; Category A expressly excludes abnormal or 
extreme conditions such as hurricanes and rogue waves.[1]

For used yachts, independent condition evidence becomes equally important. The Royal Yachting Association 
recommends a written purchase agreement, documentation checks, a marine survey and a sea trial, with the 
ability to withdraw where the agreement allows if the vessel does not meet expectations.[5]  [6]   The framework 
in this paper integrates design evidence with the realities of ownership.

Intended audience and questions addressed
This paper is for first-time and experienced buyers, family offices, charter-to-ownership prospects and readers 
comparing yacht types. It addresses how to translate a cruising mission into selection criteria; what design 
categories and CE marking do and do not mean; how monohulls, multihulls and motor-yacht archetypes differ 
in broad operating trade-offs; what to verify in a survey and sea trial; and how to avoid choosing by a single 
specification such as length, maximum speed or cabin count.

Figure 1. Original infographic

Caption. A mission-first sequence that moves from intended use to evidence, inspection and long-term 
ownership fit.

Source. Original Yacht Review synthesis informed by the EU recreational-craft framework and RYA buying 
guidance [1]-[7].

Takeaway. A shortlist should be the output of requirements; brand and styling should not define the 
requirements.

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013L0053
https://www.rya.org.uk/members-legal-advice/buying-owning/tips-for-buying-or-selling-a-boat/
https://www.rya.org.uk/members-legal-advice/buying-owning/boat-buying-made-easy/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013L0053
https://www.iso.org/standard/79073.html
https://www.iso.org/standard/79072.html
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1. Write the mission before making the shortlist
Begin with a one-page operating brief. State where the yacht will spend most of its time; the longest realistic 
passage; typical and maximum crew/guest numbers; required autonomy; draft constraints; climate; desired 
cruising and maximum speeds; tender and toy requirements; maintenance capability; accessibility needs; and 
whether the yacht will be private, commercially operated, chartered or moved between regulatory regions.

Then classify requirements as non-negotiable, strongly preferred or optional. This forces trade-offs into the 
open. For example, extremely shallow draft may conflict with a deep fixed keel; large interior volume can 
increase windage or displacement; very high speed may raise installed power, fuel demand and maintenance; 
and high-latitude operation may require weather protection and system redundancy that matter less for a 
seasonal Mediterranean day boat.

2. Design category: useful boundary evidence, not a universal 
quality score
Under Directive 2013/53/EU, Category D is designed for conditions up to Beaufort force 4 and significant wave 
height up to 0.3 m (with occasional 0.5 m waves); Category C up to force 6 and 2 m; Category B up to force 8 and 
4 m; and Category A for wind that may exceed force 8 and significant wave height of 4 m and above, excluding 
abnormal/extreme conditions.[1] These are design-condition categories, not route permissions or operator 
licenses.

The standards behind categorization assess stability and buoyancy using defined methods. ISO 12217-1:2022 
covers non-sailing boats from 6 m to 24 m within its scope, while ISO 12217-2:2022 addresses sailing boats in the 
same broad size range, including provisions relevant to habitable multihulls.[2]  [3]   Buyers should verify the 
actual builder's plate, declaration of conformity and owner documentation where applicable rather than 
relying on an advertisement's shorthand.

Figure 2. Quantitative chart

Caption. Significant-wave-height thresholds used in EU recreational-craft design categories. Category A is 
defined for significant wave height above 4 m, excluding abnormal/extreme conditions; the bar is plotted at 4 m 
only to show the boundary.

Source. Directive 2013/53/EU, Annex I [1]. Geography/regulatory scope: EU recreational-craft framework. Unit: 
metres significant wave height.

https://www.iso.org/standard/79073.html
https://www.iso.org/standard/79072.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013L0053
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Takeaway. A design category describes specified design conditions; it is not a universal quality ranking or 
permission for every sea state.

3. CE marking: conformity evidence with limits
The European Commission is explicit that CE marking does not mean a product has been 'approved as safe' by 
the EU or another authority, and it does not indicate origin.[7] For recreational craft within scope, the Directive 
and harmonised-standards framework concern conformity with applicable requirements when the product is 
placed on the market. The Commission notes that recreational-craft administration includes items such as the 
builder's plate, technical file, owner's manual and Declaration of Conformity.[4]

For a buyer, this makes CE documentation one part of due diligence, not a substitute for survey, maintenance 
records or operational suitability. Alterations, imports, post-construction assessments, older craft and different 
jurisdictions can complicate the picture. If compliance status matters to intended use or resale, obtain specialist 
advice for the specific boat and transaction.

4. Comparing common yacht archetypes
Sailing monohulls often reward owners who prioritize sailing efficiency, feedback and a narrower beam for 
some berths, but they heel under sail and may have less accommodation volume for a given length than broad 
multihulls. Sailing catamarans can offer high living volume, shallow draft and low heel, but beam affects 
marina access and handling, windage and loading deserve careful attention. Displacement motor yachts 
emphasize steady long-range motoring and payload but trade speed for efficiency; faster semi-displacement or 
planing motor yachts can compress passage time at the cost of greater installed power and, commonly, higher 
fuel demand at speed.

These are archetypes, not rules. Hull geometry, displacement, appendages, propulsion, tankage, loading and 
operating speed can make two yachts in the same category behave very differently. A buyer should compare 
actual polar diagrams, fuel curves, tankage, lightship/loaded displacement assumptions, noise data and sea-trial 
observations when those are available and material.

Table 1. Broad yacht archetype trade-off matrix
Archetype Typical strengths to test Trade-offs to test Evidence to request

Sailing monohull Sailing efficiency; feedback; 
narrower beam for some 
berths

Heel; draft/keel constraints; 
interior volume at a given 
length

Stability docs; sail plan/polars; 
rig history; sea trial

Sailing catamaran Living volume; low heel; often 
shallow draft

Beam/berthing; windage; load 
sensitivity; inversion/escape 
considerations

Load assumptions; stability 
category; 
bridge-deck/handling 
observations

Displacement motor yacht Long-range motoring; 
payload; steady low-speed 
operation

Lower maximum speed; 
machinery dependence

Fuel curve; tankage; 
machinery service; 
noise/vibration data

Faster motor yacht Shorter passage time; 
responsive performance

Higher installed power; fuel 
demand at speed; ride/trim 
sensitivity

Measured fuel/speed curve; 
sea trial in representative 
conditions; service records

Caption. Qualitative decision matrix. Individual designs can depart substantially from these archetypes.

Source. Original Yacht Review comparison framework; design-category context from EU/ISO sources [1]-[4] and 
buying-process context from RYA [5][6].

Takeaway. Compare actual evidence for each yacht rather than treating hull-type stereotypes as conclusions.

https://single-market-economy.ec.europa.eu/single-market/goods/european-standards/harmonised-standards/recreational-craft_en
https://single-market-economy.ec.europa.eu/single-market/goods/ce-marking_en
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5. Survey, sea trial and document review are separate tests
A survey examines condition and may identify defects or areas requiring specialist investigation. A sea trial 
tests how the vessel and systems behave under operation. Documentation review addresses title, compliance, 
tax/VAT evidence, service history, registration and included equipment. The RYA recommends both survey and 
sea trial for second-hand purchases and emphasizes establishing ownership/title and using a written 
agreement.[5]  [6]  

Do not let a successful sea trial erase documentary gaps, and do not let clean paperwork erase physical defects. 
In the UK context, HMRC notes that documents such as a marine survey, registration, insurance documents and 
builder's certificate can help establish age, while VAT evidence may be relevant to a used pleasure craft's status.
[8] Other countries use different tax, registration and title systems, so cross-border transactions deserve 
specialist review.

6. A decision framework that resists feature inflation
Score each shortlisted yacht on mission-critical dimensions using evidence, not adjectives. A practical 
framework is: operating envelope; stability/compliance documentation; actual condition; range/autonomy; 
weather protection; maneuvering and visibility; redundancy and failure recovery; crew workload; maintenance 
access; berth/draft constraints; total ownership implications; and resale/document clarity. Assign a confidence 
level to each score: verified, partially verified, or unverified.

A lower-scoring yacht with high-confidence evidence can be a better decision than a glamorous yacht whose key 
assumptions remain unverified. Keep 'nice to have' features separate from risk controls. A second refrigerator, 
larger television or extra water toy should not outweigh inaccessible seacocks, unclear ownership documents, 
uncertain rig age or a propulsion system the intended crew cannot maintain.

7. Ownership fit includes maintenance, infrastructure and people
A yacht that meets the mission on the water can still be a poor ownership fit ashore. Before purchase, map the 
support system the vessel requires: berth beam and draft limits, haul-out capacity in likely cruising regions, 
availability of technicians for engines and electronics, spare-parts lead times, shore-power compatibility, 
winterization or cyclone-season storage, crew requirements and the owner's willingness to manage 
maintenance. These are not arguments for or against complexity; they are questions about whether the selected 
complexity can be supported where the yacht will actually operate.

Maintainability should be observed physically. Can routine filters, pumps, seacocks, strainers, batteries and 
electrical isolation points be reached without dismantling furniture? Can a technician remove a major 
component through an existing access route? Are service points labeled and documented? A sea trial may reveal 
noise, vibration, visibility or maneuvering issues, while a dockside inspection can reveal whether ordinary 
maintenance will be practical. Buyers should also distinguish recurring operating needs from future capital 
work identified by a survey so that a superficially attractive purchase price does not obscure known near-term 
projects.

Finally, compare the yacht with the intended people, not an idealized crew. If the plan relies on two owners 
handling the vessel themselves, test line handling, anchoring, tender launch, night watches and docking 
workload with that crew. If professional crew will be employed, accommodation, working spaces and 
regulatory/employment obligations become part of the mission. The objective is not to eliminate trade-offs but 
to make them visible before commitment.

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/sailing-a-pleasure-craft-within-uk-waters
https://www.rya.org.uk/members-legal-advice/buying-owning/tips-for-buying-or-selling-a-boat/
https://www.rya.org.uk/members-legal-advice/buying-owning/boat-buying-made-easy/
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8. Reader decision checklist
Before making an offer or allowing a deposit to become non-refundable, be able to answer eight questions with 
evidence: What exact mission is this yacht expected to perform? Which requirements are non-negotiable? What 
design/compliance documents apply? What did the independent survey find? What was actually demonstrated 
during the sea trial? Is title, registration and tax/VAT status sufficiently documented for the transaction? Can the 
intended crew operate the yacht safely and realistically? And can the owner support the vessel's maintenance, 
berth, storage and service needs in the intended regions?

For each answer, record the source and confidence level. Unverified items should become conditions, specialist 
inspections, price adjustments or reasons not to proceed rather than being silently converted into optimistic 
assumptions.

9. Limitations and common misconceptions
This guide does not select a specific yacht or replace naval-architecture, survey, legal, tax, insurance or flag-state 
advice. Design categories apply within defined regulatory scopes and are not identical to class notations, 
commercial coding or insurance acceptance. Survey quality also depends on scope and competence, and some 
machinery, composites, rigging or electronics may require specialist inspections beyond a general condition 
survey.

Common misconceptions include treating Category A as an all-weather permission slip, assuming CE marking is 
an EU safety endorsement, using maximum speed as a proxy for capability, or believing a larger yacht is 
automatically safer and easier to operate. A defensible purchase decision matches evidence to the mission and 
explicitly records what remains unknown.

Conclusion
The best yacht is the one that fits the actual mission with the fewest high-consequence compromises. Start with 
use, geography, people and operating constraints; verify design and conformity evidence; inspect condition 
independently; conduct a sea trial; review ownership and compliance documents; and only then compare 
styling, brand and optional equipment. This approach produces a clearer decision and a more useful yacht 
review because it explains not simply what a vessel has, but what those features mean for specific owners and 
voyages.

Research method and limitations
Research prioritized primary regulatory and standards sources for design categories and conformity [1]-[4]  [7]  , 
plus RYA transaction/survey guidance [5]  [6]   and UK government documentation examples [8]. ISO pages 
summarize scope but the complete standards are copyrighted and were not reproduced. No manufacturer 
performance claims or model-specific data were used, avoiding unsupported generalization from selected 
yachts.

This paper is educational and general. It does not constitute legal, engineering, surveying, navigational, environmental, insurance, 
tax, or safety advice for a specific vessel or voyage. Requirements can change and may differ by flag, coastal state, vessel dimensions, 
private/commercial use, persons carried and operating area.

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/sailing-a-pleasure-craft-within-uk-waters
https://www.rya.org.uk/members-legal-advice/buying-owning/tips-for-buying-or-selling-a-boat/
https://www.rya.org.uk/members-legal-advice/buying-owning/boat-buying-made-easy/
https://single-market-economy.ec.europa.eu/single-market/goods/ce-marking_en
https://single-market-economy.ec.europa.eu/single-market/goods/european-standards/harmonised-standards/recreational-craft_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013L0053
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Appendix: chart data
EU design category Wind force (Beaufort) Significant wave height

A exceeding 8 exceeding 4 m

B up to and including 8 up to and including 4 m

C up to and including 6 up to and including 2 m

D up to and including 4 up to and including 0.3 m (occasional 0.5 
m)

Source: Directive 2013/53/EU, Annex I. Category A excludes abnormal conditions such as storm/violent storm, hurricane, tornado, 
extreme sea conditions or rogue waves.
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