Liferaft: Position and Launching
These are general notes, ensure you read the full details provided by the manufacture of your own liferaft.
Stowage
Liferafts in canisters should be stowed on deck in an easily accessible place with no overhead obstructions, to allow them to float free if required.
Place in chocks or a cradle attached firmly to the deck, secure with a strop and hydrostatic unit. It is also a good idea to fit a quick release device such as a senhouse slip.
The painter must be secured to a strong point on the vessel.
Take care not to damage the outer casing of the liferaft. A cylindrical raft should not be rolled.

Maintenance
Liferafts on commercial vessels are required by survey to be serviced every year. At other times the canisters should be routinely inspected for cracks and damage.

Hydrostatic Release Unit (HRU)
A hydrostatic release unit allows a liferaft to launch automatically if there isn’t time for crew to launch it manually. A vessel could sink very quickly and with little warning. It is therefore important that every liferaft should have a hydrostatic release unit fitted to the lashing that secures it.
Check your liferaft fully for the type of hydrostatic release unit you have. And ensure it has not reached is expiry date.
The hydrostatic unit works by releasing the raft at a depth of about 1.5 – 4 metres. Water pressure alone is sufficient to operate the release mechanism to free the raft without any human input. The liferaft, still in its canister, is buoyant so it begins to float to the sea surface. The buoyancy of the liferaft then tugs the painter and starts the liferaft inflating.
A weak link is built into the painter so that the greater buoyancy of the inflating liferaft breaks the painter at this point. The raft then continues to float to the surface and fully inflate.
If you have a choice, do not rely on automatic launching. It might not go as planned. This is particularly important in the case of sailing vessels and other vessels with overhead rigging which may prevent the raft from floating to the surface.


Launching: Manual Method
To manually launch an inflatable liferaft:
1. Double check that the painter is (still) attached to a strong point on the vessel. If attached by an HRU, re-secure the painter to a strong point. DO NOT rely on the weak link for manual launching. If strong winds or heavy seas strike the inflated liferaft, the weak link may part, causing loss of raft before crew can board.
2. Remove all lashings.
3. Pick up the liferaft and throw it overboard (the liferaft will float). Note: you will need at least two people to lift liferaft that holds ten people or more.
4. Pull on the painter until you cannot pull any more (the line can be lengthy), and give a sharp tug. At this moment gas will be released from the CO2 cylinder. The liferaft will inflate within 15 to 20 seconds. The canister or valise will fall away from the raft and sink.
You will hear gas escaping from the raft at this stage. It does not mean that the raft has a hole – rather the gas bottle contains more gas than is required to inflate the raft and the excess vents off through valves. When the excess has gone, these valves close.
A knife is located just inside the entrance to the raft and this is used to cut the painter when everyone is aboard and get clear of the sinking vessel (see the tasks handout).
Give some thought to which side you will launch the raft. On the windward side it could be pinned to the vessel, making it easier to board but this will increase possibility of suffering a puncture. The leeward side could make it tricky to pull against the hull. 
Boarding the Life Raft
If you can pull the raft amidships and secure it close against the hull. In heavy weather it can be very difficult to pull it close enough to board the raft from the vessel. If the vessel is surfing down waves the liferaft has to be managed extremely carefully, they do not tow well and can be lost. Try to carry out a controlled launch as much as possible. If at all possible, step from the vessel into the liferaft, take care with sharp objects and other people already in the raft. You can enter the liferaft from the water, however, (1) it is extremely hard (especially with a lifejacket on) and (2) you are wet and hypothermia will set in quicker.
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