
How Much Breeze is Too Much Breeze? 
A Decision Guide: 

 
For most sailors it’s no fun to try and sail in too much breeze. The helm loads up and you wind 
up rounding up or worse yet you have a hard time going to windward and wind up on a lee 
shore or may capsize. 
 
So, how much breeze is too much breeze? This is going to have a different answer for every 
sailor and boat design.  
 
We are lucky at Renton Sailing Center, all the boat designs we have can be reefed (a reduction 
in sail area) as the breeze picks up allowing our boats to be sailed in a wider range of breeze. 
All our boats have outhaul, cunningham and vang that allow you to set up the boat for a wide 
wind range.  
 



Be sure to take a look at the weather forecast including a synoptic chart before heading out. If 
you see a big “L” for low atmospheric pressure with a lot of tightly packed isobars it’s probably 
going to be wild out there. The air in a low pressure system is unstable so there will be gusts 
and changes in wind direction. Even the best sailors will be caught out with a luff up, or the boat 
suddenly heeling when the gust comes with a huge wind shift. Sometimes the gust can be 
double the sustained wind speed or more and sudden 45° wind shifts are not uncommon.  
 
The best place to find a synoptic weather chart for our area is at: 
https://ocean.weather.gov/Pac_tab.php. 
 
Let’s remember that the force of the wind is a square of the wind speed.  
 

Wind Speed 
in Knots 

Description Relative 
force (wind 
speed2) 

notes 

4-6 Light Breeze 16-36 Great for beginners! 

7-10 Gentle Breeze 49-100 Great for beginners and fun for all! 

11-16 Moderate Breeze 121-256 Fun for intermediate and advanced 
members! Time to start thinking about 
reefing. Beginners and intermediates 
should take this on one knot at a time till 
comfortable. When ready, Intermediates 
should target these days to try and get 
their 15 knot sign off done. Remember 
sailing in 15 knots is 2 ¼ times the force 
of sailing in just 10 knots.  

17-21 Fresh Breeze 289-441 This is hard sailing, It can be fun for 
advanced sailors. Our boats will easily 
plane off the wind. Take this on one knot 
at a time till comfortable. Beginners 
should come back another day when it’s 
not so wild.  

22-27 Strong Breeze 484-729 This is where things start to get really 
wild. 25 knots is the absolute limit for any 
designs at Renton Sailing  

28-33 Near Gale 784-1089 Now we're getting into the territory of 
boats with storm jibs and triple reefed 
mains, and storm trysails. Equipment 
Renton Sailing Center does not have. 
Stay home! 

34-40  Gale 1156-1600 Stay home! 

 

https://ocean.weather.gov/Pac_tab.php


What does this mean for you:  
If you’re a beginner sailor try to target days with a light breeze or gentle breeze. This will help 
you nail all your maneuvers with less consequence, like capsizing. From there try sailing in a 
little more breeze like 12 knots then 13 knots, then 14 knots. At this point, a little more breeze 
comes with a lot more force and things happen a lot faster.  
 
12-15 knots is about the time to take a reef. When this happens depends on the crew. A heavier 
crew can hike the boat flat in more breeze than a lighter crew. Once you’ve pulled on the 
cunningham, outhaul and vang and you’re still having a hard time hiking the boat flat in a gust or 
have a lot of weather helm where you have to fight the boat to keep from rounding up, then it’s 
time to take a reef.  
 
The ultimate decision to go sailing or not belongs to the sailor. At open sailing a Dockmaster 
may look at your current rating and say: “It’s pretty breezy out there, I’d recommend coming 
back another day when it’s not so breezy”. Please respect their assessment. They’ve been out 
there and have your safety (and there’s) as their top priority. Dockmasters, Race Committee and 
Instructors are the safety officers on site and have the ultimate authority to say NO even though 
you might be gung-ho. They may look at the forecast and see it’s a fresh breeze and just open 
up for advanced members and intermediate members that are prepared to get their 15 knot sign 
off.  
 
Have fun out there, be safe, and use this guide to demonstrate good seamanship. 
 
When you get good at sailing in a bit of breeze it’s time to take the show on the road and go to 
Cascade Locks on the Columbia River and do a regatta with the Columbia Gorge Racing 
Association. Every afternoon in the summertime a thermal gradient wind combines with a gap 
wind to provide a consistent 25+ knot breeze.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.cgra.org/index.htm
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