
 

Beaufort Scale for Paddlers 
 
The Beaufort Scale is a helpful tool for paddlers, particularly those on large lakes and coastal areas, as it provides a 
standardized way to assess wind conditions and estimate their potential impact on paddling. Knowledge and recognition 
of the Beaufort Scale allows paddlers to make informed decisions about when and where to paddle, which can increase 
safety and enjoyment on the water.  
 
The Beaufort Scale ranges from 0 to 12, with each level corresponding to specific wind speeds and sea conditions. Below is 
a summary of the scale including an estimate for paddlers: 
 
General Implications for Paddlers: 
1. Beginner Paddlers: Conditions up to Beaufort Force 3 are generally manageable for beginners (i.e. not ‘first-time’ 
paddlers). However, as conditions reach Force 4 and above, novice paddlers may struggle, particularly in headwinds and 
crosswinds. 
2. Intermediate Paddlers: Force 4 to 5 presents a challenge, requiring more effort and skill, especially when paddling into 
the wind or navigating choppy waters. 
3. Experienced Paddlers: Forces 6 and above demand significant skill and experience. Paddlers should be cautious and 
aware of their limits, as conditions can quickly deteriorate along with energy reserves. 
4. Safety Considerations: At Forces 7 and above, conditions become dangerous, and paddlers should consider staying off 
the water. Rescues become difficult, and visibility can be severely reduced due to sea spray and large waves. 
 
 
 



 

Beaufort 
Force 

Wind Speed 
(Knots) 

Wind Speed (mph) Sea Conditions Paddling Difficulty 

0 Calm (0) Calm (0) Sea like a mirror   No effort required     

1 1-3 1-3 Small ripples Easy   

2 4-6 4-7 Small wavelets  Easy   

3 7-10 8-12 Large wavelets, occasionally 
breaking 

Fairly easy, noticeable effort 
needed 

4 11-16 13-18 Small waves, frequent white 
horses 

Hard effort into headwind     

5 17-21 19-24 Moderate waves, many white 
horses 

Hard effort; crosswinds awkward  

6 22-27 25-31 Large waves, some spray  Very challenging; experienced 
paddlers needed 

7 28-33 32-38 High waves, dense foam Difficult; expert skills required   

8 34-40 39-46 Very high waves, breaking Dangerous; only for highly skilled 
paddlers 

9 41-47 47-54 Extremely high waves  Severe danger; rescues impractical 

10 48-55 55-63 Storm conditions Life-threatening; stay off the water 

11 56-63 64-73 Violent storm Extremely hazardous 

12 64+ 74+ Hurricane Catastrophic; stay indoors 
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