
 
The Douglas Sea Scale for Paddlers 
 
The Douglas Sea Scale is a classification system used to assess the state of the 
sea. It was developed by Captain H.P. Douglas in 1921. The scale serves to estimate 
the height of waves and swell to inform mariners for their navigation. 
 
The Douglas Sea Scale consists of two components: measuring the state of the 
sea from local wind-generated waves and the other for describing the swell, 
which is waves generated by distant winds and/or storms. It is expressed in 
degrees, ranging from 0 to 9, where each degree corresponds to specific wave 
heights and conditions. 
 

State of the Sea (Wind Sea) 

Degree Height (m) Height (ft) Description 

0 No wave  No wave  Calm (Glassy) 

1 0–0.10 0.00–0.33 Calm (Rippled)  

2 0.10–0.50 0.33–1.64 Smooth  

3 0.50–1.25 1.6–4.1 Slight 

4 1.25–2.50 4.1–8.2 Moderate 

5 2.50–4.00 8.2–13.1 Rough 

6 4.00–6.00 13.1–19.7 Very Rough 

7 6.00–9.00 19.7–29.5  High 

8 9.00–14.00 29.5–45.9 Very High 

9 >14.00 >45.9 Phenomenal 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Swell 

Degrees Description 

0 No swell 

1 Very Low (short or average and low wave) 

2 Low (long and low wave)  

3 Light (short and moderate wave) 

4 Moderate (average and moderate wave) 

5 Moderate Rough (long and moderate wave) 

6 Rough (short and high wave) 

7 High (average and high wave)  

8 Very High (long and high wave)  

9 Confused (wavelength and height indefinable) 

 
This scale is useful for mariners and meteorologists to communicate sea 
conditions to assist with navigation and preparations for changing weather 
conditions[1][3][5]. 
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Specific to paddlers, the Douglas Sea Scale provides a standardized way to 
assess sea conditions, which is important for making informed decisions 
about paddling activities. 
 
Understanding the Scale 
 
The Douglas Sea Scale categorizes sea conditions into ten degrees based on 
wave height and swell. This allows paddlers to quickly gauge the potential 
challenges they may face on the water. For example, conditions classified as 
"slight" (Degree 3) indicate wave heights between 0.5 and 1.25 meters, which may 
be manageable for experienced paddlers, while "rough" (Degree 5) conditions, 
with wave heights between 2.5 and 4 meters, could pose significant risks, 
especially for less experienced individuals or those in smaller craft[2][4]. 
 
Safety Considerations 
 
1. Wave Height Awareness: Paddlers can use the scale to determine whether the 
wave heights are suitable for their skill level and equipment. Higher degrees 
indicate more challenging conditions that could lead to capsizing or loss of 
control. 
 
2. Planning and Preparation: By understanding the expected sea state, paddlers 
can plan their outings more effectively, choosing times when conditions are 
favorable. For instance, a paddler might avoid going out in "very rough" (Degree 
6) or "high" (Degree 7) conditions, which could lead to dangerous situations[1][3]. 
 
3. Communication: The Douglas Sea Scale facilitates better communication 
among paddlers and between paddlers and rescue services. Knowing the scale 
allows for clearer discussions about conditions and potential hazards. 
 
Conclusion 
 
In summary, the Douglas Sea Scale serves as an essential tool for paddlers, 
helping them assess wave conditions, make informed decisions, and prioritize 
safety during their activities. Understanding and utilizing this scale can 
significantly reduce the risks associated with paddling in varying sea states. 
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