
Suez Canal 
 
I recently signed off my ship during a Suez Canal transit. I am sure that many members 
have transited Suez, many times.  I put together the following notes for family and 
friends which might be of interest. 
 
Suez Canal. Where to start?  The first time it is new and interesting, being very 
different to a normal day at sea. It is a fairly slick operation with the organisation 
and planning involved in getting around 50 vessels through the canal each day. My first 
time was over ten years ago, so the novelty had worn off for me, I knew I would be 
enduring a long night and day, looking at the sand passing by and having to contend with 
a series of arrogant, obnoxious, greedy, difficult and bloody-minded pilots. A 
generalisation you might question? Well, maybe,.. but a lot of truth to it. When one does 
encounter a half decent, polite and civil pilot, it is memorable, so I understand. I have 
just completed 4 transits in 3 months, and have yet to meet such a truly decent pilot.   
 
Due to the anti-corruption/bribery policy nowadays, we no longer dish out cigarettes at 
all, but we still refer to Suez as the Marlboro Canal.  But the otherwise attitude of the 
pilots is not due to the lack of ‘presents’, they were as bad when they were getting 
their cartons.. 
 
The canal is not wide enough to allow ships to pass, so north and south convoys are run 
daily. The total length of the canal is 120miles. In the middle there is a “dual carriage 
way” section allowing two way traffic. Each convoy has about 25 ships in it, but this can 
go up to 40. Generally, the NB convoy doesn’t stop, the SB convoy is broken into two 
convoys, the first starts at about 0100 and then anchors in the Bitter Lakes after about 
6hrs, to allow the NB and 2nd SB convoy to pass, before they pick up in the late afternoon 
and continue southwards. 
 
Ships need to cross a reporting line by 2300hrs each evening to make their number for the 
convoy the next day. Then they are given an anchorage to wait until called. At the 
anchorage the Suez Canal inspector will board to check the cargo layout which will 
determine the fees that will be charged.  It is not a cheap operation for a large ship. 
My modest vessel, with about 8000teu onboard, would probably cost around USD200k, but a 
fully laden 20000TEU ship would be more like USD700k.  The canal authority is careful to 
price themselves so that it is attractive to ship owners to use the canal, rather than 
take the 6000 mile longer route around the Cape.  Around about 0100hrs the agents send a 
mail telling us which number in the convoy we will be and the approximate time to expect 
the pilot. Then around 0400 we get the call and get moving. 
 
There are 3 sets of pilots.  If lucky, only 1 pilot arrives for each leg, but generally 
they hunt in pairs. One does the actual conning and the other is there to cause a 
nuisance, talking to his mate, check his phone, say his prayers, and try to eat all the 
bridge biscuits. And demand breakfast or lunch, depending on the time of day. On one 
occasion I had a very much older pilot. Fortunately, he was accompanied by a much younger 
pilot who did the actual piloting. He told me that this was a very senior pilot who had 
retired, but had agreed to come back on contract to ‘help out’. I was also told he had 
45years experience of piloting in the canal. Looking at him, I would have put him in his 
eighties. If he had been piloting for 45 years, that is about right, presuming he started 
piloting in his mid-thirties. He shuffled his way around the bridge. (the 3rd Mate said 
that he had struggled to lift his leg over the sill of the water tight door into the 
accommodation on the upper deck) he ate all the lunch, and a fair portion of the 
available bridge biscuits, dozed a little in the chair, and then left with the other 
pilot.  So he didn’t help out at all, in fact we helped him, by giving this geriatric 
pensioner a free lunch.   
 
After this one, I thought I had seen it all, but last week a pilot took the con, sat 
himself in the chair and then asked us to check his blood pressure!  Maybe the Chief 
Officer should have checked mine instead.. 
 
 



  
 
Part of the ‘dual-carriageway’     We get a welcome at Ishmalia, approx half way. 
  
 
There are several sets of pontoon bridges 
along the canal. The idea being that, 
should things turn nasty again, the army 
will be able to rig these bridges quickly 
and deploy their army rapidly onto the 
Sinai side. One pilot claimed that the 
bridge could be rigged in 10 minutes.  A 
little exaggeration I would say, but 
considering that all the sections are 
sitting on roller slip ways, some of them 
powered with little outboard motors, a 
bridge should be comfortably rigged in 
under an hour.  I tried counting them on 
one crossing and would say there are 
about 10-15 of them. 
 
There is one fixed road bridge over the 
canal, 3 tunnels under it and several 
ferry stations.  The army controls the 
security of the canal and keeps the road 
bridge closed while there are ships 
moving, their concern being that someone 
might try to drop a bomb onto a passing 
ship. So, the road bridge is probably 
open for traffic less than 10 hrs out of 
every 24. There is also a railway swing                   
bridge under construction, the bridge 
itself is just about finished, but there 
is no railway approaching it on either 
side, so it does look a bit odd. 

    

 
 



By about 1600 we finally get rid of the last pilot, complete the final run down the 
channel to get clear and then put the whole experience behind us, until the next time. 
 
 
Last weekend, my Back-to-Back, Thabani, was able to relieve me, after 5 months.  Egypt 
requires off signing crew to be covid tested first. 4 of us were tested at the Port Said 
anchorage, and we then transited while waiting for the results. An anxious time as, if 
one of us had tested positive, then none of us would have been allowed off the ship.  
Since we had been at sea for more than 10 days, a positive result was unlikely, but it 
has happened to other ships, where a false positive was returned. Fortunately, we were 
all negative and so, around 1630hrs, having kicked off the most difficult pilot I had yet 
experienced, we steamed slowly southwards from Port Suez approaches, with the agent’s 
launch following us waiting for the results to come through. Happily, it was good news 
and we all piled into the launch with our baggage, leaving the ship to head off on her 
next adventure.  J   
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