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THE COMPANY OF WATERMEN AND LIGHTERMEN OF THE RIVER THAMES 
 
 

The Watermen and Lightermen Apprenticeship Regulations 2025 
 

These Regulations govern the apprenticeship process for individuals seeking to 
qualify as Boatmasters and obtain a National Boatmaster’s Licence (BML) through 

the Company of Watermen and Lightermen of the River Thames. They apply 
specifically to apprentices training under the supervision of a Master as outlined 
herein and do not pertain to individuals seeking admission to the Freedom of the 

Company solely by patrimony or other non-apprenticeship routes. These 
Regulations ensure that apprentices acquire the necessary skills, knowledge, and 

qualifications to navigate vessels on the River Thames in compliance with relevant 
regulatory standards. 

 

1. Definitions 

In these Regulations: 

• “Master” means to the individual responsible for the supervision and training of an 
Apprentice. 

• “The Company” means the Company of Watermen and Lightermen of the River 
Thames. 

• “The Court” means to the Court of Master, Wardens, and Assistants of the Company. 

• “MCA” means the Maritime and Coastguard Agency. 

• “PLA” means to the Port of London Authority. 

• “The River Thames” designates the tidal Thames within the limits of the Port of 
London Authority. 

 

2. Eligibility to Take Apprentices 
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2.1 Freemen Eligibility 
 
Any Freeman of the Company, or the widow/er of a Freeman, may take on apprentices to 
instruct them in navigating vessels on the River Thames and BML Licence areas. 
 
2.2 Widowed Spouses as Masters 
 
A widow/er of a deceased Freeman taking on an apprentice should arrange for the 
apprentice’s instruction by a qualified Freeman of the Company. This arrangement must 
ensure proper training before the apprentice is interviewed or admitted as a Freeman. 

 

3. Applications for Apprenticeship 

3.1 Applicants are usually aged 18 or above. Any applicant aged between 16 to 18 must 
provide written consent from parents or guardians. 
 

3.2 The Court may establish, from time to time, minimum educational standards for 
applicants. 

 
3.3  Applicants must complete the Court-prescribed application form. 

 
3.4  A non-refundable application fee, set by the Court, must be paid when submitting the 

application. 

 

4. Responsibilities of the Master 

4.1 Role of the Master - Every apprentice must have a Master responsible for supervising 
their training and employment. 

4.2 Qualifications of the Master -  A Master must meet one of the following criteria: 

• 4.2.1 Be a Freeman of the Company. 

• 4.2.2 Be the spouse of a deceased Freeman. 

• 4.2.3 Be an individual or Limited Company registered with the PLA or MCA as a craft 
owner employing a licensed Waterman and/or Lighterman with a BML. 

For Limited Companies: 

• 4.2.4 They must designate a qualified Freeman employed by the Limited Company to 
supervise the apprentice during the period of the Indenture of Apprenticeship 

• 4.2.5 They must provide relevant documentation to the status and suitability for the 
role of this Master that the Court shall in its absolute discretion reasonably require. 
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5. Indenture of Apprenticeship 

5.1 Apprentices must enter into an Indenture of Apprenticeship with their Master. 
 

5.2 Indentures must follow the format prescribed by the Court and be executed under 
supervision at a Court of Binding. 

 
5.3 A fee, determined by the Court, must be paid for the Indenture. 

 
5.4 A duplicate of the Indenture may be requested for an additional fee. 

 

6. Length of Binding 

The apprenticeship duration must be agreed upon by all parties and may range from one year 
(see section 7) to a maximum of five years, with an optional extension of up to three 
additional years. 

 

7. Minimum Apprenticeship Duration 

The minimum duration for apprentices already holding a National Boatmaster’s Licence (Tier 
1 Level 2) and two MCA-listed endorsements is one year. 

 

8. Assignment of Apprenticeship 

In the event of the death of a Master or their incapacity to act as Master or other 
circumstances acceptable to the Court, an Indenture of Apprenticeship can at the request of 
the apprentice and at the Court’s discretion be assigned to another Master who qualifies 
(under section 4 above) by endorsement of the Indenture.  

 

9. Training Record Book 

9.1 Apprentices should maintain an MCA-approved Training Record Book documenting their 
employment, tasks, skills, and qualifications. 
 

9.2 The Company may request this record for inspection at any time. 

 

10. Knowledge and Skills Training 

Apprentices are required to acquire the knowledge and skills necessary to qualify for a 
National Boatmaster’s Licence (Tier 1 Level 2) and two MCA-listed endorsements. 
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11. Rowing, Sculling, and Barge Driving 

Apprentices are encouraged to learn the sport of rowing and sculling by attending the sculling 
and rowing courses organised by the Company, joining an appropriate rowing club and 
participating in regattas and other events so that they may enter on completing the time the 
Doggett’s Coat and Badge Wager. Equally all apprentices are encouraged to learn the skill of 
barge driving by attending drives organised on the River Thames. 

 

12. Conduct of Apprentices 

If any apprentice misbehaves in relation to their Master or to the Master of the Company, or 
any of the Wardens, or Member of the Court, Clerk or other officer of the Company, or any 
of the Harbour Masters of the Port of London Authority, MCA, or other relevant regulatory 
authority or their officers, the term of his apprenticeship may be suspended or extended for 
such period as deemed appropriate by the Court. 

 

13. Admission to the Freedom of the Company 

13.1 Apprentices who successfully complete their apprenticeship, earn a National 
Boatmaster’s Licence (Tier 1 Level 2) with two MCA-listed endorsements, and 
demonstrate their suitability will be eligible for interview for admission as a Journeyman 
Freeman. 

13.2 Admission fees, as specified by the Court, must be paid. 

 

14. Record-Keeping 

The Company will maintain detailed records of all apprenticeships in compliance with the 
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and other applicable data protection laws. As a 
historical and genealogical organisation, we collect, process, and retain personal data for the 
purposes of preserving, documenting, and facilitating research into historical, genealogical, 
and cultural heritage, specifically related to our binding and admissions. 
 
Under Article 89 of the GDPR, we process and retain personal data for archiving purposes in 
the public interest, as well as for historical research and statistical purposes. This lawful basis 
allows us to preserve records of historical significance indefinitely to ensure their availability 
for future generations. 
 
We may hold records that include personal information such as names, dates of birth, familial 
connections, and other details pertinent to genealogical and historical research. Please note 
that under GDPR, the right to erasure may not apply where the data is retained solely for 
historical and archival purposes in the public interest. 
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15. False Documentation 

If any person or persons shall falsely forge or counterfeit, or knowingly or willingly produce 
any false or forged certificate, affidavit, or declaration, or make any false oath or declaration, 
of or concerning the age of any person to be bound apprentice as aforesaid, or of the status 
or suitability of a Freeman or a limited company to be a Master, any indenture of 
apprenticeship of such a person shall be null and void to all intents and purposes whatsoever. 

 

16. Communication  

All correspondence with the Company should be addressed to the Clerk at Watermen’s Hall. 
Communication for apprentices or Masters should be sent to their private address or 
registered office, as applicable. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


