Tips on sailing to Greece (and back)
Peter Rigby & Alda Andreani

Introduction
Firstly let us start by making a promotion for sailing in Greece. Having sailed there for several weeks
/ months every year for the last 10 years, we can confidently recommend Greece as being one of, if
not the best cruising ground in the Med. It has something for everyone young, old and those
somewhere in the middle. The scenery
is spectacular both at sea and on land,
the weather in the summer is usually
ideal and the very reasonable berthing
costs are a far cry from those of
Croatia, Italy or France (at least for
now).

However, planning a cruise to Greece from Malta can be
somewhat daunting regarding the best routing strategy or
even whether to go at all.
Taking the rumb line between Malta and either Argostoli on
Cephalonia or Zakynthos means at least 320 Nm, simple
navigation but 3 days and 2 nights at sea assuming all goes
well. That’s fine for a crew of 3 or 4 fit and experienced sailors each capable of taking a watch at
night, but sailing short-handed (just the two of us) on our 36 foot boat we decided that although
doable, it would not be the most “relaxing” way to either start or finish our cruising holiday.
Consequently we decided to take our time making our way via the Italian coast in “short” hops, but
taking the time to sightsee along the way.

The Route and the Stops
So far we have done two crossings between Malta and Greece. The first was two years ago (July
2017) traveling from Malta to Greece (1) and the second was this summer (July 2019) from Greece
back to Malta (2).
The routes were as follows:
1) Malta – Marzamemi – Syracusa - Rocella Ionica – Vlicho Bay (Lefkada)
2) Vlicho Bay (Lefkada) – Mourtos/Sivota – Sayhiada – Erikousa – Santa Maria di Leucca –
Crotone – Rocella Ionica – Syracusa – Marzamemi – Malta
The following is a description of the 2 routes we have personally experienced and there are a few
variations to be considered. The choice between the two boiling down to the total time you have
available, whether you accept a single overnight passage and of course the weather (Our generalised
reasoning for choosing “1” for going “2” for coming back home, is that the prevailing north
westerlies make that combination preferable, but of course each skipper will need to judge for
himself based on the likely forecast). Note that it is quite frequent that the weather patterns
between the Greek and Italian sides of the Ionian Sea are totally opposed, so a careful study of the
forecasts is recommended in order to elaborate one’s passage plan.
1) Valletta to Vlicho Bay via Rocella Ionica – 384 Nm

This route in fact still requires one overnight sail between Rocella Ionica and Lefkada. However, we
waited in Rocella for a couple of days waiting for a suitable weather window. We left at dawn and
arrived in Vlicho Bay at dusk 36 hours later. The crossing went very well with negligible cross swell
although we did have to motor sail for about 80% of the way. We organised ourselves on an informal
watch basis of 2 – 4 hours on / off depending on who was feeling awake / tired, which worked well
for this short passage.
Surprisingly even with AIS on board,
we did not see a single other ship
during the whole crossing.
Arriving off the SW tip of Lefkada, we
could have put in at Vassiliki
immediately where there is now an
organised small marina with water
and electricity on the pontoons.
However being tired and being July
and so not sure of finding a free
berth we soldiered on up the east
side of Lefkada island, turning round
past Nidri and into the shelter of the
spacious anchorage of Vlicho Bay. All that was required was to simply drop the anchor, have a
celebratory sundowner and retire to the “owner’s” cabin !
A variation to this route could have been to cross directly from Syracuse (circa 360 Nm / 250Nm
crossing) but that would imply 2 nights at sea on our 36 footer.

2) Malta to Vlicho Bay via Erikousa (Total 480 Nm; Valletta to Erikousa 364 Nm)
The advantage of this route is that although some of the day passages are quite long, varying
between 6 to 15 hours, there is no need for an overnight sail as long as the weather is cooperating.
The second big advantage of this route is the stopover in Erikoussa (see later). In reality, this first
landfall in Greece is a very similar distance from Valletta to the route “1”. If time is short, one can
simply take one’s time to wander down the east coast of Corfu and Paxos, in itself could be a whole
summer’s cruise and then crossing back from Paxos to Crotone (130 Nm) or Roccella (180 Nm).

Description of stops
The purpose of the following is not to replace a pilot book, but to make some personal subjective
observations of the places we visited during our transit. There are of course many other places to
call in, but that would be the subject of another rather long article.

Marzamemi / Syracusa
I will not dwell on these places as most readers will already be very familiar with them. Suffice it to
say that Syracuse is one of our favourite places on earth and we would in any case make a detour to
go there. Syracuse provides the choice of:






Anchorage (not sure of how safe it is to leave your tender tied up to the town quay ??)
Town quay (busy and full of mega yachts when we were there)
Porto Marmoreo on the north side of Ortigia (Somewhat anarchic, although they did
respond positively to our phone calls for a reservation. It is cheaper than Yachting but
reputedly smells of the sewers in the height of summer). At the last minute we found a
berth in Yachting and so did not go there.
Marina Yachting Syracuse (Expensive in Summer, but so very convenient for visiting
Syracuse)

One highlight of Syracuse this year was being accompanied by a pod of dolphins all the way across
the bay as far as the lighthouse / castle.

Rocella Ionica
RI is a most convenient stopover to wait for a weather window to cross over to Greece. It has a
large, very well organised modern marina with perhaps one of the friendliest welcoming team of
marinaios to be found anywhere.
The first time we visited, there was a problem of silt forming a sandbar running about 300 meters
from the outer mole parallel to the beach leaving depths of only around 2 meters. It is most
advisable to call ahead to the marina and if necessary they will send out a RIB to “pilot” you in. Stay
in the middle of the channel when entering. Watching the fishing boats, coming out of the harbour,
they ran for about 300 meters parallel to the beach before heading east.
Especially because of the sand bar, it can be very dangerous to try and enter the marina in strong
southerlies. A few years ago there was a fatal accident when a yacht was flipped over by the
breaking waves – more details in Heikel’s pilot book.
There is an average OK pizzeria in the port area, a small shop and it’s a 10 minute walk to the beach.
The marina itself is about 2 kms from the town of Roccella – you can hire bikes in the marina or wait
for the tourist “trenino” (July and August).
Rocella itself does not have a great deal to see being mainly a Calabrian summer beach spa. There is
an interesting chateau on the hill behind the town with a wonderful panorama. It is quite a hike to
get there but well worth the effort (once you get there).

Crotone
It is a good stopover place, has a friendly well organised marina which is relatively cheap. However,
apart from Charles V’s castle, we found it to be a somewhat depressing, unexciting and a rather
scruffy town. This being said we did not have much time to properly explore the hinterland.
A word of warning: Somewhere between Erikoussa and Roccella, about 100 litres of diesel
mysteriously “evaporated” from my tank. There is no way of proving anything, but I strongly suspect
it occurred in Crotone !
Perhaps a more enjoyable alternative to Crotone could be Le Castella about 20 Nm south. We had
planned to go there, but decided not to as there was never any reply to our calls to make a
reservation. Maybe email is a better form of communication, or if someone has an inside contact at
the Lega Navale who are mentioned to organise the port ?? This being said, the pilot book does say
that they always seem to find a place (probably true outside of July / August).

Santa Maria di Leuca
The marina at SMdL is good and well sheltered and provides an excellent hiding place waiting for a
weather window to cross to Greece. Being so strategically placed, it is likely to be very full in August
and a reservation is advisable.
It did come as a bit of an anti-climax after having spent 2 months tramping around Greece. The town
is somewhat forlorn and past its prime. So we would return if needs be waiting for the passage, but
would not make a detour to get there. We would also probably eat on board.

Erikoussa
Since the economic crisis, Erikoussa proudly boasts a new, sheltered and well organised marina. It is
advisable to reserve a place in late July and August to be sure as any next leg is a long sail if you are
turned away.
The island of Erikoussa
itself is a gem. It has
arguably one of the
prettiest
beaches
anywhere in Greece –
beautiful golden sand, but
the water temperature is
decidedly “refreshing”.
It is an isolated island and
very green, with pretty
walks all-round.
We will be going back
there for certain and our
next visit will be planned so we can stay 3 or 4 days to properly explore.
An alternative to Erikoussa would be Othoni island about 9 Nm away. As we sailed past on our way
to Italy, it looked like there were a number of masts inside the harbour and quite a few boats at
anchor outside (probably OK in settled weather). It is quite difficult to get any detailed information.

Sayiadha
Sayiadha at first sight is a rather “lonely” outpost but its charm grows on you for short stays. There is
space for about 15 yachts. The entrance is rather narrow
Its local industry is “prawn farming” in the marshy lagoons behind the water front. There are about 4
tavernas with of course fresh prawns featuring prominently on the menu – highly recommended.

We ate an excellent meal in the first taverna closest to the port police station, but I am sure that all
the tavernas are similarly good.
One thing to note is that Sayiadha is the closest harbour to the Albanian border. The port police are
efficient and strict. So be sure to have all your boat papers in order, including a crew list which was
asked for.

Mortos / Sivota
This is a good staging post between the north and south Ionian. The harbour /marina is well
protected and organised, but can get very full in summer so forward reservations are a must. The
alternative is to anchor in the lee of one of the islands in front of the town.
There are a few spaces on the town quay just outside of the harbour, but these are usually taken
and exposed to the prevailing winds/seas. As it was calm we were lucky to find a spot there, but the
marina tried to discourage us for safety concerns (they have no vested interest to do so as you pay
them the same rate anyway.

Nidri / Vlicho Bay
Nidri is a bustling holiday destination in the south Ionian. It has a multitude of bars and restaurants
and can get little noisy in the evenings if your tied up to the town quay. There are lot of tripper
boats using the town quay, but there remains space for about 20 yachts, although these tend to fill
up early in the summer months.
There are a couple of good chandlers here, but you have a better choice in Lefkas town further
north.
In front of Nidri is picturesque “Tranquil Bay” anchorage. Probably aptly named 30 years ago, but is
now rather full and busy.
However as you head into Vlicho Bay there are three private pontoons with water and electricity
belonging to hotels or flotilla companies on the starboard side. For a fee they will let you use their
pontoon provided that the flotilla boats are out on a cruise. Forward booking is almost always
essential in July and August.
Vlicho Bay itself is a vast pretty anchorage. It is
shallow with good holding. It provides good
shelter, although strong southerlies can be a
problem in which case you should put out
sufficient scope. There is usually no problem to find
a place. Our preferred zone is the south east corner
close to some excellent tavernas.

On the trip south from Erikoussa, there are many many alternative places to visit. I would cite just a
few for consideration:














Kassiopi – pretty holiday town good shelter
Two or three bays on the NE corner of Corfu – very pretty and usually with a taverna ashore.
To be used in calm conditions
Gouvia marina – It’s a big quite expensive marina, but can be useful if you are stuck or need
work doing
Corfu town – choice of 2 marinas, commercial port (can be smelly) anchorage. Imposing city
walls very similar to Grand Harbour in atmosphere. A visit to the town of corfu is a must.
Petriti Bay – small harbour (now reputedly to be expensive) or alternatively anchorage.
Excellent beach front tavernas.
Paxos – Lakka – Very picturesque, but small and limited berthing
Paxos – Gaios – Again very picturesque, lovely town but can become overcrowded in July
and August
Parga – a classic visit, but has become very touristy in the last few years and “over the top”
for my tastes. A Greek version of Mont St Michel.
Ligia – about 20 Nm north of Preveza. It is a small fishing port. Space for about 6 visiting
boats. The approach is quite tricky and should only be attempted with a calm sea where you
can eyeball the underwater boulders. Excellent beach and tavernas (fresh prawns also on
the menu).
Preveza – a busy quaint working town that grows on you. A Greek yachting mecca with a
long town quay and two marinas. Can be very busy in the summer months with a number of
very loud disco bars on the water front (be warned). There are also 3 very good winter
storage yards on the opposite side of the channel where you can get most work done on the
boat.
Lefkas town – similar comments to Preveza

Now you are in the southern Ionian. You will have a large choice of harbours and anchorages. In
almost every case, berthing is stern to which can sometimes be a challenge in late afternoon when
the breeze gets up and being subject to “Murphy’s rule”, is usually on the beam.
There are relatively few ports equipped with lazy lines and so it is advisable to have a good anchor
that resets quickly due to the number of crossed anchor chains that are inevitably a part of daily life
cruising in the Ionian. In our case we have a “Mantus” anchor – very similar to a Rocna and 100
meters of chain which so far has always performed as requested. The “Anchor Manager” is very
happy with the set-up.

When to go
The sailing season is typically about 6 months long, from April to the end of October. The water
temperature for swimming starts to get bearable from mid-June and then through to the end of
October. As mentioned several times above, the period of July and August are peak season and you
will need to adjust your sailing patterns accordingly if you want a place on the town quay of your

choice with many Italian boats in August. There is typically little wind in the morning with a breeze
picking up in the afternoons.
April and May are good months, but the weather is not very settled and can be outright cold. This
year in mid-May we were sailing past snow clad peaks in the Gulf of Corinth and we were glad of our
sleeping bags for the night time.
June is usually a very pleasant month. July starts to warm up and August can be seriously hot.
September and October are good months for sailing – cooler and less crowded.
In 2017 we decided to leave the boat in Greece rather than bring her back to Malta in midSeptember due to seriously adverse weather around Sicily. In the last 3 years we have noticed that
the weather in Greece generally is far less stable than in the past. A phenomenon of climate change
/ instability ??
In the Aegean, July and August are traditionally the North Westerly Meltemi months. Strong F5 and
stronger winds that can blow for several days at a time and can keep you in port for up to a week
and more. However, this year we experienced similar winds in June. Never heard of before, so
maybe another manifestation of climate instability.

Where to go
This is difficult to answer as it will depend on the amount of time at your disposal and the pace at
which you like to cruise. In any case, wherever you go in Greece, once outside the tourist hot-spots
you will find it delightful. With our cruising style, I can suggest the following:
For less than 4 weeks, I would recommend to stay in the Ionian area.
With 4 – 6 weeks you can consider also sailing up the Gulfs of Patras and Corinth and even traverse
the rather expensive Corinth Canal if you plan on
cruising in the Saronic Gulf or further. (Don’t

spend the night in Corinth harbour). The Gulf of
Corinth has a number of very pleasant ports of
call and is much less busy than the Ionian. One
highlight not to be missed is to go to Galaxhidi or
Itea and visit Delphi.
With 8 weeks you can consider cruising the Saronic and Argolic gulfs, the Sporades Island group and
even the Cyclades. One year we circled the Peloponnese mainland in this time frame.

If you wish to get as far as the Dodecanese Islands, you will need to have 8-12 weeks. The alternative
would be to leave your boat over winter on the hard in the Saronic / Argolic Gulfs. There are a
number of good places for this with quite convenient access from Athens.

Weather
General comments on weather have been made above. As for anywhere, a constant monitoring of
the weather is important.
I typically use either Windy or Predict Wind and have found by consulting the different models in
each site, you can develop a fairly accurate intuitive interpretation of the likely weather.
However Greece does have many areas with local effect weather patterns. The wind seems to come
from the opposite direction from which you expect. Mountains close to the coast give rise to
sometimes quite violent katabatic wind phenomenon. However these are usually short-lived and
quieten down in the evenings. Consulting the pilot book will help better understand your situation.

Pilot books
I have been using Rod Heikel’s Greek Pilot book. This provides about 80% of the useful information
you will need. I am also a member of the UK’s Cruising Association (https://www.theca.org.uk/ ).
They have a very useful and interactive app called Captain’s Mate which is fuelled by member’s most
recent experiences of various ports, marinas, anchorages.
There is also the Eagle Ray series of pilot books. These are more detailed than Heikel’s book but also
quite expensive. This being said the amount of detail they provide may allow you to dispense with a
keeping or purchasing of a full set of detailed paper charts.
Formalities in Greece
Since Greece is part of Schengen, the formalities for Maltese boats with Maltese crew arriving from
within Schengen are limited. However there are two mandatory formalities / taxes to respect.
1. The first is that every boat cruising in Greece must have a document called the “DEKPA”.
This is issued by the port police and costs €50 for 5 years. You just need to present yourself
to the first port police station upon arrival in Greece and fill in the forms. Naturally you will
need the boats papers and insurance. You cannot pay them directly, but you will have to go
to a local bank or post office with the form they give you and pay there. You will receive a
receipt of payment and then you return to the PP to pick up your DEKPA. A particularity with
this document is that if you return to Greece the following year, it must be renewed at the
(any) PP within 12 months of the last renewal / issue date. If you don’t, you risk having to
pay a heavy fine. Some PP offices are notorious for being more draconian than others in
applying the rules. Most people who are struck by this nonsensical rule, apply for a new
DEKPA each year.

A reminder on insurance. Make sure you have the “certificate of insurance” or
“confirmation of cover”, written in several languages imperatively including Greek. This is
always requested along with the boat’s registration document. The insurance has to indicate
the 3rd party liability cover amount which must be at least that currently stipulated by the
Greek maritime authorities.
2. The second document is the Greek cruising tax called the TEPAH
(file:///C:/Users/peter/Downloads/etepai_faqs_en%20(2).pdf ). This was only introduced in
2019 and has suffered from an embarrassingly enormous number of teething problems. This
tax should be paid prior to arriving in Greece. In theory you can apply and pay on-line.
However sailors’ blogs are full of tales of woe about the app not working especially for the
on-line payments. We decided that we were not going to waste several days of our life
battling with the computer and an inadequate system so we resorted to a local agent. In this
case in Preveza – a lady called Sophia - prevezaall4yacht@gmail.com / +30 6980151412. For
a modest fee she made the application on our behalf. Once we had the correct fiscal
document (e-Paravolo ) we took it to the closest post office and paid cash. You need to keep
the receipt they give you as proof of payment.
I am not sure how it will be applied in 2020 and how you can cover the dead period between
arriving in Greece and payment. However the law does foresee fairly heavy fines if you are
caught cruising without having paid.
3. A final point to emphasise, the Greek tax authorities have become very sensitive to tax
income (or lack thereof). They have pinpointed illegal yacht chartering as one of their
targets. These last two years have seen a number of foreign flag boats impounded and the
owners having to pay very heavy fines as they could not prove that their “guests” were not
paying under the table. They were probably denounced by local Greek charter companies
who are obliged to abide by all the regulations, who, seeing the same boat every week in
their port with a different crew, concluded that something was fishy. It is unlikely that a onetime cruiser will be challenged, but in any case make sure you have all the correct ID
documents of each person on board and somehow be able to demonstrate their relationship
– family, friends…..It goes without saying if you loan your boat to a member of your family or
a friend he will need some form of notarised documentation that the owner has authorised
him to be on board and in charge of the boat and that he is not chartering.

