
Zero
The Mini Transat Open 6.50 offshore racing class is making serious  
inroads into the West Coast and offers a whole lot of bang for your buck

>  By Dale Miller

S h o r t h a n d e d 
offshore racing has always 

been a bit of a fringe activity in the sail-
ing world. Plenty of boaters are used to 
coastal cruising with one or two crew, 
but heading offshore, alone, in a pow-
ered-up lightweight racer for days or 
weeks on end is another story entirely. 

While relatively unknown in 
North America outside a handful of 
singlehanded race participants, single-
handed offshore racing has quite a fol-
lowing in Europe. Much in the same way as 
auto racing, there are several development 
classes for offshore racing, with the smallest 
and most affordable being the Open 6.5, fol-
lowed by the Figaro, Open 40, Class 40 and 
finally the big leagues of the Open 60.

The 21-foot Open 6.50 class—also known 
as the Mini, Mini Transat, Mini 6.50 and 
so on—was developed for the Mini Transat 
race, which is a 4,200-mile single-handed 
yacht race from La Rochelle, France, to Sal-
vador, Brazil, with fleets of up to 100 com-
petitors. The Mini Transat is held every two 
years, sailed in two legs and generally takes 
five weeks, including the one-week stopover 
in the Canary Islands. 

In recent years the race as been domi-
nated by the French, but it receives entries 
from all over the world. Craig Horsfield and 
Chris Tutmark from Seattle competed in the 
2009 edition, and for 2011 there will be two 
Canadian entries, Nathan Baron and Diane 
Reid, who are both sailing Zeros imported 
by North American Mini Transat Ltd., based 
out of Victoria, B.C.

For the past several years Adrian Blunt of 
North American Mini Transat Ltd. has been 
one of North America’s biggest Mini sup-

porters, and Blunt has certainly done 
his part to help grow the class from just 
12 boats in 2007 to more than 30 by the 
end of 2009. There are currently two 
Minis in the Vancouver area and three 
in Seattle.

The Open 6.50 isn’t the kind of boat 
we normally review at Pacific Yachting, 
but when Blunt phoned us up to see if 
we’d like to try out a Zero it was a hard 
offer to refuse. 

The Boat  Open 6.50s fall into two catego-
ries—prototypes and series. The prototypes 
are generally cutting edge, spare no expense, 
custom boats with high-tech materials, cant-
ing keels and water ballast systems. Series 
boats are made with more traditional materi-
als to keep the costs down, have fixed ballast, 
and are built to strict one-design class stan-
dards. Prototypes tend to be faster than the 
series boats, but racing in both categories is 
hotly contested.

The Zero is a series boat designed by Marc 
Lombard, a naval architect known for his fast 
Mini Class, Open 40 and Open 60 designs, 
and built by MOS Composites of Spain. 
It has a retractable keel that makes it  

 Above Craig Horsfield and Kurt Hoehne 
sailing a Zero series Mini Transat 6.50 in 
the Mini Med 500 in Europe. 
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convenient for road transport without the 
need for special permits.

Against other boats in its class the Zero 
is considered a generalist and a good per-
former both up and down wind. Most long 
distance offshore races have a significant 
downwind portion, so most boats built for 
that purpose feature large spinnakers and 
wide hulls designed for downwind perfor-
mance. This is perhaps the biggest down-
side for anyone considering an Open 6.50 
for general racing in our area. With a PHRF 
rating of around 110 (remember, this is a 
21-foot boat) it is very hard to compete in 
most conditions. However, in anything 
more than 50–100 miles in downwind surf-
ing conditions the Zero will slay giants. 

On Deck  As a boat designed for single 
and double handed racing, the 6.50 can be 
sailed easily and safely by a shorthanded 
crew. All controls are led back to the cock-
pit within easy reach of the helm—which 
controls twin rudders—and the loads are 
relatively small and manageable. 

The cockpit is a nice size for two or 
three people, and features a centre con-
sole at the rear with backstay and mainsail 
controls, and an enclosed transom. 

The cockpit seats/side decks are angled 
outward to create a very comfortable and 
secure seating area while heeled, and the 

centre console is a nice place to put your 
feel while driving. It’s plain to see the Zero 
was designed for long hours of comfort-
able cockpit time. 

Down Below  You can’t expect 
much by way of accommodations on any 
21-footer, especially one that’s designed to 
be as light as possible, but the Zero’s inte-
rior does a more than adequate job of cov-
ering the basics for long distance travel. 

The key here is to store and organize 
all the extra sails, gear, food and personal 
supplies in a way so they’re easily found 
and the weight is evenly distributed. Each 
sailor has their own preferences for stor-
age, but the test boat was equipped with a 
nifty sail cloth pocket system that covered 
much of the interior. 

The Zero’s living space centres around 
the keel box, which serves as the cooking, 
eating, navigating and repair area. Due 
to space restrictions meals will likely be 
freeze-dried, so the Zero has a gimbaled 
single burner stove for heating water.

There are technically berths for four 
with a double V-berth and a single bunk 
down each side, but four people sleeping 
overnight would be a stretch. The V-berth 
on most Open 6.50s will be used primarily 
for sail storage. 

All this said, it wasn’t too long ago that a 
21-foot boat was considered a very cruisable 
length, and for what it’s worth, the French 
do cruise Open 6.50s in the Mediterranean. 
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 Below A Zero getting prepped for 
offshore racing. 
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1844 Clark Drive - vanCouver, BC

OUTBOARD SPECIALS
ME 2.5M 4s  ..........................................................................$927.88
ME 3.5M 4s  ........................................................................$1188.80
ME 4M 4s  ...........................................................................$1401.02
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Rig and Systems  The Open 6.50 
class is traditionally a testing ground for new 
technologies and systems, and the Zero is no 
exception. While most of the boat is rela-
tively straightforward, its sweptback spread-
ers, runners, articulating bowsprit and the 
fact that the top spreader is twice as wide as 
the bottom spreader should draw a few stares 
at the dock. 

These boats are typically set up with the 
skipper’s choice of electronics, autopilot and 
safety equipment. The autopilot in particular 
needs to be top-notch in these boats, as they 
are required to run for hours at a time while 
racing in ocean conditions.  

On the Water  Predictably, the Zero 
sails at really fat angles upwind and definitely 
prefers to have the sheets eased. The helm 
feels stiff, stable and balanced, and even with 
plenty of heel it steers very straight with no 
weather helm—straighter, in fact, than any 
boat I’ve driven. 

We sailed the boat upwind in around  
10 knots of breeze and were making 4.8 to 
5.5 knots of boat speed, which is about max 
for the waterline. After sailing upwind for 
an hour or so we cracked off and hoisted the 
large asymmetrical kite. Pushing 8–9 knots 
on a bit of a surf we made it back downwind 
to our starting point in less than 15 minutes. 
I was very impressed.

Final Comments  Blunt says he isn’t so 
much interested in selling these boats as he is 
in building the fleet on the West Coast, and 
after talking to him about his plans and hear-
ing some of the lengths he’s gone to deliver 
these boats to his customers, I believe him. 

North American Mini Transat Ltd. is the 
importer for several Mini Transat series 
designs, most of which are built to order 
in Europe and can be shipped anywhere in 
North America. 

Several of these boats are available as kits 
or without electronics or sails, but for a fully 
loaded, ready to race Zero, expect to pay 
around us$65,000, plus another $4,000 for 
a double axle trailer. 

Compared to many of the other race boats 
available this is a downright bargain, espe-
cially when you consider the money saved on 
bar tabs for the crew! 

Sales & Service - Repairs to all makes of inflatables
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Fax: (250) 754-6529 sales@inflataboats.ca  www.inflataboats.ca
690 Comox Road, Nanaimo, BC   (250) 754-6519   1-888-243-1831
Fax: (250) 754-6529 sales@inflataboats.ca  www.inflataboats.ca
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Email: masseysmarine@dccnet.com
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receiver to display AIS Class A and B vessel information 
directly on the VHF radio, so you’ll know 
what’s out there in any conditions!

Your Local Sailmaker Since 1976

leitchandmcbride.com

1381 McKeen Ave.
North Vancouver, BC
T 604 983 9866
sbsdnw@aol.com
Brett Willetts
Jason Fanjoy

Rick & Wendy McBride
Paul Betts

10-10189 McDonald Park Road
Sidney, BC
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WHAT’S HAPPENING?
Fundraisers, seminars,  

rendezvous, boat shows,  
races and tons more. 
Add your community events at  

www.pacificyachting.com

Free Event Listing

All listings are FREE!
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EVENTS 
Calendar

June 4–6
MacRendezvous

Snug Cove, Bowen 

Island
604-761-9772

www.mycbc.ca

July 9–11
4th Canadian All 

Islander Rendezvous

Telegraph Harbour Marina

bvermeer@shaw.ca

www.islandersailboats.ca

July 16–18
Freedom Marine Main-

ship/Hanse Rendezvous

Silva Bay Marina, Gabriola 

Island
sherry@boatingfreedom.

com
www.boatingfreedom.com

July 17
CS West Mini- 

Rendezvous
Port Browning, Pender Island

250-729-0109

www.cswest.ca

July 17–18 
British Columbia Multi-

hull Society Rendezvous

Newcastle Island

alec8@shaw.ca

July 23–25
NW Freedom  

Rendezvous
Port Ludlow Marina, Wash.

nathansteve@msn.com

August 1
CS West Mini- 

Rendezvous
Squirrel Cove, Desolation 

Sound
250-729-0109

www.cswest.ca

Aug 6–8
2nd C-Dory Rendezvous

Montague Harbour, Galiano 

Island
250-758-8048

www.c-dory.com

Aug 6–8
Glaspy Rendezvous

Roche Harbour Marina, San 

Juan Island

daryl.joan@telus.net 

carlrrhodes@gmail.com

August 13–15 

18th Annual C&C  

Rendezvous
Telegraph Harbour Marina 

debbie@yachtsaleswest.com

www.yachtsaleswest.com

August 28
CS West Mini- 

Rendezvous
Montague Harbour, Galiano 

Island 
250-729-0109

www.cswest.ca

September 10–12

CS West Fall  
Rendezvous
Telegraph Harbour Marina, 

Thetis Island

250-729-0109

www.cswest.ca

Sept 10–12
Ontario Yachts  

Rendezvous
Maple Bay Marina

250-748-7627

cjdaley@shaw.ca

2010 
Rendezvous

To be included in the Rendezvous Calendar, 

please send event information to  

jocelyn@pacificyachting.com.

VANCOUVER

Wednesday, June 2, 19:00  

Paul Thomas of Canadian 

Fuel Polishing will be in store 

to educate us on Fuel Polish-

ing and Marine Towing

Wednesday, June 9, 19:00  

Andy Macdonald of Bluewa-

ter Rigging will discuss Bat-

tery Management and will 

focus on charging systems

Wednesday, June 16, 

19:00  Margo Wood of Char-

lie’s Charts will do a presen-

tation on Cruising the B.C. 

Coast to Alaska

Wednesday, June 23, 

19:00  Wendy Forth will edu-

cate us on Provisioning Your 

Boat To Go Cruising, with a 

lot of tips to share with us 

that make life in the galley a 

lot of fun

RICHMOND
LEAVE SOME SPACE HERE 

FOR RICHMOND EVENTS.

Everyone is welcome and 

the workshops are free, for 

more information contact 

the Vancouver store at 604-

730-4093, and the Richmond 

store at 604-233-2327.

West Marine Mariner Workshops

Seminars will take place at the Vancouver store located at 

1601 West 2nd Ave (the corner of Fir and West 2nd).

 MUSICAL GROUPS WOODLAND

Telegraph and Happy Feet Howe are serenad-

ing the Gulf Islands while raising money for 

land conservation in the area.

Performing an entertaining mix of Cana-

diana roots/blues/bluegrass and G-Funk, the 

two groups will donate a portion of their CD 

sales from the tour to the Islands Trust Fund. 

The funds raised will help the Islands Trust 

Fund and local island conservancies protect 

the fragile ecosystems of the Gulf Islands.

The Islands Trust Fund was established in 

1990, and is a regional land trust committed 

to helping preserve and protect the unique 

character and environment of the islands in 

the Strait of Georgia and Howe Sound. With 

the generous support of island communities 

and landowners, the Islands Trust Fund has 

protected more than 985 hectares of natural 

and cultural values on 79 properties.

The two groups will be performing June 18 

and 19 at the Hummingbird Pub on Galiano 

Island, beginning at 20:00.

For more information on the fundraising 

concerts, visit www.northernfolklore.com, and 

for more information about the Islands Trust 

Fund, visit www.islandstrustfund.bc.ca.

 RACERS AND CRUISERS OF ALL SKILL 

levels are invited to take part in Pender Har-

bour’s annual Malaspina Regatta on July 3. 

This year marks the 21st year of this popular 

and fun-filled Sunshine Coast yacht race. 

Hosted by the Garden Bay Sailing Club, the 

race—a 10.5-mile triangular course—is open 

to everyone who has a sailboat. 

Participants are asked to moor their boats 

at Fisherman’s Resort and Marina in Garden 

Bay after the race. There will be a “walk-

around/talk-around” among the fleet before 

the evening barbecue ($10) with potluck sal-

ads and finger desserts. For more information, 

contact www.gardenbaysailingclub.com, or 

fax Tom Barker at 604-883-2685. Fisherman’s 

Resort and Marina can be reached at 604-

883-2336, or by email at fishermans@dccnet.

com.  —Peter Robson

Gulf Islands’ Islands 
Trust Fund Music Tour

Pender Harbour’s 
Malaspina Regatta: 
Celebrating 21 Years

i
For more information and links visit  
www.northamericanminitransat.com
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