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(57) ABSTRACT

A marine vessel propulsion system includes first and second
propulsion devices, a first operation lever arranged to be
operated by a marine vessel maneuvering operator to control
the first propulsion device, a second operation lever arranged
to be operated by the marine vessel maneuvering operator to
control the second propulsion device, a first lever position
sensor arranged to detect a position of the first operation lever,
a second lever position sensor arranged to detect a position of
the second operation lever, and a control unit. The control unit
is programmed to set a target pivoting speed according to the
positions of the first and second operation levers relative to
each other and set a target travel speed according to amounts
of displacement of the first and second operation levers with
respect to neutral positions.
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1
MARINE VESSEL PROPULSION SYSTEM
AND MARINE VESSEL INCLUDING THE
SAME

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to a marine vessel propulsion
system including operation levers arranged to be operated for
controlling the respective shift states of multiple propulsion
devices. The present invention also relates to a marine vessel
including such a system.

2. Description of the Related Art

There has been known a marine vessel propulsion system
including operation levers arranged to be operated by a
marine vessel maneuvering operator to control the respective
shift states of multiple propulsion devices. One example of
such a propulsion device is an outboard motor.

Such amarine vessel propulsion system includes, for
example, two outboard motors mounted on a hull. The two
outboard motors are coupled to each other with a tie bar and
arranged to have substantially the same steering angle. The
marine vessel propulsion system further includes two opera-
tion levers corresponding to the two respective outboard
motors. The shift state and throttle opening degree of each
outboard motor can be adjusted independently by operating
the corresponding operation lever. In addition, the two out-
board motors are steerable through one steering mechanism.

The thus arranged marine vessel propulsion system
requires a complicated operation when finely controlling the
movement of the marine vessel, such as when launching from
and docking on shore. That is, the operator is required to
finely control both the steering mechanism and the two opera-
tion levers.

The hull may include a side thruster (propulsion device for
lateral movement) for easier marine vessel maneuvering
when launching from and docking on shore. This, however,
results in the marine vessel propulsion system having a com-
plex structure, and is not suitable particularly for small
marine vessels.

United States Patent Application Publication No. US 2007/
0017426A1 discloses a marine vessel propulsion system that
can finely control the movement of a marine vessel easily
without providing a side thruster.

This marine vessel propulsion system includes two opera-
tion levers corresponding, respectively, to two outboard
motors and a cross-shaped key provided separately from the
two operation levers. The shift state and throttle opening
degree of each outboard motor can be adjusted independently
by operating the corresponding operation lever. In addition,
the two outboard motors are steerable through one steering
mechanism. This marine vessel propulsion system can set a
marine vessel maneuvering support mode. In the marine ves-
sel maneuvering support mode, operating the cross-shaped
key causes the steering angle, shift state, and throttle opening
degree of each outboard motor to be adjusted so that the hull
moves in the direction indicated by the cross-shaped key. This
allows the movement of the marine vessel to be controlled
finely and easily without a side thruster.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The inventors of preferred embodiments of the present
invention described and claimed in the present application
conducted an extensive study and research regarding a marine
vessel propulsion system, such as the one described above,
and in doing so, discovered and first recognized new unique
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2

challenges and previously unrecognized possibilities for
improvements as described in greater detail below.

That is, the related art above requires two operation levers
and a cross-shaped key to be provided separately, resulting in
the marine vessel propulsion system having a complex struc-
ture. That is, even though no side thruster is provided, an
additional operation system defined by the cross-shaped key,
must be provided in addition to the operation levers and the
steering mechanism. This results in an overly complex struc-
ture and requires somewhat more complicated operations due
to an increase in the number of operation systems.

In order to overcome the previously unrecognized and
unsolved challenges described above, a preferred embodi-
ment according to an aspect of the present invention provides
a marine vessel propulsion system including first and second
propulsion devices arranged to be mounted on a hull so as to
enable a steering angle to change, a first operation lever
arranged to be operated by a marine vessel maneuvering
operator to control the first propulsion device to have a shift
state selected from among a forward drive state, a neutral
state, and a reverse drive state and to control a power output of
the first propulsion device, a second operation lever arranged
to be operated by the marine vessel maneuvering operator to
control the second propulsion device to have a shift state
selected from among a forward drive state, aneutral state, and
a reverse drive state and to control a power output of the
second propulsion device, a first lever position sensor
arranged to detect a position of the first operation lever, a
second lever position sensor arranged to detect a position of
the second operation lever, and a control unit. The control unit
is programmed to set, based on detection results from the first
and second lever position sensors, a target pivoting speed
according to the positions of the first and second operation
levers relative to each other and to set a target travel speed
according to amounts of displacement of the first and second
operation levers with respect to neutral positions. The control
unit is further programmed to control the steering angles, shift
states, and propulsive forces of the respective first and second
propulsion devices such that the hull pivots at the target
pivoting speed and travels at the target travel speed.

In the thus arranged marine vessel propulsion system, the
target pivoting speed and target travel speed of the hull are set
based on the positions of the first and second operation levers.
The steering angles, shift states, and propulsive forces of the
first and second propulsion devices are then controlled
according to the set target pivoting speed and target travel
speed. That is, not only the shift states and propulsive forces
but also the steering angles follow the positions of the first and
second operation levers. This arrangement allows the propul-
sive forces of the propulsion devices to be used effectively
when the hull pivots or turns (pivots while moving forward or
backward). This allows the behavior of the hull to be changed
quickly and highly responsively. As a result, the movement of
the marine vessel can be finely controlled.

In addition, since the marine vessel can be controlled by
only operating the operation levers, there is no need to operate
a steering operation mechanism such as a steering mecha-
nism. It is therefore possible to improve the operability when
finely controlling the movement of the marine vessel. Thereis
also no need to provide another operation system, such as a
cross-shaped key, separately from the operation levers, which
can prevent the marine vessel propulsion system from having
a complex structure. Since there is no need to add another
operation system, no complicated operations are required.

In a preferred embodiment of the present invention, the
control unit is programmed to set the target pivoting speed
according to a difference between the positions of the firstand
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second operation levers detected by the first and second lever
position sensors. This arrangement allows the operator to set
the target pivoting speed through an intuitive operation.

Also, in a preferred embodiment of the present invention,
the control unit is programmed to set the target travel speed
according to the position of one of the first and second opera-
tion levers having a smaller amount of displacement with
respect to the neutral position thereof. This arrangement
allows the operator to set the target travel speed through an
intuitive operation.

In a preferred embodiment of the present invention, the
control unit is programmed to set the target travel speed to
zero when the first operation lever is on one side with respect
to the neutral position thereof and the second operation lever
1s onthe other side with respect to the neutral position thereof.
This arrangement allows the operator to easily perform
marine vessel maneuvering by which the hull pivots without
substantially moving forward or backward.

Ina preferred embodiment of the present invention, the first
and second operation levers are arranged laterally, the first
operation lever being arranged on the right and arranged to be
operated back and forth, while the second operation lever
being arranged on the left and arranged to be operated back
and forth, and the control unit is programmed to set the target
pivoting speed such that the hull pivots counterclockwise
when the first operation lever is positioned anterior to the
second operation lever, while the hull pivots clockwise when
the first operation lever is positioned posterior to the second
operation lever. With this arrangement, the positions of the
first and second operation levers correspond to the pivoting
direction and the pivoting speed, which allows the hull to
pivot through a more intuitive operation.

In a preferred embodiment of the present invention, the
control unit is programmed to control each propulsion device
to have a constant power output (e.g., minimum power out-
put) when a moment (e.g., greater than zero) applied by each
propulsion device to the hull is equal to or smaller than a
predetermined threshold value, and to control the steering
angle of each propulsion device according to the applied
moment. This arrangement causes the moment to be adjusted
depending on the change in the steering angle, which requires
a smaller amount of energy than in the case of increasing the
power output of each propulsion device.

In the case above, the control unit is preferably pro-
grammed to control each propulsion device to have a maxi-
mum steering angle when the moment applied by each pro-
pulsion device to the hull is larger than the predetermined
threshold value, and to control each propulsion device to have
a power output according to the moment. This arrangement
allows a large moment that cannot be generated by only
controlling the steering angle to be generated by controlling
the propulsive force. In addition, since the moment is adjusted
by controlling the steering angle until the steering angle of
each propulsion device reaches the maximum steering angle,
the energy consumption by the propulsion device can be
reduced.

In a preferred embodiment of the present invention, the
control unit is programmed to set the steering angle of one of
the first and second propulsion devices such that the direction
of the propulsive force of the one propulsion device follows a
straight line that passes through the rotational center of the
hull and to set the steering angle, shift state, and propulsive
force of the other of the first and second propulsion devices
according to the target pivoting speed. With this arrangement,
the propulsive force of the one propulsion device applies a
very small moment to the hull and therefore hardly contrib-
utes to the pivoting of the hull. It is therefore only required to
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4

set the steering angle, shift state, and propulsive force of the
other propulsion device according to the target pivoting
speed, which facilitates the control operation for achieving
the target pivoting speed.

In the case above, the control unit is preferably pro-
grammed to set the shift state and propulsive force of the one
propulsion device according to an anteroposterior component
of the propulsive force of the other propulsion device and the
target travel speed. It should be noted that the anteroposterior
component is a component of the propulsive force generated
by the selected outboard motor in the longitudinal direction of
the hull. With this arrangement, the effect of the anteropos-
terior component of the propulsive force of the other propul-
sion device that applies a moment to the hull can be elimi-
nated by the propulsive force of the one propulsion device.
This allows for achieving both the target pivoting speed and
target travel speed. When the target travel speed is zero, for
example, the entire anteroposterior component of the propul-
sive force of the other propulsion device is canceled by the
propulsive force of the one propulsion device.

A preferred embodiment of the present invention further
includes, a steering operation mechanism arranged to be
operated by the marine vessel maneuvering operator to
change the steering angles of the first and second propulsion
devices, an operation angle sensor arranged to detect an
operation angle of the steering operation mechanism, and a
switching unit arranged to switch between normal marine
vessel maneuvering control and assisted marine vessel
maneuvering control. In this case, in the normal marine vessel
maneuvering control, the control unit is preferably pro-
grammed to control the shift states and propulsive forces of
the first and second propulsion devices based on detection
results from the first and second lever position sensors, and to
change the steering angles of the first and second propulsion
devices based on a detection result from the operation angle
sensor. Further, in the assisted marine vessel maneuvering
control, the control unit is preferably programmed to set,
based on detection results from the first and second lever
position sensors, a target pivoting speed according to the
positions of the first and second operation levers relative to
each other and set a target travel speed according to the
amounts of displacement of the first and second operation
levers with respect to the neutral positions, and to control the
steering angles, shift states, and propulsive forces of the
respective first and second propulsion devices such that the
hull pivots at the target pivoting speed and travels at the target
travel speed. This arrangement allows for switching between
the normal marine vessel maneuvering control and the
assisted marine vessel maneuvering control. In the normal
marine vessel maneuvering control, the operator can use the
steering operation mechanism for steering. When it is
required to finely control the movement of the marine vessel
(such as when launching from and docking on shore), the
operator can use only the operation levers for steering by
switching to the assisted marine vessel maneuvering control.

In the assisted marine vessel maneuvering control, the
control unit may be programmed to control each of the first
and second propulsion devices to have a propulsive force
smaller than that corresponding to the position of each of the
first and second operation levers in the normal marine vessel
maneuvering control.

Ina preferred embodiment of the present invention, the first
propulsion device includes a first outboard motor arranged to
be mounted on the hull so as to enable the steering angle to
change, and the second propulsion device includes a second
outboard motor arranged to be mounted on the hull so as to
enable the steering angle to change. Each of the first and
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second outboard motors includes, for example, an engine
with a driving force thereof being adjustable through control
of throttle opening degree, a propeller arranged to be rotated
by a driving force from the engine, and a switching mecha-
nism portion arranged to switch shift states. In this case, the
first and second operation levers are preferably arranged to be
operated by the marine vessel maneuvering operator to con-
trol the first and second outboard motors to be their respective
shift states and throttle opening degrees. The control unit is
preferably programmed to control the steering angles, shift
states, and throttle opening degrees of the respective first and
second outboard motors based on detection results from the
first and second lever position sensors. With this arrangement,
the marine vessel propulsion system including outboard
motors can improve the operability when finely controlling
the movement of the marine vessel.

A preferred embodiment according to another aspect of the
present invention includes multiple propulsion devices
arranged to be mounted on a hull so as to enable a steering
angle to change, multiple operation levers, multiple lever
position sensors, a storage unit, and a control unit. The mul-
tiple operation levers are arranged to be operated by a marine
vessel maneuvering operator to control the multiple propul-
sion devices to have respective shift states selected from
among a forward drive state, a neutral state, and a reverse
drive state. The lever position sensors are provided corre-
spondingly to the respective multiple operation levers and
arranged to detect positions of the operation levers. The stor-
age unit is arranged to store therein behavior patterns of the
hull preset correspondingly to positional relationships
between the multiple operation levers. The control unit is
programmed to select among the behavior patterns based on
detection results from the multiple lever position sensors, and
to control the steering angles and shift states of the respective
multiple propulsion devices to correspond to the selected
behavior pattern. The behavior patterns of the hull may be
stored in a form of configuration information for realizing the
behavior patterns. Such configuration information includes,
for example, target values of the steering angles and shift
states of multiple propulsion devices.

In the thus arranged marine vessel propulsion system,
selection is made among the behavior patterns of the hull
based on detection results from the multiple lever position
sensors. The steering angles and shift states of the respective
multiple propulsion devices are then controlled to correspond
to the selected behavior pattern. That is, not only the shift
states but also the steering angles follow the detection results
from the lever position sensors. The behavior patterns of the
hull include, for example, pivoting and lateral movement. If
the operator wants the hull to behave a certain way, the opera-
tor operates multiple operation levers so as to have a posi-
tional relationship corresponding to the desired behavior.
This allows the steering angles and shift states of the propul-
sion devices to be controlled automatically to be appropriate
to achieve the desired hull behavior. This arrangement allows
the propulsive forces of the propulsion devices to be used
effectively when the hull pivots or moves laterally, for
example. This allows the behavior of the hull to be changed
quickly and highly responsively. As a result, the movement of
the marine vessel can be finely controlled.

In addition, since the marine vessel can be controlled only
by operating the operation levers, there is no need to operate
a steering operation system such as a steering mechanism. It
is therefore possible to improve the operability when finely
controlling the movement of the marine vessel. There is also
no need to provide another operation system such as a cross-
shaped key separately from the operation levers, which can
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prevent the marine vessel propulsion system from having a
complex structure. Since there is no need to add another
operation system, no complicated operations are required.

In a preferred embodiment of the present invention, the
multiple propulsion devices include a first propulsion device
and a second propulsion device which is different from the
first propulsion device. The multiple operation levers also
include a first operation lever corresponding to the first pro-
pulsion device and a second operation lever corresponding to
the second propulsion device. The control unit is pro-
grammed to select among behavior patterns preset corre-
spondingly to the positional relationships between the first
and second operation levers when a position of the first opera-
tion lever is different from a position of the second operation
lever, and to control the steering angles and shift states of the
respective first and second propulsion devices to correspond
to the selected behavior pattern. For example, when the posi-
tion of the first operation lever is different from the position of
the second operation lever, the hull may exhibit a behavior
other than straight travel, such as pivoting or lateral move-
ment. In this case, the hull moves straight ahead when the first
and second operation levers are in the same position, while
exhibiting a behavior other than straight movement when the
first and second operation levers are in their respective differ-
ent positions. Since this behavior is similar to a behavior of
the hull through a normal operation of the operation levers, it
is possible to prevent the operator from having an unnatural
feeling.

Ina preferred embodiment of the present invention, the first
and second operation levers are arranged laterally. The con-
trol unit is then programmed to control the steering angles,
shift states of the respective first and second propulsion
devices, when the position of the first operation lever is dif-
ferent from the position of the second operation lever, such
that the hull moves in a direction corresponding to a direction
from the position of the first operation lever to the position of
the second operation lever. The operator may operate the first
and second operation levers to orient the direction of a line
segment between the levers to a direction in which he/she
wants to move the hull. This allows the hull to be moved in
that direction and thereby the marine vessel to be controlled
easily.

In the case above, the control unit is preferably pro-
grammed to control the steering angles, shift states, and pro-
pulsive forces of the respective first and second propulsion
devices, when the first operation lever is in the neutral posi-
tion and the second operation lever is in a position other than
the neutral position, such that the hull moves in a direction
corresponding to a direction from the position of the first
operation lever in the neutral position to the position of the
second operation lever in the position other than the neutral
position. For example, when the first operation lever is in the
neutral position, the hull can move in the direction from the
position of the first operation lever to the position of the
second operation lever on the basis of the position of the first
operation lever. Thus, using the neutral position as a basis for
the movement direction of the hull allows the operator to set
the movement direction of the hull easily.

The marine vessel propulsion system according to a pre-
ferred embodiment of the present invention further includes a
steering operation mechanism arranged to be operated by the
marine vessel maneuvering operator to change the steering
angles of the respective multiple propulsion devices, an
operation angle sensor arranged to detect an operation angle
of the steering operation mechanism, and a switching unit
arranged to switch between normal marine vessel maneuver-
ing control and assisted marine vessel maneuvering control.
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Inthis case, in the normal marine vessel maneuvering control,
the control unit may preferably be programmed to control the
shift states and propulsive forces of the propulsion devices
based on detection results from the multiple lever position
sensors, and to change the steering angles of the multiple
propulsion devices based on a detection result from the opera-
tion angle sensor. Further, in the assisted marine vessel
maneuvering control, the control unit may preferably be pro-
grammed to select among behavior patterns corresponding to
the positional relationships between the multiple operation
levers based on detection results from the multiple lever posi-
tion sensors, and to control the steering angles and shift states
of the respective multiple propulsion devices to correspond to
the selected behavior pattern. This arrangement allows for
switching between the normal marine vessel maneuvering
control and the assisted marine vessel maneuvering control.
In the normal marine vessel maneuvering control, the opera-
tor can use the steering operation mechanism for steering.
When it is required to finely control the movement of the
marine vessel (such as when launching from and docking on
shore), the operator can use only the operation levers for
steering by switching to the assisted marine vessel maneu-
vering control.

In the case above, in the assisted marine vessel maneuver-
ing control, the control unit may preferably be programmed to
control each of the propulsion devices to have a propulsive
force smaller than that corresponding to the position of each
operation lever in the normal marine vessel maneuvering
control.

Also, in the assisted marine vessel maneuvering control,
the control unit may preferably be programmed to select
among behavior patterns preset correspondingly to the posi-
tional relationships between the multiple operation levers,
based on detection results from the multiple lever position
sensors and irrespective of the relationship between the posi-
tions of the operation levers and the shift states of the propul-
sion devices in the normal marine vessel maneuvering con-
trol, and to control the steering angles and shift states of the
respective multiple propulsion devices to correspond to the
selected behavior pattern. In the assisted marine vessel
maneuvering control, the operator may operate the operation
levers such that the levers are in a positional relationship
corresponding to a behavior into which he/she wants to bring
the hull without regard to the shift states of the propulsion
devices. This allows the hull to perform the desired behavior
easily.

Each of the propulsion devices preferably includes an out-
board motor arranged to be mounted on the hull so as to
enable the steering angle to change. The outboard motor
includes, for example, an engine with a driving force thereof
being adjustable through control of throttle opening degree, a
propeller arranged to be rotated by a driving force from the
engine, and a switching mechanism portion arranged to
switch shift states. Also, the operation levers are preferably
arranged to be operated by the marine vessel maneuvering
operator to control the multiple outboard motors to be in their
respective shift states and throttle opening degrees. Also, the
control unit is preferably programmed to select among the
behavior patterns based on detection results from the multiple
lever position sensors, and to control the steering angles and
shift states of the respective multiple outboard motors to
correspond to the selected behavior pattern. With this
arrangement, the marine vessel propulsion system including
outboard motors can improve the operability when finely
controlling the movement of the marine vessel.

Another preferred embodiment of the present invention
provides a marine vessel including a hull and a marine vessel
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propulsion system mounted on the hull and having the above-
described features. This arrangement can improve the oper-
ability when finely controlling the movement of the marine
vessel while preventing the marine vessel propulsion system
from having a complex structure.

Other elements, features, steps, characteristics and advan-
tages of the present invention will become more apparent
from the following detailed description of the preferred
embodiments with reference to the attached drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a perspective view showing the overall configu-
ration of a marine vessel propulsion system according to a
first preferred embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 2 is a schematic plan view showing the overall con-
figuration of the marine vessel propulsion system.

FIG. 3 is a schematic plan view of a control lever in the
marine vessel propulsion systeni.

FIG. 4 is a side view of an outboard motor in the marine
vessel propulsion system.

FIG. 5 is a block diagram showing the electrical configu-
ration of the marine vessel propulsion system.

FIGS. 6A and 6B illustrate settings of target values in an
assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode.

FIG. 7 is a graph showing an example of target pivoting
speed setting based on the difference between lever positions.

FIG. 8 is a graph showing an example of target travel speed
setting based on the minimum displacement position.

FIG. 9 is a graphical plan view showing a basic posture of
outboard motors immediately after being switched to the
assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode.

FIG. 10 illustrates the operation when right and left opera-
tion levers are operated to be in the same position on the
forward drive side in the assisted marine vessel maneuvering
mode.

FIG. 11 illustrates the operation when the right and left
operation levers are operated to be in the same position on the
reverse drive side in the assisted marine vessel maneuvering
mode.

FIG. 12 shows the state where the right operation lever is on
the forward drive side and the left operation lever is in the
neutral position in the assisted marine vessel maneuvering
mode, FIG. 12A shows an example of the posture of the
outboard motors corresponding to the lever position, and FIG.
12B shows another example of the posture of the outboard
motors corresponding to the lever position.

FIG. 13 shows the state where the right operation lever is on
the reverse drive side and the left operation lever is in the
neutral position in the assisted marine vessel maneuvering
mode. FIG. 13A shows an example of the posture of the
outboard motors corresponding to the lever position. FIG.
13B shows another example of the posture of the outboard
motors corresponding to the lever position.

FIGS. 14 A and 14B show another operation example when
the right operation lever is on the reverse drive side and the left
operation lever is in the neutral position in the assisted marine
vessel maneuvering mode.

FIG. 15 illustrates a moment applied by the left outboard
motor to the hull.

FIG. 16 is a flow chart illustrating the processing in a hull
ECU.

FIG. 17 is a flow chart illustrating pivoting moment gen-
eration control and translation suppression control (Steps S6
and S7 in FIG. 16) in detail.
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FIG. 18 is a graph illustrating an example of the relation-
ship between the target pivoting moment and the steering
angle of each outboard motor.

FIG. 19 is a schematic plan view of a marine vessel in
which three outboard motors are mounted on a hull.

FIG. 20 is a schematic plan view of a marine vessel in
which four outboard motors are mounted on a hull.

FIG. 21 illustrates steering angle control when a marine
vessel propulsion system according to a second preferred
embodiment of the present invention is in an assisted marine
vessel maneuvering mode.

FIG. 22 shows the relationship between the position of
each operation lever and the shift state as well as steering
angle of each outboard motor when the marine vessel propul-
sion system according to the second preferred embodiment is
in the assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode.

FIG. 23 is a flow chart illustrating the control of the marine
vessel propulsion system according to the second preferred
embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 24 illustrates advantageous effects of the marine ves-
sel propulsion system according to the second preferred
embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 25 shows throttle opening degree control when a
marine vessel propulsion system according to an exemplary
variation is in normal and assisted marine vessel maneuvering
modes.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

First Preferred Embodiment

First, the structure of a marine vessel propulsion system
according to a first preferred embodiment of the present
invention will hereinafter be described with reference to
FIGS. 110 5.

Two outboard motors 300 (right outboard motor 301 and
left outboard motor 302) are mounted at the stern 101 of a hull
100 via two steering units 200 (right steering unit 201 and left
steering unit 202) (see FIGS. 2 and 5). A remote control lever
102, a steering operation mechanism 103 such as a steering
wheel, a hull ECU (Electronic Control Unit) 104, a trim
switch (not shown), and the like are arranged on the hull 100.
The remote control lever 102 is arranged to be operated by a
marine vessel maneuvering operator to control switching the
throttle opening degrees and shift states of the outboard
motors 300. The steering operation mechanism 103 is
arranged to be operated by the operator to change the heading
direction of the hull 100. The hull ECU 104 is programmed to
control the marine vessel propulsion system. The trim switch
is arranged to be operated by the operator to change the
mounting angle of the outboard motors 300 with respect to the
hull 100. The outboard motors 300 and the hull ECU 104 are,
respectively, examples of “propulsion devices” and “control
unit” according to a preferred embodiment of the present
invention.

The remote control lever 102 includes two operation levers
(right operation lever 102a and left operation lever 1025) that
correspond to the respective right and left outhoard motors
301 and 302. The right and left operation levers 1024 and
1025 are arranged laterally (on the right and left in the direc-
tion A) and are arranged to be movable longitudinally (back
and forth in the direction B) independently of each other. The
operator can switch the shift state and perform acceleration
control (throttle opening degree control) of the right outboard
motor 301 by operating the right operation lever 1024. The
operator can also switch the shift state and perform accelera-
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tion control of the left outboard motor 302 by operating the
left operation lever 1025. The shift state of the outboard
motors 301 and 302 can be selected from among neutral state,
forward drive state, and reverse drive state. The right and left
operation levers 102q and 1025 are, respectively, examples of
“first operation lever” and “second operation lever” accord-
ing to a preferred embodiment of the present invention. Also,
the right and left outboard motors 301 and 302 are, respec-
tively, examples of “first propulsion device” and “second
propulsion device” according to a preferred embodiment of
the present invention.

As shown in FIG. 3, the operation levers (right operation
lever 102a and left operation lever 1025) are movable among
a neutral position, a forward drive position, and a reverse
drive position. The neutral position, forward drive position,
and reverse drive position correspond, respectively, to the
neutral state, forward drive state, and reverse drive state of the
outboard motors 300. The marine vessel propulsion system is
arranged to change the throttle opening degree (power output)
of each outboard motor 300 according to the amount of dis-
placement of the corresponding operation lever with respect
to the neutral position when the operation lever is in the
forward or reverse drive position. That is, the greater the
amount of displacement of the operation lever with respect to
the neutral position, the greater the throttle opening degree of
the corresponding outboard motor 300 becomes. The remote
control lever 102 includes lever position sensors 102¢ and
102d arranged to detect the turning angle of the operation
levers, being provided correspondingly to the respective right
and left operation levers 102a and 1025. The shift states and
throttle opening degrees of the respective outhoard motors
300 (right outboard motor 301 and left outboard motor 302)
are controlled based on detection results from the lever posi-
tion sensors 102¢ and 102d.

The steering operation mechanism 103 is also arranged to
be operated by the operator to steer the outboard motors 300
(right outboard motor 301 and left outboard motor 302). The
steering operation mechanism 103 is provided with an opera-
tion angle sensor 103« arranged to detect the rotation angle of
the steering operation mechanism 103.

The steering units 200 (right steering unit 201 and left
steering unit 202) are each mounted at the stern 101 of the hull
100 via a clamp bracket 400. As shown in FIG. 5, the right
steering unit 201 includes a motor 201a arranged to turn the
corresponding outboard motor 300 during steering, an actual
steering angle sensor 2014 arranged to detect the turning
angle (actual steering angle) of the outboard motor 300, and a
steering ECU 201c. Similarly, the left steering unit 202
includes a motor 202¢ arranged to turn the corresponding
outboard motor 300 during steering, an actual steering angle
sensor 2025 arranged to detect the turning angle (actual steer-
ing angle) of the outboard motor 300, and a steering ECU
202¢. The hull ECU 104 and the steering ECUs 201¢ and 202¢
are arranged to be capable of communicating information
with each other viaa LAN (Local Area Network) 10 built in
the hull 100.

When the motors 201¢ and 202a are driven based on a
detection result from the operation angle sensor 103a, the
steering angles of the outboard motors 300 (right outboard
motor 301 and left outboard motor 302) are adjusted accord-
ingly. That is, when the bodies of the outboard motors 300 are
turned horizontally, propellers 307 change their direction.
This changes the heading direction of the hull 100 that
depends on propulsive forces generated by the propellers 307.

The steering units 200 can change the steering angle of
each outboard motor 300 preferably within an angular range
of about 60 degrees (about +30 degrees), for example. When
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the steering angles of the outboard motors 300 are adjusted
based on a detection result from the operation angle sensor
103a, the motors 201« and 2024 are controlled such that the
right and left outboard motors 301 and 302 have substantially
the same steering angle.

As shown in FIG. 4, the outboard motors 300 each include
an engine 303, a drive shaft 304, a forward-reverse switching
mechanism 305, a propeller shaft 306, a propeller 307, and an
outboard motor ECU 308. The engine 303 is arranged to
generate a driving force by burning a mixture of air and fuel.
The drive shaft 304 extends in the vertical direction (in the Z
direction) and is arranged to be rotated by a driving force from
the engine 303. The forward-reverse switching mechanism
305 is connected to the lower end of the drive shaft 304. The
propeller shaft 306 is connected to the forward-reverse
switching mechanism 305 and extends in the horizontal
direction. The propeller 307 is fixed at the rear end portion of
the propeller shaft 306. The outboard motor ECU 308 is
arranged to control the operations of the engine 303 and the
forward-reverse switching mechanism 305. The hull ECU
104 and the outboard motor ECUs 308 in the right and left
outboard motors are arranged to be capable of communicat-
ing information with each other via the LAN 10.

The engine 303 includes a motor 3034 and a throttle valve
3034. The throttle valve 3035 is provided in a feed path for
feeding air therethrough into a mixture combustion chamber
(not shown). The throttle valve 3035 is arranged to be opened
and closed by a driving force from the motor 303a within the
range from the fully-closed state (with an opening degree of
0%) to the fully-opened state (with an opening degree of
100%). The motor 3034 is controlled by the outboard motor
ECU 308. The driving force of the engine 303 can be adjusted
by controlling the opening degree (throttle opening degree) of
the throttle valve 3035 and therefore the feed amount of air.

The forward-reverse switching mechanism 305 is arranged
to set a shift state selected from among forward drive state,
reverse drive state, and neutral state. The forward drive state
is a shift state in which the rotation of the drive shaft 304
caused by a driving force from the engine 303 is transmitted
to rotate the propeller shaft 306 in the forward drive direction.
The reverse drive state is a shift state in which the rotation of
the drive shaft 304 is reversed and transmitted to rotate the
propeller shaft 306 in the reverse drive direction. The neutral
state is a shift state in which the transmitting of the rotation
from the drive shaft 304 to the propeller shaft 306 is blocked
off. The shift state is switched by a driving force from a motor
305a. The motor 3054 is controlled by the outboard motor
ECU 308.

The outboard motor ECU 308 controls the motors 303a
and 305¢ and other electrical components in the outboard
motor 300 based on signals from the hull ECU 104. The
forward-reverse switching mechanism 305 is an example of a
“switching mechanism portion” according to a preferred
embodiment of the present invention.

The engine 303 is housed in an engine cover 309. An upper
case 310 and a lower case 311 are arranged below the engine
cover 309, and the drive shaft 304 and the forward-reverse
switching mechanism 305 as well as the propeller shaft 306
are housed in the respective cases 310 and 311. A ventilation
hole 309q is provided in a lateral portion of the engine cover
309 on the side of the reverse drive direction (indicated by the
arrow B1). Air which is introduced in the engine cover 309 via
the ventilation hole 3094, is fed to the engine 303.

The outboard motors 300 are each mounted at the stern 101
of the hull 100 via a clamp bracket 400. The clamp bracket
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400 supports each outboard motor 300 in a vertically swing-
able manner about a tilting shaft 4004 with respect to the hull
100.

The hull 100 is provided with a selector switch 105 to be
operated by the operator to switch control modes. The control
modes include a normal marine vessel maneuvering mode in
which the steering operation mechanism 103 is used for
marine vessel maneuvering and an assisted marine vessel
maneuvering mode in which the steering operation mecha-
nism 103 is not required to be used for marine vessel maneu-
vering. One of these control modes can be selected by oper-
ating the selector switch 105.

In the normal marine vessel maneuvering mode, the shift
states and throttle opening degrees of the respective right and
left outboard motors 301 and 302 are controlled based on
detection results from the lever position sensors 102¢ and
102d. The steering angle of the outboard motors 300 (right
outboard motor 301 and left outboard motor 302) is also
controlled based on a detection result from the operation
angle sensor 103a.

In the assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode, the shift
states, throttle opening degrees, and steering angles of the
respective right and left outboard motors 301 and 302 are
controlled based on detection results from the lever position
sensors 102¢ and 102d.

The operator can switch between the normal marine vessel
maneuvering mode and the assisted marine vessel maneuver-
ing mode by switching the selector switch 105 ON and OFF.
That is, when the selector switch 105 is OFF, the normal
marine vessel maneuvering mode runs. When the selector
switch 105 is ON, the assisted marine vessel maneuvering
mode runs. In the assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode,
when the steering operation mechanism 103 is operated, the
selector switch 105 is turned OFF automatically by the con-
trol ofthe hull ECU 104 and the normal marine vessel maneu-
vering mode runs automatically. The selector switch 105 is an
example of a “switching unit” according to a preferred
embodiment of the present invention.

In the normal marine vessel maneuvering mode, the hull
ECU 104 determines the shift states and throttle opening
degrees of the right and left outboard motors 301 and 302
based on positional information of the operation levers
detected by the lever position sensors 102¢ and 102d. These
determined shift states and throttle opening degrees are sent
to the outboard motor ECUs 308. The outboard motor ECUs
308 control the motors 303a and 305a based on the received
shift states and throttle opening degrees to drive the throttle
valve 3036 and the forward-reverse switching mechanism
305. The hull ECU 104 also determines the steering angles of
the right and left outboard motors 301 and 302 based on an
operation angle detected by the operation angle sensor 103a,
and sends the determined steering angle data to the steering
ECUs 201c and 202¢. The steering ECUs 201¢ and 202¢ drive
the motors 201a and 202a in the respective right and left
steering units 201 and 202 to make actual steering angles
detected by the respective actual steering angle sensors 2015
and 2025 equal to the received steering angles.

FIGS. 6A and 6B are graphical plan views of the remote
control lever 102, illustrating settings of target values in the
assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode. The hull ECU 104
is arranged to set a target pivoting speed and a target travel
speed of the hull 100 based on the position L1 of the right
operation lever 1024 and the position L.2 of the left operation
lever 1025. The positions [.1 and .2 are expressed as a posi-
tive value when on the forward drive side with respect to the
neutral position, and are expressed as a negative value when
on the reverse drive side with respect to the neutral position.
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The absolute values [L1] and IL.2I of the positions .1 and .2
are the amounts of displacement of the respective right and
left operation levers 1024 and 1025 with respect to the neutral
position. These positions [.1 and .2 are obtained as outputs
from the lever position sensors 102¢ and 1024d. The target
pivoting speed of the hull 100 is expressed as a positive value
in the counterclockwise direction, and is expressed as a nega-
tive value in the clockwise directionin the plan view. Also, the
target travel speed of the hull 100 is expressed as a positive
value in the forward travel direction, and is expressed as a
negative value in the reverse travel direction.

The hull ECU 104 subtracts the position .2 of the left
operation lever 1025 from the position L1 of the right opera-
tion lever 1024 to obtain a lever position difference AL (=L.1-
L.2). The hull ECU 104 then obtains the target pivoting speed
based on this lever position difference AL.

The hull ECU 104 further determines if the positions 1.1
and L2 of the right and left operation levers 102a and 1025
have the same sign or their respective different signs. That is,
it is determined if the right and left operation levers 102a and
1025 are on the same side (forward or reverse drive side) with
respect to the neutral position. If the positions L1 and [.2 of
the right and left operation levers 102a and 1025 have their
respective different signs, the hull ECU 104 sets the target
travel speed to zero. On the other hand, if the positions L1 and
L2 of the right and left operation levers 1024 and 1025 have
the same sign, the hull ECU 104 identifies a smaller one of the
amounts of displacement |L1| and IL2| of the right and left
operation levers 102¢ and 1025. The hull ECU 104 then
obtains the target travel speed based on the position Lmin
(=L1 or L2, hereinafter referred to as “minimum displace-
ment position Lmin”) corresponding to the smaller amount of
displacement. If either of the absolute amount of displace-
ment L1 or IL2[ is zero, the target travel speed is also set to
zero.

FIG. 6A shows the case of AL>0 and Lmin=1.2>0. Accord-
ingly, the target pivoting speed is positive and the target travel
speed is also positive. As a result, the outhoard motors 300 are
controlled such that the hull 100 pivots counterclockwise
while moving forward (i.e., turns in the left-forward direc-
tion). On the other hand, FI1G. 6B shows the case of AL>0 and
Lmin=[.2=0. Accordingly, the target pivoting speed is posi-
tive and the target travel speed is zero. As a result, the out-
board motors 300 are controlled such that the hull 100 pivots
counterclockwise substantially with no displacement. This
behavior of the hull 100 is similar to a behavior of the hull
corresponding to the same lever operations in the normal
marine vessel maneuvering mode. Therefore, the operator
can perform marine vessel maneuvering in the assisted
marine vessel maneuvering mode while having an improved
and more comfortable natural feeling.

FIG. 7 is a graph showing an example of target pivoting
speed setting based on the lever position difference AL. A
dead band with a predetermined width is provided in the
vicinity of the lever position difference AL=0 such that the
target pivoting speed is zero if the absolute value of the lever
position difference AL is smaller than a predetermined value.
When the lever position difference AL is greater than the dead
band, the target pivoting speed is set to a positive value. Onthe
other hand, when the lever position difference AL is smaller
than the dead band, the target pivoting speed is set to a
negative value. Then, the absolute target pivoting speed
increases monotonically (linearly in FIG. 7) with the increase
in the absolute value of the lever position difference AL.

FIG. 81is a graph showing an example of target travel speed
setting based on the minimum displacement position Lmin. A
dead band with a predetermined width is provided in the
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vicinity of the minimum displacement position Lmin=0 such
that the target travel speed is zero if the absolute value of the
minimum displacement position Lmin is smaller than a pre-
determined value. When the minimum displacement position
Lmin is greater than the dead band, the target travel speed is
set to a positive value (for forward travel). On the other hand,
when the minimum displacement position Lmin is smaller
than the dead band, the target travel speed is set to a negative
value (for reverse travel). Then, the absolute target travel
speed increases monotonically (linearly in FIG. 8) with the
increase in the absolute value of the minimum displacement
position Lmin.

FIG. 9 is a graphical plan view showing a basic posture of
the outboard motors 301 and 302 immediately after being
switched to the assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode.
When the selector switch 105 is operated to run the assisted
marine vessel maneuvering mode, the hull ECU 104 controls
the outboard motors 301 and 302 to be in the basic posture
shown in FIG. 9. More specifically, the hull ECU 104 sets the
target steering angles of the outboard motors 301 and 302
such that the straight lines 301a and 302¢ in the directions of
the propulsive forces of the respective outhoard motors 301
and 302 pass through the rotational center 20 of the hull 100
in a plan view. That is, in the basic posture, the outboard
motors 301 and 302 are in a positional relationship in which
the rear end portions thereof are separated from each other.
When the target steering angles corresponding to this basic
posture are transmitted to the steering ECUs 201¢ and 202¢
via the LAN 10, the right and left outboard motors 301 and
302 are turned to be in the basic posture shown in FIG. 9.
When both the right and left operation levers 1024 and 1025
are in the neutral position, AL=0 and Lmin=0. In this case, the
right and left outboard motors 301 and 302 are controlled to
be in the basic posture, their shift states are controlled to be
the neutral position, and their engine speeds are controlled to
be an idle speed. That is, the target throttle opening degree is
set to a fully-closed value correspondingly to the idle speed.

It is noted that the steering angle takes a positive value
when the rear end portions (propellers 307) of the outboard
motors 301 and 302 are turned rightward with respect to the
longitudinal direction of the hull 100 (along the hull center-
line 21), while taking a negative value when turned leftward.
Thus, in the basic posture, the steering angle of the right
outboard motor 301 is positive and the steering angle of the
left outboard motor 302 is negative.

FIG. 10 shows the state where the right and left operation
levers 1024 and 1025 are operated to be in the same position
on the forward drive side in the assisted marine vessel maneu-
vering mode. In this case, since AL=0 and Lmin>0, the target
pivoting speed is set to zero and the target travel speed is set
to a positive value. Therefore, the outboard motors 301 and
302 are controlled such that the hull 100 moves straight
ahead. Specifically, the hull ECU 104 sets the target steering
angles of the outhoard motors 301 and 302 to the steering
angles in the basic posture. The hull ECU 104 also sets both
the target shift states of the outboard motors 301 and 302 to
the forward drive state. The hull ECU 104 further sets the
target throttle opening degrees (target engine speeds) of the
outboard motors 301 and 302 to a value corresponding to the
minimum displacement position Lmin.

The target steering angles are transmitted to the steering
ECUs 201¢ and 202¢ via the LAN 10. This causes both the
outboard motors 301 and 302 to be controlled to be in the
basic posture and their propulsive forces (indicated by arrows
in FIG. 10) are directed to the rotational center 20 of the hull
100. The target shift states (set to forward drive state) and the
target throttle opening degrees (target engine speeds) are



US 8,428,801 Bl

15

transmitted to the outboard motor ECUs 308 in the right and
left outboard motors 301 and 302 viathe LAN 10. This causes
both the shift states of the right and left outboard motors 301
and 302 to be controlled to be the forward drive state, and the
right and left outboard motors 301 and 302 have approxi-
mately the same engine speed. As a result, the resultant force
of the propulsive forces of the right and left outboard motors
301 and 302 is directed to the forward travel direction of the
hull 100. Since both the propulsive forces of the right and left
outboard motors 301 and 302 act in the direction through the
rotational center 20 of the hull 100, the hull 100 moves for-
ward without substantially pivoting. That is, the hull 100
moves forward along its centetline 21.

FIG. 11 shows the state where the right and left operation
levers 1024 and 1024 are operated to be in the same position
on the reverse drive side in the assisted marine vessel maneu-
vering mode. In this case, since AL=0 and Lmin<0, the target
pivoting speed is set to zero and the target travel speed is set
to a negative value. Therefore, the outboard motors 301 and
302 are controlled such that the hull 100 moves straight
astern. Specifically, the hull ECU 104 sets the target steering
angles of the outboard motors 301 and 302 to the steering
angles in the basic posture. The hull ECU 104 also sets both
the target shift states of the outboard motors 301 and 302 to
the reverse drive state. The hull ECU 104 further sets the
target throttle opening degrees (target engine speeds) of the
outboard motors 301 and 302 to a value corresponding to the
minimum displacement position Lmin.

The target steering angles are transmitted to the steering
ECUs 201¢ and 202¢ via the LAN 10. This causes both the
outboard motors 301 and 302 to be controlled to be in the
basic posture and their propulsive forces (indicated by arrows
in FIG. 11) are directed backward along the respective
straight lines 301« and 302a that pass through the rotational
center 20 of the hull 100. The target shift states (setto reverse
drive state) and the target throttle opening degrees (target
engine speeds) are transmitted to the outboard motor ECUs
308 in the right and left outhoard motors 301 and 302 via the
LAN 10. This causes both the shift states of the right and left
outboard motors 301 and 302 to be controlled to the reverse
drive state, and the right and left outboard motors 301 and 302
have approximately the same engine speed. As a result, the
resultant force of the propulsive forces of the right and left
outboard motors 301 and 302 is directed to the reverse travel
direction of the hull 100. Since both the propulsive forces of
the right and left outboard motors 301 and 302 act in the
direction through the rotational center 20 of the hull 100, the
hull 100 moves backward without substantially pivoting.
That is, the hull 100 moves backward along its centerline 21.

FIG. 12 shows the state where the right operation lever
102a is on the forward drive side and the left operation lever
1025 is in the neutral position in the assisted marine vessel
maneuvering mode. In this case, since AL>0 and Lmin=0, the
target pivoting speed is set to a positive value and the target
travel speed is set to zero. Therefore, the outboard motors 301
and 302 are controlled such that the hull 100 pivots counter-
clockwise substantially with no displacement. The hull ECU
104 controls the outboard motors 301 and 302 to be in the
state shown in FIG. 12A or 12B, for example.

FIG. 12A shows the state where the steering angle of the
right outboard motor 301 is made smaller than that in the
basic posture and its propulsive force is directed right-for-
ward with respect to the rotational center 20 of the hull 100.
The left outboard motor 302 is in the basic posture. That is, the
hull ECU 104 sets the target steering angle of the right out-
board motor 301 to a value smaller than the steering angle in
the basic posture. The hull ECU 104 also sets the target shift
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state of the right outboard motor 301 to the forward drive state
and the target throttle opening degree (target engine speed) of
the right outboard motor 301 to a value corresponding to the
lever position difference AL. This causes the propulsive force
ofthe right outboard motor 301 to apply a (counterclockwise)
moment about the rotational center 20 to the hull 100.

It is, however, noted that the propulsive force of the right
outboard motor 301 also acts as a propulsive force in the
forward travel direction of the hull 100. Hence, the hull ECU
104 controls the left outboard motor 302 to generate a pro-
pulsive force in the reverse travel direction. More specifically,
the hull ECU 104 sets the target steering angle of the left
outboard motor 302 to a value corresponding to the basic
posture and the target shift state of the left outboard motor 302
to the reverse drive state. The hull ECU 104 also sets the target
throttle opening degree (target engine speed) of the left out-
board motor 302 to a value with which the propulsive force in
the forward travel direction (anteroposterior component) by
the right outboard motor 301 can be cancelled. Thus, only a
counterclockwise moment about the rotational center 20 acts
on the hull 100, which allows the hull 100 to pivot counter-
clockwise substantially with no displacement. In more detail,
a moment is applied to the hull 100 by the propulsive force of
the right outboard motor 301 in the forward travel direction
with the movement of the hull 100 being restricted by the left
outboard motor 302. This results in the hull 100 pivoting in
such a manner that its stern moves leftward.

FIG. 12B shows the state where the steering angle of the
left outboard motor 302 is made greater (smaller in its abso-
lute value) than that in the basic posture and its propulsive
force is directed backward along the straight line 3024 that
passes on the left of the rotational center 20 of the hull 100.
The right outboard motor 301 is in the basic posture. That is,
the hull ECU 104 sets the target steering angle of the left
outboard motor 302 to a value smaller than the steering angle
in the basic posture. The hull ECU 104 also sets the target
shift state of the left outboard motor 302 to the reverse drive
state and the target throttle opening degree (target engine
speed) of the left outboard motor 302 to a value correspond-
ing to the lever position difference AL. This causes the pro-
pulsive force of the left outboard motor 302 to apply a (coun-
terclockwise) moment about the rotational center 20 to the
hull 100.

It is, however, noted that the propulsive force of the left
outboard motor 302 also acts as a propulsive force in the
reverse travel direction of the hull 100. Hence, the hull ECU
104 controls the right outboard motor 301 to generate a pro-
pulsive force in the forward travel direction. More specifi-
cally, the hull ECU 104 sets the target steering angle of the
right outboard motor 301 to a value corresponding to the basic
posture and the target shift state of the right outboard motor
301 to the forward drive state. The hull ECU 104 also sets the
target throttle opening degree (target engine speed) of the
right outboard motor 301 to a value with which the propulsive
force in the reverse travel direction (anteroposterior compo-
nent) by the left outboard motor 302 can be cancelled. Thus,
only a (counterclockwise) moment about the rotational center
20 acts on the hull 100, which allows the hull 100 to pivot
counterclockwise with no substantial displacement. In more
detail, a moment is applied to the hull 100 by the propulsive
force of the left outboard motor 302 in the forward drive
direction with the movement of the hull 100 being restricted
by the right outboard motor 301. This results in the hull 100
pivoting in such a manner that its stern moves leftward.
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The counterclockwise pivoting can thus be realized in
which the stern of the hull 100 moves leftward. This facili-
tates, for example, docking on a docking target 30 such as a
quay.

FIG. 13 shows the state where the right operation lever
102a is on the reverse drive side and the left operation lever
1025 is in the neutral position in the assisted marine vessel
maneuvering mode. In this case, since AL<0 and Lmin=0, the
target pivoting speed is set to a negative value and the target
travel speed is set to zero. Therefore, the outboard motors 301
and 302 are controlled such that the hull 100 pivots clockwise
with no substantial displacement. The hull ECU 104 controls
the outboard motors 301 and 302 to be the state shown in FIG.
13A or 13B, for example.

FIG. 13A shows the state where the steering angle of the
left outboard motor 302 is made smaller (greater in its abso-
lute value) than that in the basic posture and its propulsive
force is directed backward along the straight line 302q that
passes on the right of the rotational center 20 of the hull 100.
The right outboard motor 301 is in the basic posture. That is,
the hull ECU 104 sets the target steering angle of the left
outboard motor 302 to a negative value smaller (greater in its
absolute value) than the steering angle in the basic posture.
The hull ECU 104 also sets the target shift state of the left
outboard motor 302 to the reverse drive state and the target
throttle opening degree (target engine speed) of the left out-
board motor 302 to a value corresponding to the lever position
difference AL. This causes the propulsive force of the left
outboard motor 302 to apply a (clockwise) moment about the
rotational center 20 to the hull 100.

It is, however, noted that the propulsive force of the left
outboard motor 302 also acts as a propulsive force in the
reverse travel direction of the hull 100. Hence, the hull ECU
104 controls the right outboard motor 301 to generate a pro-
pulsive force in the forward travel direction. More specifi-
cally, the hull ECU 104 sets the target steering angle of the
right outboard motor 301 to a value corresponding to the basic
posture and the target shift state of the right outboard motor
301 to the forward drive state. The hull ECU 104 also sets the
target throttle opening degree (target engine speed) of the
right outboard motor 301 to a value with which the propulsive
force in the reverse travel direction (anteroposterior compo-
nent) by the left outboard motor 302 can be cancelled. Thus,
only a clockwise moment about the rotational center 20 acts
on the hull 100, which allows the hull 100 to pivot clockwise
with no substantial displacement. In more detail, a moment is
applied to the hull 100 by the propulsive force of the left
outboard motor 302 in the reverse travel direction with the
movement of the hull 100 being restricted by the right out-
board motor 301. This results in the hull 100 pivoting such
that its stern moves leftward.

FIG. 13B shows the state where the steering angle of the
right outhoard motor 301 is made greater than that in the basic
posture and its propulsive force is directed forward along the
straight line 301« that passes on the left of the rotational
center 20 of the hull 100. The left outboard motor 302 is in the
basic posture. That is, the hull ECU 104 sets the target steer-
ing angle of the right outhoard motor 301 to a value greater
than the steering angle in the basic posture. The hull ECU 104
also sets the target shift state of the right outboard motor 301
to the forward drive state and the target throttle opening
degree (target engine speed) of the right outboard motor 301
to a value corresponding to the lever position difference AL.
This causes the propulsive force of the right outboard motor
301 to apply a(clockwise) moment about the rotational center
20 to the hull 100.
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It is, however, noted that the propulsive force of the right
outboard motor 301 also acts as a propulsive force in the
forward travel direction of the hull 100. Hence, the hull ECU
104 controls the left outboard motor 302 to generate a pro-
pulsive force in the reverse travel direction. More specifically,
the hull ECU 104 sets the target steering angle of the left
outboard motor 302 to a value corresponding to the basic
posture and the target shift state of the left outboard motor 302
to the reverse drive state. The hull ECU 104 also sets the target
throttle opening degree (target engine speed) of the left out-
board motor 302 to a value with which the propulsive force in
the forward travel direction (anteroposterior component)
applied by the right outboard motor 301 can be cancelled.
Thus, only a clockwise moment about the rotational center 20
acts on the hull 100, which allows the hull 100 to pivot
clockwise with no substantial displacement. In more detail, a
moment is applied to the hull 100 by the propulsive force of
the right outboard motor 301 in the forward travel direction
with the movement of the hull 100 being restricted by the left
outboard motor 302. This results in the hull 100 pivoting such
that its stern moves leftward.

The clockwise pivoting can thus be realized in which the
stern of the hull 100 moves leftward. This facilitates, for
example, docking on a docking target 30 such as a quay.

Repeating the operation (leftward movement of the stern)
shownin FIGS. 12,12A, and 12B and the operation (leftward
movement of the stern) shown in FIGS. 13, 13A, and 13B
alternately allows the hull 100 to move lefiward. That is,
when the left operation lever 1025 is kept in the neutral
position, the stern can move leftward by operating the right
operation lever 102a to the forward drive side. The stern can
also move leftward by operating the right operation lever
1024 to the reverse drive side.

FIGS. 14 A and 14B show another operation example when
the right operation lever 102a is on the reverse drive side and
the left operation lever 1025 is in the neutral position (see
FIG. 13) in the assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode.

FIG. 14A shows the state where the steering angle of the
right outboard motor 301 is made smaller than that in the
basic posture to be a negative value and its propulsive force is
directed backward along the straight line 301a that passes on
the right of the rotational center 20 of the hull 100. The left
outboard motor 302 is in the basic posture. In this operation
example, the propulsive force of the right outboard motor 301
follows the straight line 3014, which is rotated further clock-
wise relative to the straight line 302a that the propulsive force
of the left outboard motor 302 follows. This causes the pro-
pulsive force of the right outboard motor 301 to apply a larger
moment to the hull 100. The hull ECU 104 sets the target
steering angle of the right outboard motor 301 to a negative
value. The hull ECU 104 also sets the target shift state of the
right outboard motor 301 to the reverse drive state and the
target throttle opening degree (target engine speed) of the
right outboard motor 301 to a value corresponding to the lever
position difference AL. This causes the propulsive force of the
right outboard motor 301 to apply a (clockwise) moment
about the rotational center 20 to the hull 100.

It is, however, noted that the propulsive force of the right
outboard motor 301 also acts as a propulsive force (antero-
posterior component) in the reverse travel direction of the hull
100. Hence, the hull ECU 104 controls the left outboard
motor 302 to generate a propulsive force in the forward travel
direction. More specifically, the hull ECU 104 sets the target
steering angle of the left outboard motor 302 to a value
corresponding to the basic posture and the target shift state of
the left outboard motor 302 to the forward drive state. The hull
ECU 104 also sets the target throttle opening degree (target
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engine speed) of the left outboard motor 302 to a value with
which the propulsive force in the reverse travel direction by
the right outboard motor 301 can be cancelled. Thus, only a
clockwise moment about the rotational center 20 acts on the
hull 100, which allows the hull 100 to pivot with no substan-
tial displacement so that its stern moves leftward.

FIG. 14B shows the state where the steering angle of the
left outboard motor 302 is made greater than that in the basic
posture to be a positive value and its propulsive force is
directed forward along the straight line 3024 that passes on
the left of the rotational center 20 of the hull 100. The right
outboard motor 302 is in the basic posture. In this operation
example, the direction of the propulsive force of the left
outboard motor 302 follows the straight line, which is rotated
further counterclockwise relative to the straight line 301a that
the propulsive force of the right outboard motor 301 follows.
This causes the propulsive force of the left outboard motor
302 to apply a larger moment to the hull 100.

The hull ECU 104 sets the target steering angle of the left
outboard motor 302 to a (positive) value greater than the
steering angle in the basic posture. The hull ECU 104 also sets
the target shift state of the left outboard motor 302 to the
forward drive state and the target throttle opening degree
(target engine speed) of the left outboard motor 302 to a value
corresponding to the lever position difference AL. This causes
the propulsive force of the left outboard motor 302 to apply a
(clockwise) moment about the rotational center 20 to the hull
100.

It is, however, noted that the propulsive force of the left
outboard motor 302 also acts as a propulsive force (antero-
posterior component) in the forward travel direction of the
hull 100. Hence, the hull ECU 104 controls the right outboard
motor 301 to generate a propulsive force in the reverse travel
direction. More specifically, the hull ECU 104 sets the target
steering angle of the right outboard motor 301 to a value
corresponding to the basic posture and the target shift state of
the right outboard motor 301 to the reverse drive state. The
hull ECU 104 also sets the target throttle opening degree
(target engine speed) of the right outboard motor 301 to a
value with which the propulsive force in the forward travel
direction by the left outboard motor 302 can be cancelled.
Thus, only a clockwise moment about the rotational center 20
acts on the hull 100, which allows the hull 100 to pivot with no
substantial displacement so that the stern of the hull 100
moves leftward.

Although FIGS. 12 to 14B illustrate the operations for
counterclockwise pivoting of the hull 100, the same applies to
operations for clockwise pivoting of the hull 100. In this case,
the operations of the right and left operation levers 102a and
1025 replace each other. Accordingly, the operations of the
right and left outboard motors 301 and 302 also replace each
other.

FIG. 15 illustrates a moment applied by the left outboard
motor 302 to the hull 100. The distance from the rotational
center 20 of the hull 100 to the steering axis 25 of the left
outboard motor 302 along the longitudinal direction of the
hull 100 (along the hull centerline 21) is defined as L1. Fur-
ther, the distance from the rotational center 20 of the hull 100
to the steering axis 25 of the left outboard motor 302 along the
lateral direction of the hull 100 (perpendicular to the hull
centerline 21 in a plan view) is defined as L.2. Further, the
propulsive force of the left outboard motor 302 is defined as
T;. The steering angle of the left outboard motor 302 is then
defined as 8, . Inthis case, the moment M, about the rotational
center 20 of the hull 100 is expressed as follows:

M;=T;(L1-sin 0;+L2-cos 6;).
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The moment My applied by the propulsive force of the
right outboard motor 301 to the hull 100 can also be obtained
in the same manner. Summing these moments provides the
moment M (=M,+M,) applied to the hull 100. Accordingly,
in the assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode, the direction
ofthe propulsive force of the right or left outboard motor 301
or 302 may not necessarily follow a straight line that passes
through the rotational center 20. However, the operation in
this case is complicated. Therefore, in order to simplify the
operation, it is preferred that in the assisted marine vessel
maneuvering mode, the direction of the propulsive force of
ore outboard motor follows a straight line that passes through
the rotational center 20 of the hull 100 so that the moment M,
or M, generated by the one outboard motor is zero.

FIG.16 s a flow chart illustrating the processing in the hull
ECU 104. In Step S1, the hull ECU 104 determines whether
ornotthe selector switch 105 is ON. If the selector switch 105
is OFF, the routine goes to Step S9 and the control under the
normal marine vessel maneuvering mode is performed. On
the other hand, if the selector switch 105 is ON, the control
under the assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode is per-
formed in Step S2.

In the normal marine vessel maneuvering mode, the hull
ECU 104 determines the shift states and throttle opening
degrees of the right and left outboard motors 301 and 302
based on positional information of the operation levers
detected by the lever position sensors 102¢ and 102d. These
determined shift states and throttle opening degrees are sent
to the outboard motor ECUs 308. The outboard motor ECUs
308 control the motors 3034 and 3054 based on the received
shift states and throttle opening degrees to drive the throttle
valve 3035 and the forward-reverse switching mechanism
305. The hull ECU 104 also determines the steering angles of
the right and left outboard motors 301 and 302 based on an
operation angle detected by the operation angle sensor 103a,
and sends the determined steering angle data to the steering
ECUs 201¢ and 202¢. The steering ECUs 201¢ and 202¢ drive
the motors 201a and 202¢ in the respective right and left
steering units 201 and 202 to make actual steering angles
detected by the respective actual steering angle sensors 2015
and 2025 equal to the received steering angles.

On the other hand, in the assisted marine vessel maneuver-
ing mode, the lever position sensors 102¢ and 1024 detect the
positions of the respective operation levers (right operation
lever 102a and left operation lever 1025) in Step S3. The
positional information of the operation levers is sent from the
lever position sensors 102¢ and 1024 to the hull ECU 104.
Then, in Step S4, the hull ECU 104 sets a target pivoting
speed based on the received positional information of the
operation levers. That is, the hull ECU 104 sets the target
pivoting speed according to the lever position difference AL.
In Step S5, the hull ECU 104 further sets a target travel speed
based on the positional information of the operation levers
102¢ and 1024. That is, when the operation levers 102a and
1025 are on the same side with respect to the neutral position,
the hull ECU 104 sets the target travel speed according to the
position (minimum displacement position Lmin) of one of the
operation levers having a smaller amount of displacement
withrespect to the neutral position. When the operation levers
102¢ and 1025 are on opposite sides with respect to the
neutral position, the hull ECU 104 sets the target travel speed
to zero, as described above.

Next, the hull ECU 104 performs pivoting moment gen-
eration control to apply a moment for achieving the obtained
target pivoting speed to the hull 100 (Step S6). The hull ECU
104 further performs translation suppression control to sup-
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press the translation of the hull 100 so that the hull 100 travels
at the target travel speed (the hull 100 stops if the target travel
speed is zero) (Step S7).

In Step S8, the hull ECU 104 also determines whether or
not the steering operation mechanism 103 is operated based
on a detection result from the operation angle sensor 103a. If
the steering operation mechanism 103 is rotated by a prede-
termined angle or more, the hull ECU 104 determines that the
steering operation mechanism 103 is operated by the opera-
tor, and the routine proceeds to Step S9 to switch to the
control under the normal marine vessel maneuvering mode. [f
the steering operation mechanism 103 is not rotated by the
predetermined angle or more, the hull ECU 104 determines
that the steering operation mechanism 103 is not operated by
the operator, and the routine returns to Step S1. Steps S1to S9
will thereafter be repeated.

FIG. 17 is a flow chart illustrating pivoting moment gen-
eration control and translation suppression control (Steps S6
and 87 in FIG. 16) in detail. The pivoting moment generation
controlincludes calculation of a target pivoting moment (Step
S61). The hull ECU 104 calculates a target pivoting moment
required to achieve the target pivoting speed that is obtained
based on the lever position difference AL. This processing
may include reading a target moment corresponding to the
target pivoting speed out of a prepared map. The map may be
stored in amemory unit 104M of the hull ECU 104 in advance
(see FIG. 5).

The hull ECU 104 selects one outboard motor (right out-
board motor 301 or left outboard motor 302) to generate a
moment thereby based on the calculated target pivoting
moment (Step S62). The selected and non-selected outboard
motors will hereinafter be referred to, respectively, as
“selected outboard motor” and “non-selected outboard
motor.” The steering angle of the non-selected outboard
motor will be controlled such that its propulsive force follows
a straight line that passes through the rotational center of the
hull 100. That is, in this processing example, the propulsive
force of the non-selected outboard motor hardly contributes
to the generation of the moment.

The hull ECU 104 calculates a steering angle of the
selected outboard motor required to achieve the target pivot-
ing moment when the selected outboard motor is driven at a
minimum engine speed (Step S63). The minimum engine
speed is an engine speed to be set when the operation levers
102g and 1025 are operated to their shift-in positions. The
shift-in position is a position at which the shift state switches
from the neutral to the forward or reverse drive state when the
operation lever 102a or 1025 is operated forward or backward
from the neutral position. The engine speed at the shift-in
position may be called trawl speed. In general, the minimum
engine speed belongs to a speed range from the idle speed to
the trawl speed. For the purpose of internal arithmetic pro-
cessing in the hull ECU 104, the minimum engine speed is
expressed with a positive sign when the shift state is in the
forward drive state, and is expressed with a negative sign
when the shift state is in the reverse drive state.

The hull ECU 104 compares the absolute value of the
calculated steering angle with the maximum absolute steering
angle (e.g.. about 25 degrees) of each outboard motor to
determine if it is possible to generate the target pivoting
moment only by steering control (Step S64). If it is not pos-
sible to generate the target pivoting moment even at the maxi-
mum absolute steering angle, the hull ECU 104 further cal-
culates an engine speed to be added (additional engine speed)
(Step S65). The additional engine speed is positive when the
target shift state is in the forward drive state, while it is
negative when the target shift state is in the reverse drive state.
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The additional engine speed is an engine speed to be added to
the minimum engine speed to compensate for a shortage in
the propulsive force generated at the minimum engine speed.
If it is possible to generate the target pivoting moment at an
absolute steering angle equal to or smaller than the maximum
absolute steering angle, the calculation of the additional
engine speed (in Step S65)is omitted. The target engine speed
and target steering angle of the selected outboard motor are
thus set.

The translation suppression control includes calculation of
an anteroposterior component of the propulsive force gener-
ated by the selected outboard motor (Step S66). The antero-
posterior component is a component of the propulsive force
generated by the selected outboard motor in the longitudinal
direction of the hull 100. The hull ECU 104 calculates an
anteroposterior component (orthogonal projection of the pro-
pulsive force to the hull centerline 21) based on the propulsive
force generated by the selected outboard motor and the steer-
ing angle of the selected outboard motor. The hull ECU 104
further calculates a propulsive force to be generated by the
non-selected outboard motor with which the resultant force of
the anteroposterior components of the selected and non-se-
lected outboard motors corresponds to the target travel speed
(Step S67). If the target travel speed is zero, the propulsive
force to be generated by the non-selected outboard motor is to
be calculated to cancel the anteroposterior component of the
selected outboard motor. Based on this calculated propulsive
force, the target engine speed of the non-selected outboard
motor is calculated (Step S68). The target steering angle of
the non-selected outboard motor is set such that the direction
of the propulsive force of the non-selected outboard motor
follows a straight line that passes through the rotational center
of the hull 100.

The hull ECU 104 transmits the target steering angles of
the selected and non-selected outboard motors to the steering
ECUs 201¢ and 202¢ via the LAN 10. The hull ECU 104 also
transmits target shift states and target throttle opening degrees
corresponding to the target engine speeds of the selected and
non-selected outboard motors to the outboard motor ECUs
308, 308 via the LAN 10 (Step S69). The target shift state is
in the forward drive state when the target engine speed is
positive, and is in the reverse drive state when the target
engine speed is negative. The steering ECUs 201¢ and 202¢
set the steering angles of the outboard motors 301 and 302 to
their respective target steering angles. The outboard motor
ECUs 308, 308 set the shift states and throttle opening
degrees of the outboard motors 301 and 302 to their respective
target values.

FIG. 18 is a graph illustrating an example of the relation-
ship between the target pivoting moment and the steering
angle of each outboard motor. The hull ECU 104 performs the
processing of Steps S63 and S64 in FIG. 17 according to, for
example, the features shown in FI1G. 18.

For example, the minimum engine speed preferably is
about 750 rpm. Also, the maximum absolute steering angle of
each outboard motor in one direction preferably is about 25
degrees. The greater the steering angle of each outboard
motor, the larger the moment can be applied to the hull 100.
However, if the minimum engine speed is retained, the
moment at the maximum absolute steering angle is an upper
limit. Hence, for a target pivoting moment over a threshold
value corresponding to the minimum engine speed and the
maximum absolute steering angle, an additional engine speed
is set to increase the propulsive force. That is, the target
steering angle is set to a value corresponding to the maximum
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absolute steering angle, and the engine speed and therefore
the propulsive force is increased to achieve the target pivoting
moment.

[fthe target pivoting moment is equal to or smaller than the
threshold value, the target pivoting moment can be achieved
by increasing the engine speed instead of turning the outboard
motor to its maximum absolute steering angle. This feature is
shown by a phantom line in FIG. 18. In this case, however, the
anteroposterior component of the selected outboard motor
increases with the increase in the engine speed. It is therefore
necessary to increase the engine speed of the non-selected
outboard motor to cancel the anteroposterior component.
Consequently, from the viewpoint of energy savings, it is
preferable to achieve the target pivoting moment, if possible
at the minimum engine speed, by changing the steering angle
at the minimum engine speed.

In the assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode, not only
the shift states and propulsive forces but also the steering
angles of the right and left outboard motors 301 and 302 are
thus controlled based on detection results from the two lever
position sensors 102¢ and 1024. More specifically, the target
pivoting speed and target travel speed are set according to the
operational positions of the right and left operation levers
102¢ and 102, and accordingly the shift states, propulsive
forces (engine speeds), and steering angles of the right and
left outboard motors 301 and 302 are controlled. This allows
the propulsive forces of the outboard motors 300 to act effec-
tively on the hull 100. This also allows the hull 100 to have a
smaller turning radius and the behavior of the hull 100 to be
changed quickly, whereby the movement of the marine vessel
can be controlled finely. In addition, since the marine vessel
can be controlled only by operating the operation levers (right
operation lever 102a and left operation lever 1025), there is no
need to operate the steering operation mechanism 103. It is
therefore possible to improve the operability when finely
controlling the movement of the marine vessel. Since the
marine vessel can be controlled only by operating the opera-
tion levers, there is also no need to provide another operation
system, such as a cross-shaped key, separately from the
operation levers. This can prevent the marine vessel propul-
sion system from having a complex structure, and no compli-
cated operations are required.

Also, in the assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode, the
hull 100 pivots counterclockwise when the right operation
lever 1024 is positioned anterior to the left operation lever
1025, while pivoting clockwise when the left operation lever
1025 is positioned anterior to the right operation lever 102a.
That is, the shift states, engine speeds, and steering angles of
the outboard motors 301 and 302 are controlled to realize
these pivoting behaviors. In addition, the target pivoting
speed is set according to the lever position difference AL
between the operation levers. Therefore, the relationship with
regard to the positional relationship between the operation
levers 102a and 1025 and the pivoting behavior of the hull 100
is similar to that in the normal marine vessel maneuvering
mode. This allows the operator to easily imagine the behavior
of the marine vessel according to the operation of the opera-
tion levers.

Further, in the assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode,
when the right and left operation levers 102¢ and 1025 are on
the same side with respect to the neutral position, the out-
board motors 301 and 302 are controlled such that the hull
100 drives in the direction in which the levers are operated. In
this case, the target travel speed is further set according to the
position of one of the operation levers having a smaller
amount of displacement with respect to the neutral position.
Therefore, the relationship between the operational positions
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of the operation levers 102a and 1025 and the travel speed of
the hull 100 is also similar to that in the normal marine vessel
maneuvering mode. This allows the operator to easily imag-
ine the behavior of the marine vessel according to the opera-
tion of the operation levers.

Thus, in the assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode, the
operator can set the target pivoting speed and target travel
speed through an intuitive operation.

When the right and left operation levers 102a and 1025 are
on opposite sides with respect to the neutral position, the
target travel speed is set to zero, so that the hull 100 pivots
with no substantial displacement. This allows the pivoting
behavior corresponding to the operator’s own intentions to be
realized by operating only the operation levers in the same
manner as in the normal marine vessel maneuvering mode.

FIG. 19 is a schematic plan view of a marine vessel in
which three outboard motors are mounted on a hull 100. In
this marine vessel, a right outboard motor 301, aleft outboard
motor 302, and a center outboard motor 400 are mounted at
the stern of the hull 100. For example, in the assisted marine
vessel maneuvering mode, the steering angle and shift state of
the center outboard motor 400 are controlled, respectively, to
be zero degrees and the neutral state. The right and left out-
board motors 301 and 302 are controlled in the same manner
as in the above-described marine vessel having two outboard
motors. In this assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode, the
behavior of the marine vessel is the same as that of the
above-described marine vessel having two outboard motors.
Itis noted that FIG. 19 shows an operation example when the
right operation lever 102a is positioned anterior to the neutral
position and the left operation lever 1025 is in the neutral
position (see FIG. 12).

FIG. 20 is a schematic plan view of a marine vessel in
which four outboard motors 300 are mounted onahull 100. In
this marine vessel, a right outboard motor 301, aleft outboard
motor 302, a right-center outboard motor 401, and a left-
center outboard motor 402 are mounted at the stern of the hull
100. The right outboard motor 301 and the right-center out-
board motor 401 are arranged on the right of the centerline 21
ofthe hull 100 to form a right outboard motor group. The right
outboard motor 301 is arranged in the rightmost position. The
right-center outboard motor 401 is arranged nearer the cen-
terline 21 than the right outboard motor 301. The left outboard
motor 302 and the left-center outboard motor 402 are
arranged on the left of the centerline 21 of the hull 100 to form
a left outboard motor group. The left outboard motor 302 is
arranged in the lefimost position. The lefi-center outboard
motor 402 is arranged nearer the centerline 21 than the left
outboard motor 302.

In the assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode, the right
and right-center outboard motors 301 and 401, which form
the right outboard motor group, are controlled in the same
manner as the right outboard motor 301 in the above-de-
scribed marine vessel having two outboard motors. Similarly,
in the assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode, the left and
left-center outboard motors 302 and 402, which form the left
outboard motor group, are controlled in the same manner as
the left outboard motor 302 in the above-described marine
vessel having two outboard motors. That is, the right and
right-center outboard motors 301 and 401 correspond to a
“first propulsion device” according to a preferred embodi-
ment of the present invention, and the left and left-center
outboard motors 302 and 402 correspond to a “second pro-
pulsion device” according to a preferred embodiment of the
present invention.

Next will be described an operation example when, for
example, the right operation lever 102a is positioned anterior
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to the neutral position and the left operation lever 1025 is in
the neutral position (see FIG. 12). The shift states of the right
and right-center outboard motors 301 and 401, which form
the right outboard motor group, are controlled to the forward
drive state. The steering angles of the right and right-center
outboard motors 301 and 401 are also controlled such that the
directions of their propulsive forces follow respective straight
lines 301a and 401a that pass through the rotational center 20
of the hull 100. On the other hand, the shift states of the left
and left-center outboard motors 302 and 402, which form the
left outboard motor group, are controlled to the reverse drive
state. The left and left-center outboard motors 302 and 402 are
also controlled to have the same steering angle. This steering
angle is set such that the directions of the propulsive forces do
not include the rotational center 20 of the hull 100. More
specifically, the propulsive forces of the left and left-center
outboard motors 302 and 402 act backward along straight
lines 302a and 402a that pass on the left of the rotational
center 20 of the hull 100. This causes the hull 100 to be
applied with a counterclockwise moment and to pivot so that
its stern moves leftward.

The arrangement of the first preferred embodiment can
thus be applied easily to marine vessels including three or
more outboard motors.

Second Preferred Embodiment

Ina second preferred embodiment of the present invention,
the control under the assisted marine vessel maneuvering
mode is different from that in the above-described first pre-
ferred embodiment. Hence, the second preferred embodiment
will be described by referring again to FIGS. 1 to 5 and
redundant descriptions will be omitted.

The control of the marine vessel propulsion system accord-
ing to the second preferred embodiment under the assisted
marine vessel maneuvering mode will be described with ref-
erence to FIGS. 21 and 22. It is noted that the “propulsive
direction” indicated by the arrows in FIG. 21 is a direction of
a propulsive force applied to the hull 100 by the right and left
outboard motors 301 and 302. The length of each arrow
represents the magnitude of a propulsive force by the right
and left outboard motors 301 and 302.

In the assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode, the steer-
ing angles, shift states, and throttle opening degrees of the
respective outboard motors 300 (right outboard motor 301
and left outboard motor 302) are controlled such that the hull
exhibits a behavior pattern corresponding to the positional
relationship between the operation levers. That is, the steering
angles, shift states, and throttle opening degrees of the respec-
tive outboard motors 300 (right outboard motor 301 and left
outboard motor 302) with which the hull 100 exhibits a pre-
determined behavior pattern are preset and stored in the hull
ECU 104 correspondingly to the positional relationship
between the operation levers. Such configuration information
is stored in the memory unit 104M included in the hull ECU
104 (see FIG. 5). FIG. 22 shows configuration information
stored in the memory unit 104M (where throttle opening
degrees are not shown). The positional relationship between
the operation levers includes the position of the right opera-
tion lever 1024, the position of the left operation lever 1025,
and the positions of the right and left operation levers 102a
and 1025 relative to each other. The hull ECU 104 acquires
the positional relationship between the operation levers based
on detection results from the lever position sensors 102¢ and
1024 and reads configuration information (steering angles,
shift states, and throttle opening degrees) corresponding to
the positional relationship out of the memory unit 104M. This
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readout configuration information is transmitted to the steer-
ing ECUs 201c¢ and 202¢ and the outboard motor ECUs 308
via the LAN 10. Then, the motors 201a and 202q in the
respective right and left steering units 201 and 202 and the
outboard motors 300 (right outboard motor 301 and left out-
board motor 302) are controlled such that the hull 100 exhib-
its a behavior pattern corresponding to the positional relation-
ship.

In the assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode, the steer-
ing angles, shift states, and throttle opening degrees of the
outboard motors 300 are controlled based on the positional
relationship between the two operation levers. For this rea-
son, as shown in FIG. 22, the position of the right operation
lever 102a (forward drive position, reverse drive position, or
neutral position) does not necessarily correspond to the shift
state of the right outboard motor 301 (forward drive (F),
reverse drive (R), or neutral (N)), unlike the normal marine
vessel maneuvering mode. Also, the position of the right
operation lever 102a does not also necessarily correspond to
the throttle opening degree of the right outboard motor 301,
unlike the normal marine vessel maneuvering mode. Simi-
larly, the position of the left operation lever 1026 does not
necessarily correspond to the shift state and/or throttle open-
ing degree of the left outboard motor 302. The control will
hereinafter be described in detail.

When the shift state of the right outboard motor 301 cor-
responding to the position of the right operation lever 102a is
the same as the shift state of the left outboard motor 302
corresponding to the position of the left operation lever 1025,
the operation is the same as in the normal marine vessel
maneuvering mode. That is, the steering angle of the outboard
motors 300 is not changed to be in the neutral position, and
only the shift states and throttle opening degrees of the out-
board motors 300 are changed. Specifically, when both the
right and left operation levers 102a and 1025 are in the neutral
position, the shift states of the right and left outboard motors
301 and 302 are both controlled to be neutral (N). In this case,
the throttle opening degrees of the right and left outboard
motors 301 and 302 are both controlled to be in the fully-
closed state (with an opening degree of 0%). When both the
right and left operation levers 102a and 1025 are in the for-
ward or reverse drive position, the shift states of the right and
left outboard motors 301 and 302 are both controlled to be
forward drive (F) or reverse drive (R). Then, the right and left
outboard motors 301 and 302 are controlled to have their
respective throttle opening degrees (0 to 100%) that corre-
spond to the amount of displacement of the respective opera-
tion levers with respect to the neutral position.

In the assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode, when the
position of the right operation lever 102a (forward drive posi-
tion, reverse drive position, or neutral position) is different
from the position of the left operation lever 1025 (forward
drive position, reverse drive position, or neutral position), the
control is different from that under the normal marine vessel
maneuvering mode. That is, the steering angles, shift states,
and throttle opening degrees of the outboard motors 300 are
controlled such that the hull 100 exhibits a behavior pattern
preset correspondingly to the positional relationship between
the operation levers.

For example, as indicated by (A1) in FIGS. 21 and 22,
when the right and left operation levers 102¢ and 1025 are,
respectively, in the neutral and forward drive positions, the
operation runs as follows. The behavior of the hull 100 preset
correspondingly to this positional relationship between the
operation levers is a movement (translation) in the (left-for-
ward) direction from the right operation lever 1024 in the
neutral position to the left operation lever 1024 on the forward
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drive side. That is, the steering angles, shift states, and throttle
opening degrees of the outboard motors 300 are controlled
such that the hull 100 is translated left-forward. Translation
means that the hull 100 moves without substantially pivoting.

In the case above, the steering angle of the right outboard
motor 301 is changed to be about +10 degrees, for example,
while the steering angle of the left outboard motor 302 is
changed to be about -10 degrees, for example. That is, the
steering angles of the outboard motors 300 are changed such
that the rear end portions of the right and left outboard motors
301 and 302 are moved away from each other. In this case, the
propulsive force vectors of the right and left outboard motors
301 and 302 are both directed to the rotational center of the
hull 100. This causes the hull 100 to be translated with little
pivoting. It is noted that the steering angle takes a positive
value when the rear end portions (propellers 307) of the
outboard motors 301 and 302 are turned rightward with
respect to the longitudinal direction of the hull 100, while
taking a negative value when turned leftward with respect to
the longitudinal direction of the hull 100.

Although the right and left operation levers 102q and 1025
are, respectively, in the neutral and forward drive positions,
the shift states of the outboard motors 301 and 302 do not
correspond to the positions. That is, the shift states of the right
and left outboard motors 301 and 302 are controlled, respec-
tively, to be forward drive (F) and reverse drive (R). Also, the
throttle opening degrees of the right and left outboard motors
301 and 302 are also controlled to their respective predeter-
mined preset values, regardless of the positions of the opera-
tion levers. In the behavior pattern (A1), the throttle opening
degree of the right outboard motor 301 is controlled to be
greater than that of the left outboard motor 302. In this case,
the resultant force of the propulsive forces of the right and left
outboard motors 301 and 302 causes the hull 100 to be trans-
lated left-forward.

As indicated by (A2) in FIG. 22, when the right and left
operation levers 102a and 1025 are, respectively, in the for-
ward drive and neutral positions, the operation runs as fol-
lows. The behavior of the hull 100 preset correspondingly to
this positional relationship between the operation levers is a
movement (translation) in the (right-forward) direction from
the left operation lever 1025 in the neutral position to the right
operation lever 102a on the forward drive side. That is, the
steering angle of the right outboard motor 301 is changed to
beabout +10 degrees, for example, while the steering angle of
the left outboard motor 302 is changed to be about -10
degrees, for example. Although the right and left operation
levers 102a and 1025 are, respectively, in the forward drive
and neutral positions, the shift states of the right and left
outboard motors 301 and 302 are controlled, respectively, to
be reverse drive (R) and forward drive (F). In the behavior
pattern (A2), the throttle opening degree of the right outboard
motor 301 is controlled to be smaller than that of the left
outboard motor 302. In this case, the resultant force of the
propulsive forces of the right and left outboard motors 301
and 302 causes the hull 100 to be translated right-forward.

Also, as indicated by (B1) in FIGS. 21 and 22, when the
right and left operation levers 1024 and 1025 are, respec-
tively, in the neutral and reverse drive positions, the operation
runs as follows. The behavior of the hull 100 preset corre-
spondingly to this positional relationship between the opera-
tion levers is a movement (translation) in the (left-backward)
direction from the right operation lever 102¢ in the neutral
position to the left operation lever 1025 on the reverse drive
side. That is, the steering angles, shift states, and throttle
opening degrees of the outboard motors 300 are controlled
such that the hull 100 is translated left-backward.
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In the case above, the steering angle of the right outboard
motor 301 is changed to be about +10 degrees, for example,
while the steering angle of the left outboard motor 302 is
changed to be about 10 degrees, for example. Although the
right and left operation levers 102a and 1025 are, respec-
tively, in the neutral and reverse drive positions, the shift
states of the right and left outboard motors 301 and 302 are
controlled, respectively, to be forward drive (F) and reverse
drive (R). In the behavior pattern (B1), the throttle opening
degree of the left outboard motor 302 is controlled to be
greater than that of the right outboard motor 301. In this case,
the resultant force of the propulsive forces of the right and left
outboard motors 301 and 302 causes the hull 100 to be trans-
lated left-backward.

Further, as indicated by (B2) in FIG. 22, when the right and
left operation levers 102a and 1025 are, respectively, in the
reverse drive and neutral positions, the operation runs as
follows. The behavior of the hull 100 preset correspondingly
to this positional relationship between the operation levers is
a movement (translation) in the (right-backward) direction
from theleft operation lever 1024 in the neutral position to the
right operation lever 102q on the reverse drive side. That 1s,
the steering angle of the right outboard motor 301 is changed
to be about +10 degrees, for example, while the steering angle
of the left outboard motor 302 is changed to be about —-10
degrees, for example. Although the right and left operation
levers 102a and 1025 are, respectively, in the reverse drive
and neutral positions, the shift states of the right and left
outboard motors 301 and 302 are controlled, respectively, to
be reverse drive (R) and forward drive (F). In the behavior
pattern (B2), the throttle opening degree of the right outboard
motor 301 is controlled to be greater than that of the left
outboard motor 302. In this case, the resultant force of the
propulsive forces of the right and left outboard motors 301
and 302 causes the hull 100 to be translated right-backward.

As indicated by (C1) in FIGS. 21 and 22, when the right
and left operation levers 102q and 102 are, respectively, in
the reverse and forward drive positions, the shift states of the
right and left outboard motors 301 and 302 are controlled,
respectively, to be reverse drive (R) and forward drive (F). In
this case, the steering angle of the right outboard motor 301 is
changed to be about -10 degrees, for example, while the
steering angle of the left outboard motor 302 is changed to be
about +10 degrees, for example, as indicated by (C1) in FIG.
22. That is, when the right and left operation levers 102a and
1025 are, respectively, in the reverse and forward drive posi-
tions, the steering angles of the right and left outboard motors
301 and 302 are changed such that the rear end portions of the
right and left outboard motors 301 and 302 are brought close
to each other. Also, the shift states of the right and left out-
board motors 301 and 302 are controlled, respectively, to be
reverse drive (R) and forward drive (F) correspondingly to the
position (reverse drive position) of the right operation lever
102¢ and the position (forward drive position) of the left
operation lever 1025. Also, the throttle opening degrees of the
right and left outboard motors 301 and 302 are also controlled
to their respective predetermined preset values, regardless of
the positions of the operation levers. In the behavior pattern
(C1), the throttle opening degrees of the right and left out-
board motors 301 and 302 are the same. However, since the
thrust (propulsive force) when the shift state is in reverse drive
(R) is smaller than that when the shift state is in forward drive
(F), the throttle opening degree of the right outboard motor
301 may be set greater than that of the left outboard motor
302.

In the behavior pattern (C1), the steering angles, shift
states, and throttle opening degrees of the outboard motors
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300 are thus controlled such that the hull 100 is applied with
a forward drive propulsive force on the left side and a reverse
drive propulsive force on the right side, whereby the behavior
of the hull 100 is a rightward pivoting motion about the stern
of the hull 100. Since the steering angles of the right and left
outboard motors 301 and 302 are controlled to follow the
direction of the pivoting motion of the hull 100, the propulsive
forces of the right and left outboard motors 301 and 302 are
applied effectively in the pivoting direction of the hull 100.

Similarly, as indicated by (C2) in FIG. 22, when the right
and left operation levers 1024 and 102 are, respectively, in
the forward and reverse drive positions, the steering angle of
the right outboard motor 301 is changed to be about -10
degrees, for example, while the steering angle of the left
outboard motor 302 is changed to be about +10 degrees, for
example. The shift states of the right and left outboard motors
301 and 302 are controlled, respectively, to be forward drive
(F) and reverse drive (R) correspondingly to the position
(forward drive position) of the right operation lever 102a and
the position (reverse drive position) of the left operation lever
1025. The throttle opening degrees of the right and left out-
board motors 301 and 302 are also controlled to their respec-
tive predetermined preset values, regardless of the positions
of the operation levers. In the behavior pattern (C2), the
throttle opening degrees of the right and left outboard motors
301 and 302 are the same. However, since the thrust (propul-
sive force) when the shift state is in reverse drive (R) is smaller
than that when the shift state is in forward drive (F), the
throttle opening degree of the left outboard motor 302 may be
set greater than that of the right outboard motor 301.

In the behavior pattern (C2), the hull 100 is applied with a
reverse drive propulsive force on the left side and a forward
drive propulsive force on the right side, whereby the behavior
of the hull 100 is a leftward pivoting motion about the stern of
the hull 100. Since the steering angles of the right and left
outboard motors 301 and 302 are controlled to follow the
direction of the pivoting motion of the hull 100, the propulsive
forces of the right and left outboard motors 301 and 302 are
applied effectively in the pivoting direction of the hull 100.

As described heretofore, when the right and left operation
levers 102a and 1025 are, respectively, in one and the other of
the forward and reverse drive positions, the steering angles of
the right and left outboard motors 301 and 302 are changed
such that the rear end portions of the right and left outboard
motors 301 and 302 are brought close to each other. The
vector directions of the propulsive forces generated by the
right and left outboard motors 300 do not include the rota-
tional center of the hull 100 (that approximately coincides
with the center of gravity of the hull 100, for example).
Therefore, the propulsive forces generated by the right and
left outboard motors 300 apply a moment about a vertical axis
to the hull 100. This causes the hull 100 to pivot with little
displacement.

It is noted that the behavior patterns (C1) and (C2) are
examples of control when the two operation levers are,
respectively, in the forward and reverse drive positions. The
steering angles, shift states, and throttle opening degrees of
the outboard motors 300 may be controlled such that the hull
100 exhibits a behavior other than the pivoting motions.

In the second preferred embodiment, the amount of change
in the steering angle of each outboard motor 300 is preferably
fixed at about 10 degrees, for example, regardless of the
amount of displacement of the corresponding operation lever
with respect to the neutral position (i.e., throttle opening
degree). In the marine vessel propulsion system adopting two
outboard motors 300, when the steering angles of the right
and left outboard motors 301 and 302 are changed by, for
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example, about 13 degrees or more so that the rear end por-
tions thereof are brought close to each other, the right and left
outboard motors 301 and 302 interfere with each other.
Accordingly, the amount of change in the steering angle of
each outboard motor 300 is preferably set to about 12 degrees
or less, for example.

Next will be described the operational control for the
marine vessel propulsion system according to the second
preferred embodiment with reference to FIGS. 22 and 23.

In Step S11, the hull ECU 104 determines whether or not
the selector switch 105 is ON. If the selector switch 105 is
OFF, the routine goes to Step S17 and the control under the
normal marine vessel maneuvering mode is performed. On
the other hand, if the selector switch 105 is ON, the control
under the assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode is per-
formed in Step S12.

In the normal marine vessel maneuvering mode, the hull
ECU 104 determines the shift states and throttle opening
degrees of the right and left outboard motors 301 and 302
based on positional information of the operation levers
detected by the lever position sensors 102¢ and 102d. These
determined shift states and throttle opening degrees are sent
to the outboard motor ECUs 308. The outboard motor ECUs
308 control the motors 3034 and 3054 based on the received
shift states and throttle opening degrees to drive the throttle
valve 3035 and the forward-reverse switching mechanism
305. The hull ECU 104 also determines the steering angles of
the right and left outboard motors 301 and 302 based on an
operation angle detected by the operation angle sensor 103a,
and sends the determined steering angle data to the steering
ECUs 201¢ and 202¢. The steering ECUs 201¢ and 202¢ drive
the motors 201a and 202¢ in the respective right and left
steering units 201 and 202 to make actual steering angles
detected by the respective actual steering angle sensors 2015
and 2025 equal to the received steering angles.

On the other hand, in the assisted marine vessel maneuver-
ing mode, the lever position sensors 102¢ and 1024 detect the
positions of the respective operation levers (right operation
lever 102¢ and left operation lever 1025) in Step S13. The
positional information of the operation levers is sent from the
lever position sensors 102¢ and 1024 to the hull ECU 104.
Then, in Step S14, the hull ECU 104 determines the shift
states, throttle opening degrees, and steering angles of the
right and left outboard motors 301 and 302 based on the
received positional information of the operation levers and
the relationship shown in FIG. 22.

Next, in Step S15, the hull ECU 104 sends the determined
shift states and throttle opening degrees to the outboard motor
ECUs 308 in the right and left outboard motors 301 and 302.
The outboard motor ECUs 308 drive the motor 305¢a for the
forward-reverse switching mechanism 305 and the motor
3034 for the throttle valve 3035 to achieve the received shift
states and throttle opening degrees. The hull ECU 104 also
sends the determined steering angles to the steering ECUs
201¢ and 202¢ in the respective right and left steering units
201 and 202. The steering ECUs 201¢ and 202¢ drive the
motors 201a and 202« in the respective right and left steering
units 201 and 202 to make actual steering angles detected by
the respective actual steering angle sensors 2014 and 2025
equal to the received steering angles.

In Step S16, the hull ECU 104 determines whether or not
the steering operation mechanism 103 is operated based on a
detection result from the operation angle sensor 103a. If the
steering operation mechanism 103 is rotated by a predeter-
mined angle or more, the hull ECU 104 determines that the
steering operation mechanism 103 is operated by the opera-
tor, and the routine proceeds to Step S17 to switch to the
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control under the normal marine vessel maneuvering mode. I[f
the steering operation mechanism 103 is not rotated by the
predetermined angle or more, the hull ECU 104 determines
that the steering operation mechanism 103 is not operated by
the operator, and the routine returns to Step S11. Steps S11 to
S17 will thereafter be repeated.

In the assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode, the steer-
ing angles, shift states, and propulsive forces of the respective
multiple outboard motors 300 are controlled such that the hull
100 exhibits a behavior pattern preset correspondingly to the
positional relationship between the two operation levers
(right operation lever 102a and left operation lever 1025), as
described above. Therefore, the operator, if he/she wants the
hull 100 to exhibit a predetermined behavior such as pivoting
or lateral movement, is only required to operate the operation
levers so as to be a positional relationship corresponding to
the desired behavior. In response to this lever operation, the
steering angles, shift states, and propulsive forces of the out-
board motors 300 are controlled automatically to be appro-
priate to cause the hull 100 to exhibit the desired behavior.
This arrangement allows the propulsive forces of the out-
board motors 300 to be used effectively when the hull 100
pivots or moves laterally, for example. This allows the behav-
ior (e.g., pivoting motion) of the hull 100 to be changed
quickly and highly responsively. As a result, the movement of
the marine vessel can be finely controlled.

In addition, since the marine vessel can be controlled only
by operating the operation levers, there is no need to operate
the steering operation mechanism 103. It is therefore possible
to improve the operability when finely controlling the move-
ment of the marine vessel. There is also no need to provide
another operation syster, such as a cross-shaped key, sepa-
rately from the operation levers, which can prevent the marine
vessel propulsion system from having a complex structure.
Since there is no need to add another operation system, no
complicated operations are required. Therefore, the second
preferred embodiment can improve the operability when
finely controlling the movement of the marine vessel while
preventing the marine vessel propulsion system from having
a complex structure.

Also, in the second preferred embodiment, the positions of
the operation levers 102a and 1025 do not necessarily corre-
spond to the shift states of the respective outboard motors 300
in the assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode, as described
above. That is, the steering angles, shift states, and propulsive
forces of the respective multiple outboard motors 300 are
controlled such that the hull 100 exhibits a behavior pattern
corresponding to the positional relationship between the
operation levers 102a and 1025. In the assisted marine vessel
maneuvering mode, the operator may operate the operation
levers so as to be a positional relationship corresponding to a
behavior into which he/she wants to bring the hull 100 with-
out regard to the shift states of the outboard motors 300. This
allows the hull 100 to exhibit the desired behavior easily.

Further, in the second preferred embodiment, when the
shift state corresponding to the position of the right operation
lever 1024 is the same as the shift state corresponding to the
position of the left operation lever 1026 in the assisted marine
vessel maneuvering mode, the hull 100 moves straight (for-
ward or backward). When the shift states are different from
each other, the hull 100 exhibits a behavior pattern (other than
straight drive) corresponding to the positional relationship
between the right and left operation levers 102a and 1025.
Since this behavior is similar to a behavior of the hull 100
through a normal operation of the operation levers, it is pos-
sible to provide the operator with an improved, more natural
feeling.
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Also, in the second preferred embodiment, when the right
and left operation levers 102q and 1025 are, respectively, in
the neutral position and a position other than the neutral
position (on the forward or reverse drive side) in the assisted
marine vessel maneuvering mode, a characteristic operation
is performed. That is, the steering angles, shift states, and
propulsive forces of the respective outboard motors 300 are
controlled such that the hull 100 moves in a direction corre-
sponding to the direction from the position of the right opera-
tion lever 102a in the neutral position to the position of the left
operation lever 1025 in the position other than the neutral
position. The operator operates the operation levers such that
the direction of the straight line from the position of the right
operation lever 102a in the neutral position to the position of
the left operation lever 1025 corresponds to the (left-forward
orleft-backward) direction in which he/she wants to move the
hull 100. This allows the hull 100 to move in that direction.

The same operation is also performed when the right and
left operation levers 102a and 1025 are, respectively, in a
position other than the neutral position (on the forward or
reverse drive side) and the neutral position in the assisted
marine vessel maneuvering mode. That is, the steering
angles, shift states, and propulsive forces of the respective
outboard motors 300 are controlled such that the hull 100
moves in a direction corresponding to the direction from the
position of the left operation lever 1025 in the neutral position
to the position of the right operation lever 1024 in the position
other than the neutral position. The operator operates the
operation levers such that the direction of the straight line
from the position of the left operation lever 1025 in the neutral
position to the position of the right operation lever 102a
corresponds to the direction in which he/she wants to move
the hull 100. This allows the hull 100 to move in that (right-
forward or right-backward) direction.

Even operators with a poor marine vessel maneuvering
skill can thus control the marine vessel easily.

Furthermore, in the second preferred embodiment, when
the right and left operation levers 102a and 1025 are, respec-
tively, in the forward and reverse drive positions in the
assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode, the shift states of
the right and left outboard motors 301 and 302 are controlled,
respectively, to be the forward and reverse drive states. The
steering angles of the right and left outboard motors 301 and
302 are further changed such that the rear end portions of the
right and left outboard motors 301 and 302 are brought close
to each other. Similarly, when the right and left operation
levers 102a and 1025 are, respectively, in the reverse and
forward drive positions, the shift states of the right and left
outboard motors 301 and 302 are controlled, respectively, to
be the reverse and forward drive states. The steering angles of
the right and left outboard motors 301 and 302 are further
changed such that the rear end portions of the right and left
outboard motors 301 and 302 are brought close to each other.
This arrangement allows the propulsive forces of the right and
left outboard motors 301 and 302 to act in a pivoting direction
of the hull 100. The propulsive forces of the right and left
outboard motors 301 and 302 consequently allow the hull 100
to rotate (pivot) quickly and highly responsively without
being largely displaced (substantially with no displacement).

Moreover, in the second preferred embodiment, the selec-
tor switch 105 is arranged to switch control modes between
the normal marine vessel maneuvering mode and the assisted
marine vessel maneuvering mode, as described above. With
this arrangement, the operator can run the normal marine
vessel maneuvering mode and use the steering operation
mechanism 103 for normal marine vessel maneuvering. On
the other hand, the operator, when required to finely control
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the movement of the marine vessel (such as launching from
and docking on shore), can run the assisted marine vessel
maneuvering mode and use only the operation levers for
maneuvering. This can improve the convenience for the
operator.

The above-described advantageous effects of the marine
vessel propulsion system according to the second preferred
embodiment will hereinafter be described in more detail with
reference to FIG. 24. In F1G. 24, the behavior of the hull 100
in the normal marine vessel maneuvering mode, in which the
steering angles are not controlled according to the positions
ofthe operation levers, is shown in a manner comparable with
the behavior of the hull 100 in the assisted marine vessel
maneuvering mode.

FIG. 24 shows the behavior of the hull 100 when brought
alongside a pier under the assisted and normal marine vessel
maneuvering modes. As shown in FIG. 24, in the normal
marine vessel maneuvering mode, the hull 100 cannot be
turned in a small radius, which requires a larger space R to
bring the marine vessel alongside the pier. On the other hand,
in the assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode, the hull 100
can be turned in a small radius, which requires only a smaller
space S to bring the marine vessel alongside the pier.

Other Preferred Embodiments

The above-disclosed preferred embodiments of the present
invention are to be considered in all aspects only as illustra-
tive and not restrictive. The scope of the present invention is
not defined by the above-described preferred embodiments,
but rather by the claims appended hereto. Further, the present
invention includes all the modifications within the meaning
and scope equivalent to those defined by the appended claims.

For example, although the preferred embodiments above
describe mainly the case where two operation levers are pref-
erably used to steer two outboard motors, the present inven-
tion is not restricted thereto. Two or more operation levers
may be used to steer four or more outboard motors, including
the cases, for example, where two operation levers are used to
steer four outboard motors (see FIG. 20) and where three
operation levers are used to steer three outboard motors (see
FI1G. 19).

Although, the preferred embodiments above describe the
case where outboard motors that generate a propulsive force
by rotating a propeller with a driving force from an engine are
preferably adopted, the present invention is not restricted
thereto. That is, outboard motors and other propulsion
devices may be adopted that generate a propulsive force by
rotating a propeller with a driving force from an electric
motor. Not only propulsion devices that generate a propulsive
force by rotating a propeller but also propulsion devices (jet
propulsion devices) that generate a propulsive force through
jet drive in which water is jetted through an injection nozzle
may be adopted.

Although, the preferred embodiments above describe the
case where a marine vessel maneuvering operator preferably
operates the selector switch to switch between the normal
marine vessel maneuvering mode and the assisted marine
vessel maneuvering mode, the present invention is not
restricted thereto. That is, it may be arranged that the normal
marine vessel maneuvering mode switches automatically to
the assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode if predeter-
mined conditions are met.

Although the second preferred embodiment above
describes the case where the patterns (Al) and (A2) prefer-
ably correspond to lateral-forward movement, (B1) and (B2)
to lateral-backward movement, and (C1) and (C2) to pivoting
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moment, the present invention is not restricted thereto. That
is, the patterns (Al), (A2), (B1), (B2), (C1), and (C2) may be
set correspondingly to other hull behaviors. The patterns
(A1), (A2), (B1), (B2), (C1), and (C2) may correspond to, for
example, lateral movement or turning motion.

Although the preferred embodiments above describe the
case where the normal marine vessel maneuvering mode is
preferably switchable to one assisted marine vessel maneu-
vering mode, the present invention is not restricted thereto.
For example, multiple assisted marine vessel maneuvering
modes having their respective different relationships with
regard to the positional relationship between the operation
levers and the behavior of the hull may be provided and the
operator may select from among these multiple assisted
marine vessel maneuvering modes.

Although the second preferred embodiment above
describes the case where the amount of change in the steering
angle of each outboard motor is preferably fixed to about 10
degrees, for example, the present invention is not restricted
thereto. The steering angle may be changed to a value other
than approximately 10 degrees.

Although the second preferred embodiment above
describes the case where the amount of change in the steering
angle of the right outboard motor 301 and the amount of
change in the steering angle of the left outboard motor 302 are
preferably both set to the same angle (e.g., about 10 degrees),
the present invention is not restricted thereto. That is, the
amount of change in the steering angle of the right outboard
motor 301 may be different from the amount of change in the
steering angle of the left outboard motor 302.

Although the second preferred embodiment above
describes the case where when the shift state corresponding to
the position of the right operation lever 102aq is different from
the shift state corresponding to the position of the left opera-
tion lever 1024, the steering angles, shift states, and throttle
opening degrees of the outboard motors are preferably con-
trolled such that the hull exhibits a behavior corresponding to
the positional relationship between the operation levers, the
present invention is not restricted thereto. For example, even
when the shift states corresponding to the positions of the
respective right and left operation levers 102a and 10256 may
be the same (e.g., both in the forward drive position), the
positions of the right and left operation levers 102a and 1025
may be different (i.e., the throttle opening degrees of the right
and left outboard motors 301 and 302 may be different). In
this case, the steering angles, shift states, and throttle opening
degrees of the outboard motors may be changed such that the
hull exhibits a behavior corresponding to the positional rela-
tionship between the right and left operation levers.

Also in the case above, the steering angles, shift states, and
propulsive forces of the respective multiple outboard motors
300 may be controlled such that the hull 100 moves in a
direction corresponding to the direction from the position of
the right operation lever 102a to the position of the left opera-
tion lever 1025 (or the direction from the position of the left
operation lever 1025 to the position of the right operation
lever 102a). In this case, the operator operates the right and
left operation levers 102a and 102 so as to be aligned in a
direction in which he/she wants to move the hull 100. This
allows the hull 100 to move in that direction. Even operators
with a poor marine vessel maneuvering skill can thus control
the marine vessel easily.

Although the second preferred embodiment above
describes the case where the throttle opening degree is pref-
erably controlled such that the relationship between the
amount of displacement of each operation lever and the
throttle opening degree in the assisted marine vessel maneu-



US 8,428,801 Bl

35

vering mode is the same as in the normal marine vessel
maneuvering mode. the present invention is not restricted
thereto. That is, in the assisted marine vessel maneuvering
mode, the throttle opening degree may be controlled to be
smaller than in the normal marine vessel maneuvering mode.
As shown in FIG. 25, the throttle opening degree may be
controlled such that the throttle opening degree at the maxi-
mum amount of displacement of each operation lever is
approximately 30% of the maximum throttle opening degree
in the normal marine vessel maneuvering mode, for example.
Similarly, the throttle opening degree in the first preferred
embodiment above may be controlled such that the throttle
opening degree at the minimum displacement position Lmin
in the assisted marine vessel maneuvering mode is smaller
than that in the normal marine vessel maneuvering mode.
Alternatively, in both the first and second preferred embodi-
ments above, an upper limit may preliminarily be set on the
engine speed, and in the assisted marine vessel maneuvering
mode, the throttle opening degree may be controlled such that
the engine speed does not exceed the upper limit.

While preferred embodiments of the present invention
have been described above, it is to be understood that varia-
tions and modifications will be apparent to those skilled in the
art without departing the scope and spirit of the present inven-
tion. The scope of the present invention, therefore, is to be
determined solely by the following claims.

The present application corresponds to Japanese Patent
Application No. 2009-014988 filed in the Japan Patent Office
on Jan. 27, 2009, and the entire disclosure of the application
is incorporated herein by reference.

What is claimed is:

1. A marine vessel propulsion system comprising:

aplurality of propulsiondevices arranged to be mounted on
a hull so as to enable a steering angle to change;

a plurality of operation levers arranged to be operated by a
marine vessel maneuvering operator to control the plu-
rality of propulsion devices to have respective shift
states selected from among a forward drive state, a neu-
tral state, and a reverse drive state;

a plurality of lever position sensors provided to correspond
to the plurality of respective operation levers and
arranged to detect positions of the plurality of operation
levers;

a storage unit arranged to store therein behavior patterns of
the hull preset to correspond to positional relationships
between the plurality of operation levers; and

a control unit programmed to select among the behavior
patterns based on detection results from the plurality of
lever position sensors, and to control the steering angles
and shift states of the plurality of respective propulsion
devices to correspond to the selected behavior pattern.

2. The marine vessel propulsion system according to claim

1, wherein

the plurality of propulsion devices include a first propul-
sion device and a second propulsion device which is
different from the first propulsion device;

the plurality of operation levers include a first operation
lever corresponding to the first propulsion device and a
second operation lever corresponding to the second pro-
pulsion device; and

the control unit is programmed to select among behavior
patterns preset to correspond to the positional relation-
ships between the first and second operation levers when
a position of the first operation lever is different from a
position of the second operation lever, and to control the
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steering angles and shift states of the respective first and
second propulsion devices to correspond to the selected
behavior pattern.

3. The marine vessel propulsion system according to claim

2, wherein

the first and second operation levers are arranged laterally;
and

the control unit is programmed to control the steering
angles, shift states, and propulsive forces of the respec-
tive first and second propulsion devices, when the posi-
tion of the first operation lever is different from the
position of the second operation lever, such that the hull
moves in a direction corresponding to a direction from
the position of the first operation lever to the position of
the second operation lever.

4. The marine vessel propulsion system according to claim

3, wherein the control unit is programmed to control the
steering angles, shift states, and propulsive forces of the
respective first and second propulsion devices, when the first
operation lever is in the neutral position and the second opera-
tion lever is in a position other than the neutral position, such
that the hull moves in a direction corresponding to a direction
from the position of the first operation lever in the neutral
position to the position of the second operation lever in the
position other than the neutral position.

5. The marine vessel propulsion system according to claim

1, further comprising:

a steering operation mechanism arranged to be operated by
the marine vessel maneuvering operator to change the
steering angles of the plurality of respective propulsion
devices;

an operation angle sensor arranged to detect an operation
angle of the steering operation mechanism; and

a switching unit arranged to switch between normal marine
vessel maneuvering control and assisted marine vessel
maneuvering control; wherein

in the normal marine vessel maneuvering control, the con-
trol unit is programmed to control the shift states and
propulsive forces of the propulsion devices based on
detection results from the plurality of lever position sen-
sors, and to change the steering angles of the plurality of
propulsion devices based on a detection result from the
operation angle sensor; and

inthe assisted marine vessel maneuvering control, the con-
trol unit is programmed to select among behavior pat-
terns corresponding to the positional relationships
between the plurality of operation levers based on detec-
tion results from the plurality of lever position sensors,
and to control the steering angles and shift states of the
plurality of respective propulsion devices to correspond
to the selected behavior pattern.

6. The marine vessel propulsion system according to claim

5, wherein in the assisted marine vessel maneuvering control,
the control unit is programmed to control each of the propul-
sion devices to have a propulsive force smaller than that
corresponding to the position of each operation lever in the
normal marine vessel maneuvering control.

7. The marine vessel propulsion system according to claim

5, wherein in the assisted marine vessel maneuvering control,
the control unit is programmed to select among behavior
patterns preset to correspond to the positional relationships
between the plurality of operation levers, based on detection
results from the plurality of lever position sensors and inde-
pendently of the relationship between the positions of the
operation levers and the shift states of the propulsion devices
in the normal marine vessel maneuvering control, and to
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control the steering angles and shift states of the plurality of
respective propulsion devices to correspond to the selected
behavior pattern.
8. The marine vessel propulsion system according to claim
1, wherein 5
each of the propulsion devices includes an outboard motor
arranged to be mounted on the hull so as to enable the
steering angle to change;
each of the outboard motors includes an engine with a
driving force thereof being adjustable through control of 10
a throttle opening degree, a propeller arranged to be
rotated by a driving force from the engine, and a switch-
ing mechanism portion arranged to switch shift states;
the operation levers are arranged to be operated by the
marine vessel maneuvering operator to control the plu- 15
rality of outboard motors to be their respective shift
states and throttle opening degrees; and
the control unit is programmed to select among the behav-
ior patterns based on detection results from the plurality
of lever position sensors, and to control the steering 20
angles and shift states of the plurality of respective out-
board motors to correspond to the selected behavior
pattern.
9. A marine vessel comprising;
a hull; and 25
the marine vessel propulsion system according to claim 1
provided on the hull.
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