Introduction to Boats


Prevention is the key when boating just like it is the key to safety in most situations.  If you do not feel comfortable with the weather, the boat, the boat handler, your swimming skills, the water level/current/temperature, whatever – DO NOT GET IN THE BOAT or if you are already in the boat, get back to shore safely and call it quits.  There is no shame in saying “NO”.   Do not let yourself be pressured into any situation that makes you nervous for your well being.  It is not worth the risks.  Water can be safe but it must be respected for the power it has even when it seems innocent.  If you plan on doing water work with your dog, learn about currents and how they are affected by rocks, strainers, bridge posts, bends in the river, channels, hydraulics, eddies, and dams.  Scent will follow the same pattern.  Then you add the above water air movement to best guess where to place the boat and what your dog is telling you.  Also, dress appropriately for the water.  Avoid loose clothes, excessive clothes, or material that won’t dry quickly.  Protect any electronics such as radios and batteries and pagers from water.  Use plastic bags or dry bags for gear and keep a dry set of clothes at your vehicle.  Finally, I stress, be honest about your swimming ability and level of comfort with various types of water situations.  Only do what you are comfortable with doing.  

My experience with water searches and DE members has always been positive.   We have divvied up the boats, boat handlers, and tasks by who was comfortable with what, ensuring everyone was safe.  If someone wanted to stay on the shore then that’s where the person searched.  If someone wanted to search by boat but wasn’t overly confident with stronger currents or a hazard then they took the better boat and/or boat handler and a task that they felt comfortable working.  Those comfortable with higher risks took tasks near rapids/dams or boat handlers that made you think a swim might happen.  (I’ve had more than my share of swims and going down rapids backwards due to twit boat handlers.  I have also comfortably searched strainers and dams but I have paddled class 4/5 water for years).   Having a variety of skill levels actually works well because all areas are searched with confidence.  As with all searches, it takes a team effort and consideration for each other so we can be the most effective.  

Now to the boats and getting in them.  Just like a crime or accident scene, learn to scan the whole picture as you approach the boat.  Then survey the area directly around the boat:

· What is the slope?

· What is under your feet?  (rocks, grass, mud)

· Is it dry, wet, good footing, or slick?

· What is the depth and current where the boat is?

Next look past the boat both upstream and downstream, even survey the whole area if it’s a calm lake or pond, as far as you can see.  What dangers are around?
· Dams, intake flows, low branches, rocks (above and just below the water), piers, etc

· Pay attention if it’s flowing water for currents 

· Where will the current take you and the boat?

· Are there strainers? (log/debris piles- extremely dangerous!!)

· Are there rapids?  How big are they?  Are they standing waves or holes?  If you do not understand how hydraulics work, stay far from rapids until you do.  Even seemly small hydraulics can be deadly.

· What are the water and air temperatures?

· Are storms called for or visibly approaching?

Once you identify possible dangers, obviously avoid them if you can, but plan ahead what you will do it you encounter a hazard.  Visualize your exit/safety route.  Look for slower moving water, large eddies and gentle slopes back onto land.  Just as importantly, know what possible danger lies past the one you are encountering.  If you tip because of a low branch in semi-calm water but don’t have a plan that you follow quickly, you could go further downstream and head for a more dangerous hazard such as a dam.  Identifying hazards and recovery plans are done prior to entering the boat and constantly as you are on the water.

Next survey the boat itself.

· Is the boat in good condition?

· How many people and where are they located?  

· Are they wearing life vests?  You better be wearing one!

· What extra gear is in the boat that will make navigation difficult, may be used in an emergency, or could impede a safe exit from the boat if you tip?

· Gear can be stationary such as batteries and extra gas, or

· Mobile such as buoys, life vests, dive gear, paddles, etc

· Is the boat flat bottomed or V-shaped or rubber like a Zodiac (which may give as you walk)?

· Look for areas to grab to secure yourself: gunwales and thwarts on canoes, ropes/handles/D-rings attached to inflatables, seats, etc

· Visualize your entrance and path to where you’ll sit

· Get an idea where your dog will most likely go and where you want him to end up (will the dog climb over stuff to say hello to the boat driver and what hazards are there for the dog- gas or sharp objects?)  

· Communicate to the others where you’ll sit and where your dog should be for the ride out as well as during the search (if you are going to search)

Finally, it’s time to get in the boat.  Stay low, spreading your center of gravity through multiple points of contact.  You can use your hands and paddles spread across to aid in stability.  If the boat is low or in a current, often a paddle placed on the shore and onto the boat’s side can be used as leverage to secure and stabilize the boat as you enter it.  Move slowly and cautiously, transferring your weight from the shore to the center of the boat.  If you are already in the boat and someone else is entering it, be prepared to shift your weight to help stabilize the craft or hold onto piers/rocks/paddles anchored to keep the boat from slipping away from shore.  It’s personal preference if you get in before or after your dog.  Once inside the boat, center the weight from front to back and side to side.  Secure any loose items and control your dog.  Often your sitting position will be different when you are traveling in the boat to a specific location vs searching.

Some people remove everything from their dogs so they do not get snagged.  This includes leashes and collars.  This often depends on the boating conditions and the personality of the dog.  I do not leash Cassy, but do have a special harness for her because she often leaps out on finds and I have to get her back in the boat far from shore or need to keep her in the boat near dams or intakes.  But I am experienced in whitewater and very comfortable knowing the risks and my level to help her should an accident occur.  A leash gains me nothing over her and is only a potential snag so I remove it.  If we are recreational boating then my dogs only have their collars on.  Again, think ahead of possible problems – the dog entering the water far from shore or snagging inside the boat or in the water.  What will you do?  

A few water safety points if you flip:

· Keep your feet up above the water, feet downstream, and lay on your back doing the backstroke to navigate the water.  Most injuries and drownings are from swimmers not having their feet first to bounce off obstacles and having their feet under the water.

· Even unassuming current is extremely strong – do NOT stand up until you are in super calm waters or you might get your foot entrapped.  Pushing against current is at times impossible and leads to drowning.  Drowning is the secondary ‘symptom’ of foot entrapment!
· Even if it looks tempting to head to a log in the water for ‘safety’, don’t!  Stay away from any logs and branches in swift water – strainers are deadly!  
· Look for calm water along shore or in eddies
· If your boat or canoe lodges against a rock, always lean downstream!  Shift the weight to one end and ‘hug the rock’, in most situations this will free the boat but be prepared to redistribute the weight once free.  If you lean upstream, water can enter the boat and either submerge it or flip it.  Either one can be extremely dangerous for the passengers.  

Take the time to survey.  Always know of potential problems no matter how small and know what you will do if it happens!  This is not to scare people, but only to encourage safe boating.  Respecting the water leads to enjoying the water safely.
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