Dog Scouts of America

River Safety and Etiquette

Navigating a moving river presents some unique safety challenges you need to know about before you get to the river.  Knowing the following things will help you have a safer more pleasant river trip and make you more welcome on the river.

SAFETY

Reading a river:

Learning to read the river is critical to safe navigation.  Knowing how to spot under water obstacles that could snag your water craft or cause it to turn or stop unexpectedly can save you from tipping over.
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Often, an obstacle such as a large rock or a tree trunk that is just under the water’s surface will cause ripples on the surface. Shallow water surrounded by deeper water will also do this.  The ripples form a “V” shape down river of the obstacle. You want to avoid these and steer toward the undisturbed water which is usually deeper.

Trees that have fallen and are submerged can also cause a major hazard.  At first, it might look like you can just float between the branches, but if the trunk of the tree is right under the water surface, the water will roll up at that point and appear smooth until you are right on top of it and can see that the “smooth” water is actually dropping off on the down stream side.  Approach submerged trees with caution and be ready to back paddle against the current if your first choice of passage needs to be adjusted at the last moment.
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Never get the boat sideways up river from an obstacle like a log jam, low tree branches, under water trees, etc.  If you float into an obstacle sideways (or hit it head on and get [image: image1.jpg]


turned sideways,) the obstacle will stop the boat, but the river will continue to push on the side of it.  This causes the up river side of the boat to submerge and the boat will roll over and fill with water very quickly.  If the obstacle does not touch the bottom of the river, an additional danger is that the boat will get pulled under the obstacle and get stuck there, full of water and possibly impossible to get out against the current that is wedging it in.
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Strainers:

Another hazard to avoid is things that hang into or just above the surface of the water.  If there is not enough clearance for you to navigate under it, go around!  In some places, you may have to “duck” to get under a low branch or tree that has fallen across the river.  It is recommended that you lean back (as if doing the “limbo”) rather than forward (because you lose sight of the obstacle) or to the side (which can tip the boat.) Never grab onto an obstacle because you will stop and the boat won’t.

On commonly used rivers, strainers will often be cleared (at least enough to be passable) but new trees fall and may not yet be cleared when you go down the river.
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Wildlife dangers:
Know what dangerous animals inhabit the water you are using and know how to recognize them.  If there is any chance of alligators in the water do NOT let your dog out of the boat near or in the water!  Water moccasin snakes and cotton mouth snakes can be deadly if bites are not treated swiftly.  Snapping turtles can take off fingers and even a whole hand or paw if they are large enough. Don’t let your dog get close to any wildlife.

If you fall out of the boat:  

Never try to put your feet down on the bottom if you fall out in moving water.  If your foot or feet get caught under a rock or an under water branch, the flow of the water will make getting your feet loose very difficult if not impossible.  It will also continue to force the rest of your body down river, which could easily cause you to drown.  Instead, float on your back with your feet pointed down river (so they hit any debris first.)  Float or swim on your back to the shore where the water is hopefully not moving as fast.  Always wear a life vest (or at the very least, have it in the boat.)  

If you don’t know the river:
If you have never been on a particular river, don’t take someone else’s word for it that it is safe enough to take your dog.  Try the river trip without the dog first.  If it turns out to be more challenging than you thought, you’ll be glad you didn’t also need to worry about the dog while worrying about the navigation.  If it is a great river, you know you can confidently bring the dog with you the next time and you’ll have a better idea of how to navigate the obstacles.

However, be aware that rivers can change rapidly!  Water levels, recent storms/flooding, etc. can have a great impact on the navigability of a river.  Low water levels expose more underwater obstacles you may have been able to float over before.  High water can increase the speed of the river flow and flooding can bring down trees, create log jams and put other debris in the river.

River Classifications:

While most rivers that have canoe or kayak rentals for the general public are safe for most people to navigate, understanding the different river classifications can be helpful. If you are not experienced with a kayak or canoe, you should stick to Class 1 rivers.
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Never go boating alone:
Always take another responsible adult with you in case there is an emergency.  While most rivers have plenty of people on the weekends, you can’t count on them to stop to help you.  If someone is in a life threatening situation and you can safely offer help, you should do so (and in some areas, it is the law that you offer help.)  But it is best to go on the river with friends who know you and care about you and are likely to be more willing to help you.

Having a cell phone in a dry box or dry bag attached to you or the boat is a great idea.  It is even better if you also have the phone number to a near-by canoe livery in case you need to exit the river early or need help. 
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Other safety tips:

· Never tie your dog or yourself to the boat!  If the boat gets trapped or submerged or rolls, you want to be able to get away from it

· Do not bring anything made of glass on the river (bottles, containers, etc.) It can break and cause a serious hazard for bare feet and dog’s paws

· Have waterproof identification (and, if needed, a medical bracelet) on you, in a secured pocket, in case something serious happens to you.  Your dog should also wear identification and/or have permanent ID such as a tattoo or microchip

· Stow your gear in the boat as though you are going to roll over or tip.  Attach your cooler and other non-critical gear to the boat to limit the amount of stuff you have to finds and fish out of the river down stream of your dump. Try to select stuff that floats or attach floats to it. Murphy’s Law says if you are going to dump, it will be in the deepest part of the river where sinking items can’t be reached.
· Never tie boats together side by side.  They are not meant to be steered that way and navigation becomes very difficult.  In an emergency, if you need to help move another boat (such as if someone has lost a paddle) tie them end to end.  But navigation will still be difficult.

· Check the pads of your dog’s feet on a regular basis. The water can make them soft and underwater debris could cause cuts and scrapes.  If the dog is swimming with a cut pad, it won’t clot and could cause the dog to bleed much longer than if it was on dry land.

· Carry a first aid kit in one of the boats and be sure at least 2 people know how to use the supplies in it.  Most needed would be antibacterial ointment, bandages and splints, blood clotting agents like “quick stop” and self-adhesive bandages like “vet wrap.” Rubber gloves can help keep a hand injury dry and protected.

· Never dive or jump into any water unless you are certain beyond a doubt is at least 10’ deep.  If you can’t see the bottom, there may be an underwater tree stump or tree trunk or other debris hiding there that could cause serious injury.

· Don’t take any more dogs than you can safely and comfortably contain and control while navigating the boat.
· Be sure you are physically able to get your dog back in the boat if they jump or fall out in an area where the shore or lower water is not accessible.  Practice helping the dog back into the boat from swimming depth. It is very helpful if the dog wears a harness or doggie life vest with a handle you can use for this purpose.  However, there is also the possibility that these same helpful items could get snagged on under water debris (especially if the debris is the reason the boat dumped.) This is a good reason to have the dog wear a close fitting collar.  If you need to use the dog’s collar to help him back into the boat, grab it under the dog’s chin.  This gives the dog a fulcrum at the back of their head to push against as they try to get back in the boat and won’t choke the dog.  It is also much harder for the dog to slip out of the collar. Use your best judgment to determine the swimming ability of the dog and weigh the risks for yourself.

[image: image5.jpg]



ETIQUETTE: 
A river should be enjoyable for all who use it.  You are not the only one who is using the water, so be considerate of others.

· Respect the property of others along the banks.  Do not let your dog run or relieve themselves on developed property.  Use the undeveloped sections or public access areas and ALWAYS clean-up after your dog!  If you have to relieve yourself, the same rules apply: bag or bury any waste.  

· Stay quiet.  Listening to people yelling back and forth, yelling at their dog (or trying to get it to come back), or just talking very loudly is disruptive to the enjoyment of others.  The river should be a peaceful place where nature can be enjoyed. Swearing should be off limits as well.  You never know when a child might be able to hear you.
· No splashing!  Unless another boater has expressly said it is OK to splash them, do not do it.  It could cause someone to tip, a dog to get scared and is generally not welcome. Same with squirt guns.

· Obey all laws.  Alcohol on a water craft is against the law, even in a kayak or canoe (even though it is rarely enforced.)  If you are intoxicated, you could be charged with operating a water craft while intoxicated.  Wear (or have) a life jacket with you and respect private property. No littering, etc.

· Be courteous of others using the river.  If there are less experienced boaters, go around them rather than forcing them to try to navigate around you.  Be kind and respectful, even if they aren’t.

· Clean up after yourself and your dog. Don’t leave waste, trash or other debris behind.  If you dump, do your very best to get all your stuff out of the river and off the shore.

· Follow the “leave no trace” principles. Never collect anything but trash photos and memories from the river. 

· Don’t harass or disturb the wildlife. You’re in their house, be respectful of that. 

Recommended Equipment:

While there are lots of things you could take with you, traveling light is best.  The following items should be included in your gear:

· 1st aid kit

· Life jacket (for you and possibly the dog)

· Pad or mat for the bottom of the boat (for the dog’s comfort)

· Tie off line (helpful if the current is swift where you decide to stop for a break, for use in an emergency and as a spare leash)

· Sunscreen and bug spray. Water reflects the sun’s rays and can intensify the risk of sunburn.  Mosquitoes are common around water and may be found in swarms

· Drinking water- for you and the dog. It is best not to let the dog drink from the river if you can help it.
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