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The watersports clubs, school and universities listed below have collaborated on Safety on the Severn 
and the accompanying maps of the River Severn, Bevere to Diglis. 

 
RGS Worcester Boat Club � King’s School Worcester Boat Club  �  Worcester Canoe Club � Worcester 
Rowing Club � University of Worcester Boat Club  �  University of Birmingham Boat Club  �  Worcester 

Dragon Boat Club  � Worcester Sea Cadets / Scouts  
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SAFETY ON THE SEVERN 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

he 6.5km stretch of the River Severn between Bevere and Diglis is a popular 
and well-used piece of water. At peak times, such as Saturday and Sunday 

mornings, there can be upwards of 300 people on the river in rowing boats and 
canoes, as well as Dragon Boats, pleasure craft, and passenger boats. 
 
Over the past few years there has been an increase in ‘near misses’, collisions and 
other safety incidents. Key factors in a number of the incidents reported were river 
craft being ‘on the wrong side of the river’ and steersmen/women not keeping an 
adequate look out.  
 
Safety on the Severn is a guide to navigation, steering and ‘rules’ of the river, 
which aims to reduce the risk of accidents and ‘near-misses’.  
 
If you wish to comment or make suggestions to improve this document contact Mrs 
Jane Sullivan, Head of Rowing, RGS Worcester, jcs@rgsw.org.uk 
 
 
 
 
 

T 

The THREE ‘rules’ for using the River Severn are: 
 

Keep a look-out 
 

Know and follow the rules of the river 
 

Be considerate of other river users 
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BEFORE YOU GO AFLOAT 
ASSESS THE RISK 
 
It is better to be on the bank wishing you 
were on the water, than on the water wishing 
you were on the bank!  
 

ll Clubs should have the relevant risk 
assessments and safety procedures in 

place to guide coaches and water-sports 
users. British Rowing and British Canoeing 
have national guidelines on safety. It is not 
the scope of this document to dictate when 
people can use the water as each club 
makes its own risk assessments for flood, 
bad weather, lightning, heavy river traffic, 
and the experience of the rower / paddler. 
 
British Rowing’s Safety Guidelines are here:  
https://www.britishrowing.org/about-
us/policies-guidance/rowsafe/ 
 
British Canoeing’s Safety Guidelines are 
here: 
https://www.britishcanoeing.org.uk/about-
canoeing/safety-guidance/safe-canoeing/ 
 
(correct link as at October 2017)  
 
Everyone using the river should feel safe in 
the equipment they are using and prepared 
for the conditions they are going afloat in. 
Crews should feel confident that their 
steersperson or coxswain understands 
safety, navigation and steering. 
 
Outing risk assessments 
 

ll water-sports carry risk. Assessment of 
risk is part and parcel of using the river. 

Factors to take into account (whether rowing 
or paddling) include: 
 

• River levels / water flow 
• Weather: temperature, rain, wind 
• Time of day or evening 
• Number of other water users around,  
• Number of other boats on the water,  

• Whether paddling / rowing alone or in 
a group 

• Experience and competence of other 
members of the group 

• Type of equipment being used 
• Experience and competence with that 

equipment 
• Knowledge of the particular area of 

the river 
 
Many watersports clubs use an outing 
planner / risk assessment which can be 
helpful in deciding if an outing goes ahead.  
 
Advice for canoeists 
 

f you are not confident that you can safely 
assess the prevailing conditions against 

your own ability, the equipment you plan to 
use and the group you plan to paddle with 
you should either:  
 

• Only paddle in a coached group OR 
• Consult with an experienced paddler 

who is prepared to assist you in the 
decision-making process and/ or take 
responsibility for your activity each 
time you paddle. 

 
Safety is everyone’s responsibility. Coaches 
and experienced paddlers should be pro-
active in advising those with less experience. 
Those with less experience should be 
prepared to take advice from those with 
more experience. 

A 

A 

I 

Who’s on the river? 
 
Does your club know who is on the 
water at any time? 
Is there a signing-out and signing-in 
procedure? 
What is the procedure if a boat fails to 
return? 
Do coaches always carry a mobile 
phone or VHF radio to summon help? 
Is there a procedure for rowing / 
canoeing alone?  
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PRINCIPLES OF 
NAVIGATION 
 
Everyone has equal rights to the water. 
 
Everyone is responsible for safety. 
 
NOTE: The following guide to navigation 
applies to training outings and not to events 
and races, which are not the remit of this 
document. 
 
Who’s in charge? 
 

he legal master of the vessel is the 
steersperson (single sculler, canoeist, 

bow seat in a double or coxless quad / four), 
coxswain, coach driving a launch. In the 
case of juniors under the age of 18 and 
beginners of any age the person with legal 
responsibility for the vessel is the coach.  
 
The primary responsibility of the 
steersperson or the coxswain is safe 
navigation – not holding a good racing line 
or keeping a boat at speed.  
 
The steersperson or coxswain is in charge of 
the boat – whatever the crew thinks! 
 
Getting on the water 
 
All vessels should launch with their bow 
pointing into the direction of the current.  
 
Be aware that the current may push the bow 
of the boat out towards the middle of the 
river.  
 
Always look – in both directions – BEFORE 
leaving the landing stages. 
 
Rowers should move the boat well away of 
the landing stages BEFORE stopping to 
adjust shoes, foot positions etc. 
 
Canoeists will need to adjust seats, footrests, 
spraydecks, paddle mitts etc before leaving 
the bank. 

River ‘lanes’ 
 
Think of the river as a highway with three 
lanes. 
 
The centre lane where the water is deeper is 
the main navigation channel for large boats 
with more draught (that is, more hull) under 
the water. These boats can’t use the 
shallower side lanes where they would be at 
risk of grounding. 
 
Rowing boats and canoes have a low 
draught and should use the shallower water 
at the sides of the river – only using the 
centre of the river for overtaking slower 
vessels (where it is safe). 
 
It is most important that Rowers and 
Canoeists using the river should both be 
aware of each others navigation rules and 
practice in order to be able to understand 
each others manoeuvres and minimize the 
chances of collision. 
  

T 

PORT AND STARBOARD 
 
Rowers use the international terms of 
PORT and STARBOARD. ALL rowers 
and coxswains should understand these 
terms BEFORE being allowed to row 
independently. 
 
When you are sitting in the boat 
 
ROWERS: 
 
PORT = STROKESIDE (on your right) 
STARBOARD = BOWSIDE (on your left) 
 
CANOEISTS (AND COXSWAINS):  
 
PORT = LEFTHAND SIDE OF THE 
BOAT 
STARBOARD = RIGHTHAND SIDE OF 
THE BOAT  
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WHERE SHOULD YOU BE ON 
THE WATER? 
 

OWERS: As a general rule, the 
starboard (or bowside) of any rowing 

boat should always be closest to the bank. 
 
Canoeists do not always follow the rowing 
rule of keeping to starboard – this means 
they may be on the ‘wrong’ side of the river 
(from a rower’s point of the view!) 
 
Unlike rowers, canoeists navigate according 
to the currents in the stream. Going 
upstream a canoeist will aim to paddle 
through the weakest current – a technique 
known as working the slacks (or eddies). 
  
Water usually flows fastest around the 
outside of a bend so a canoeist will often 
cross the river to paddle UPSTREAM on the 
inside of a bend so as to avoid the strongest 
current.  
 
ROWERS! Canoeists may be paddling 
where you don’t expect them. WATCH OUT! 
 
In mixed ability groups of canoeists, slower 
paddlers may ‘work the slacks’ whilst faster 
paddlers will take the route around the 
outside of the bend. To rowers, this can 
appear confusing and hazardous. Canoeists 
should keep a close look out and manoeuvre 
around oncoming rowing boats when 
working in groups like this.  
 
It is important for rowers and paddlers to 
keep a close look out to avoid collisions at 
key crossing points (see map). 
 
Coming downstream canoeists will use the 
fastest current and may paddle in the middle 
of the river or on the outside of a bend. 
WATCH OUT! 
 

ROWERS! Canoeists are very vulnerable. 
Imagine being a pedestrian (canoeist) 
walking along the road with a lorry (a rowing 
eight) coming fast from behind you…like 
pedestrians the canoeists will often chose to 
paddle facing the oncoming traffic (even if it 
means they are on the ‘wrong’ side of the 
river from a rowers’ point of view).  
 
Canoes and kayaks are at their most 
UNSTABLE when stationary. So canoeists 
will always try to keep moving rather than 
stop and put themselves in danger. Rowing 
boats, on the other hand, are generally at 
their most stable when they are stationary 
and with spoons resting on the water. 
 
There is more advice on avoiding collisions 
later in this guide.  
 
The golden rule is: LOOK and LOOK 
OFTEN. 
  

R 

REMEMBER 
 

Keep a look-out 
 

Know and follow the 
rules of the river 

 
Be considerate of 
other river users 
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‘HAZARD’ POINTS ON THE 
RIVER SEVERN AND HOW TO 
STEER THEM 
 

ends and bridges are some of the most 
hazardous parts of the River Severn. 

Steering around hazards requires you to look 
ahead, plan your manoeuvre, and think 
about other river users. 
 
Steering around a bend 
 
BE AWARE: The stream on the outside of 
the bend is usually faster than the stream on 
the inside of a bend.  
 
A fast stream will tend to push the bow of 
your boat out towards the middle of the river. 
 
Coming around a corner in the middle of the 
river is dangerous. Check your position 
frequently and adjust your steering to keep to 
the correct side of the river (i.e. starboard for 
rowing boats). 
 
Steering through the Rail Bridge 
 
The main hazard at the Rail Bridge is the 
large buttress in the middle of the river. The 
current is faster and can be very rough / 
swirly around the buttress. Avoid getting 
close to this hazard by keeping to the 
starboard bank. Do not stop under the 
bridge. Do not stop or turn just upstream of 
the railway bridge buttress.  
 
Steering through the Road Bridge 
 
All river users should be aware that 
Birmingham University’s Boat Club is just 
downstream of the road bridge. Keep a look 
out for boats coming onto the water and 
crossing over at this point. 
 
ROWERS MUST NOT use the central arch, 
which is used by large motorised boats.  
 
Rowers should generally steer through the 
second arch from the starboard bank going 

upstream and downstream. The arches 
nearest the banks may be used by smaller 
boats but may be blocked by debris. TAKE A 
LOOK FIRST. 
 
CANOEISTS Keep to the right when going 
through the road bridge, using the arch as far 
right as you can get. 
 
Steering around an obstruction 
 
When steering around an overhanging tree 
or obstruction check that the way is clear, 
then steer towards the middle of the river, ie 
to PORT for rowers. Make sure that you 
resume your correct line as soon as the 
hazard has been passed. Rowers move back 
to the STARBOARD side of the river. 
 
Rowing / Canoeing Side-By-Side 
 
Rowing side-by-side or abreast is not 
recommended, unless overtaking or doing 
race pieces (see page 9). 
 
There are three situations in which canoeists 
will chose to be more than single file: 
 
Wash Hanging: Canoeists will often paddle 
in packs (like cyclists slipstreaming). These 
packs will break up to move around 
oncoming rowers. In this situation both rower 
and canoeists need to be considerate, the 
movement of paddlers around the pack can 
often be a very competitive and quite difficult 
so rowers need to be understanding if some 
canoeists shouts are quite anxious! 
Canoeists need to be sensitive to leaving 
enough space for rowers in this situation.  
 
Interval Training: Head to head interval 
training is a regular activity where ideally 
canoeists will use the width of the river and 
paddle head to head for periods of between 
30 seconds and 4 minutes followed by rests 
of between 15 seconds and 2 minutes. When 
there are a lot or rowers around canoeists 
should use the starboard side of the river 
moving in and out to avoid oncoming rowers.  

B 
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Rowers approaching from behind should 
ensure canoeists know they are present to 
enable them to make space. Communication 
of the rest period and time until take off can 
enable boats to either stay ahead or drop 
behind to best effect. 
 
Coaching Beginner Canoeists: Canoeing 
Coaches are encouraged to keep all those 
whom they are coaching between 
themselves and the starboard bank (right 
hand to canoeists) bank when progressing 
along a stretch of river. This enables the 
coach to shepherd those whose steering or 
river awareness is lacking towards the right 
hand bank as rowers approach from behind 
or ahead. It is not practical however to coach 
a group in single file. Coaches should try to 
use the right hand 3rd of the river or be in a 
position move into the right hand third of the 
river when rowers approach leaving the 
middle overtaking section for rowers. 
Coaches may choose to wear a high-vis vest 
to highlight they are coaching beginners.  
 
 

  

CARING FOR THE ENVIRONMENT 
 
Part of the enjoyment of the River Severn comes from keeping it litter-free, clean and 
wildlife-friendly. Rowers and canoeists can do their bit! 
 
✔ Pick up your litter 
 
✔ Clear up fuel or chemical spills correctly and promptly 
 
✗ Plastic bottles are an eyesore and a hazard for wildlife. Do not drop them in the water or 
leave them on the landing stages where they can blow into the water 
 
✗ Don’t leave uneaten food around – it attracts vermin 
 
✗ Noise can be pollution! Avoid using abusive or foul language. 
 
	  

Use of megaphones 
 
Megaphones are a necessary part of 
coaching equipment but can be a 
nuisance to other people.  
 
✔Keep the megaphone volume to 
the minimum necessary for your 
crews to hear you.  
 
✔Avoid shouting through the 
megaphone. 
 
✔Avoid early morning use near 
peoples’ homes. 
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STOPPING A ROWING BOAT 
 

efore coming to a stop the steersperson 
or coxswain needs to consider the 

following: 
 
Is it safe to stop? 
 
Will stopping cause a nuisance to other river 
users? 
 
Along the river there are a number of 
‘traditional’ stopping places where rowers 
stop for coaching advice or to rest / take tops 
off etc (see map). 
 
Stopping safely: 
 
✔ Give your crew plenty of notice that you 
are going to stop 
✔Move closer to the starboard bank and out 
of the way of other boats 
✔ Use clear commands to your crew (see 
box text) 
✔ Tell other river users what you are doing if 
necessary 
 
✗ Do NOT stop in the middle of the river 
✗  Do not stop abreast of another crew or 
coaching launch. If travelling in a group the 
boats should stop in a queue (ie astern) on 
the starboard side of the river 
✗  If a coach in a launch wishes to stop to 
talk to a crew they must avoid blocking the 
navigation of other river users 
✗  Do not stop in front of other vessels or 
hinder them from rowing / canoeing 
✗ Do not stop under the road or rail bridges 
✗  Avoid stopping close upstream of the 
road or rail bridges, moored boats or 
pontoons, as you risk being swept into them 
by the stream 
 
Check your position on the water. If you are 
too far away from the bank then move your 
boat. 

Keeping checking your position as the 
stream will pull the bow out into the middle of 
the river. You may need to constantly adjust 
position in a fast stream. The key thing to 
remember is that you must not impede other 
boats that are on the water. 
  

 
 
  

B 

Commands to bring a rowing 
crew to a halt 
 
First LOOK in plenty of time to see if it is 
safe to stop. Be aware of other river 
users. Then, use commands such as: 
 
“Wind down” [command to lighten the 
pressure] . . . 
  
“Next stroke Easy Oars” [command for 
all rowers to cease rowing on the next 
stroke and sit at the hands away position 
with spoons off the water] . . . 
 
“Drop” [command to drop spoons flat on 
the water] . . . 
 
“Hold it up” [command to angle the oars 
to take the run off the boat and bring it to 
a complete standstill]. 
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SPINNING OR TURNING 
ROWING BOATS 
 

urning a rowing boat should be done as 
quickly and safely as possible to avoid 

hazards to other river users. The main 
danger point during turning is when the boat 
is side on to the stream in the middle of the 
river. In windy conditions waves may wash 
over the side of the boat so it is important to 
get the boat back onto starboard as soon as 
you can. 
 
Having brought your boat to a safe standstill 
on the starboard bank the coxswain or 
steersperson should check that the river is 
clear before turning the boat to the opposite 
side of the river. 
 
✔ Check that there is enough space to turn 
the boat without blocking other river users. 
 
✔ Moving boats have right of way over a 
boat that is turning so always make sure the 
way is clear before making the turn. 
 
✔If you are in any doubt about performing a 
manoeuvre when other river users are 
approaching STOP and wait until they have 
passed. 
 
✔Tell other river users that you are about to 
turn – don’t just assume that they know what 
you are doing. 
 
✗ Do NOT turn just upstream of the road or 
rail bridge. It is DANGEROUS. 
 
✗ Do NOT turn on the bend of a river unless 
you have clear vision in both directions. 
 
Turning Rowing Boats at Camp 
 
The exception to the general rule of turning 
from the starboard side to the starboard side 
of the river occurs at Camp, just downstream 
of Bevere Lock and the weir. 

 
At this point the flow from the weir makes it 
hazardous – and hard work – to turn rowing 
boats in the usual way. Instead rowing boats 
will need to perform a half ‘figure of eight’ by 
temporarily crossing to the PORT (ie the 
‘wrong’) side of the river. 
 
Rowing boats should cross to the port side of 
the river just above the Camp Inn (provided it 
is safe to do so, of course). When level with 
the three mooring pillars the boats should 
perform a ‘figure of eight’ using the flow of 
the weir to help turn the bow of the boat 
around (ie ‘back down’ on bow side and ‘take 
on’ or row normal strokes on stroke side). 
Once turned the boat should be steered to 
the starboard side of the river ready for the 
downstream run. 
 
Watch out for boats coming through the lock 
and remember that the stream here can be 
very fast coming off the weir. 
 
Crossing the river: canoeists 
 
Canoeists typically use a number of crossing 
points along the Severn: 
 
Upstream of Pitchcroft to just upstream of 
the Waterworks (Starboard to Port)  
 
Downstream of the Slip (Port to Starboard) 
Around Caravan Corner (also known as Boar 
Pig Bay)  
 
Downstream of the pontoons and moored 
boats at The Camp Inn 
 
Other river users should be aware that 
canoeists will be crossing the river at these 
points and will therefore be on the ‘wrong’ 
side of the river. 
 
As with all river users canoeists must check 
that the way is clear before crossing the 
river. Crew rowing boats can move extremely 
fast. If in doubt DON’T CROSS! 
  
  

T 
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OVERTAKING 
 

owing boats should overtake by moving 
to PORT, ie moving out into the middle 

lane of the river – ONLY IF IT IS SAFE TO 
DO SO. 
 
Canoeists may overtake on the port OR 
starboard side of another boat (often on the 
starboard side). It is helpful for canoeists to 
alert rowers to where they are going as 
rowers will expect boats to overtake on their 
port side. 
 
Rowing boats MUST NOT overtake on the 
starboard side of another vessel – ie move 
towards the bank to overtake on the ‘inside’. 
A rowing boat that is being overtaken should 
move to Starboard to allow the faster boat to 
come past. 
 
Overtaking must not take place if the 
overtaking boat would be put into the path of 
oncoming traffic. 
 
The crew being overtaken should maintain 
their normal speed and NOT increase it to 
block the boat that is overtaking. 
 
Two or more boats may overtake one boat if 
it is safe to do so. BUT the overtaking boats 
must not row abreast to overtake. 
 
✗ NO overtaking on bends.  
 
✗NO overtaking on the approach to the rail 
or road bridges or under the bridges. 
 
✗ NO overtaking in the areas outside any of 
the boat clubs along the river (the exception 
to this is if you have just launched off the 
landing stage and are overtaking boats 
waiting to come in) 
 

RACING 
 

hese guidelines do not apply to 
organised events, which have their own 

safety rules and are not covered in the scope 
of this document. This section applies to 
training time trial pieces and side-by-side 
races. 
 
✔ If possible, choose a quieter time of the 
day for race practice (Saturday and Sunday 
mornings are peak times; weekend 
afternoons tend to be quieter) 
 
✔ Inform other river users of what you are 
doing and where you will be doing your race 
pieces 
 
✗ Do not race side-by-side or overtake 
around a bend. 
 
✗  Do not race in front of the boat clubs on 
Grandstand Road unless there is NO other 
river traffic 
 
✗ Racing crews do NOT have right of way 
over other river users. Be considerate!  

R T 

RIGHTS OF WAY 
 
There are no ‘Rights of Way’ on this 
stretch of the Severn. It is recognised 
that everyone has equal rights to the 
water.  
 
However, all users are expected to show 
common sense with regard to other river 
users. Generally, it is advisable to move 
out of the way of larger, faster, boats that 
have more limited manoeuvrability. 
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NIGHT-TIME ROWING / 
CANOEING 
 

n all cases of night-time rowing / canoeing 
the Risk Assessment for the outing has to 

be the most stringent. 
 
Boats should be lit as follows: 
 
On the bow: a flashing white light to indicate 
the direction of travel  
 
On the stern: a constant white light 
 
Lights must be visible for 800m and also be 
visible through 180° – so that the boat 
effectively has lighting visible through 360°. 
 
Lighting of motorised launches 
 
The legal requirements for lighting on 
motorised launches are as follows: 
 
Motor launches less than 7 metres in length 
should display a stable masthead white light, 
visible through 360° and placed at least 
300mm above the head of the driver. The 
light must be visible for 2 miles. This is the 
absolute minimum required by the law.  
 
It is also advisable to display a red light to 
port and green light to starboard. Always 
carry a back-up torch aboard the launch. 
 
Larger motorised vessels up to 12 metres in 
length (very unlikely to be used for coaching 
purposes!) are required to display a white 
masthead light visible through 360° at least 
300mm above the head of the driver + red 
light to port and green light to starboard + a 
white light at the stern. 
 
It is a sobering thought that these are legal 
requirements and failure to display the 
correct lighting could lead to prosecution. 
 
https://www.waterways.org.uk/boating/naviga
ting_your_boat/vhf/navigation_lights 
 
 

 
 
 

 
AVOIDING COLLISIONS 
 

eeping a good look out is the key to 
accident prevention – whatever your 

watersport. A big risk for canoeists on the 
starboard side of the river is that they have 
their back to rowers coming upstream behind 
them (the rowers also have their back to the 
canoeist). As the faster boat (usually!) the 
onus is on the rower to look and look often. 
 
Preventing A Collision – Look And Listen 
 
The biggest cause of collisions and near-
misses on the water is not keeping a good 
look-out. 
 
Steersmen in coxless rowing boats must look 
frequently and look over both shoulders. A 
rough guide is for experienced rowers to look 
every five strokes (alternating the shoulder 
they look over) and beginners should look 
every three strokes. 
 
Look MORE OFTEN if there is a lot of traffic 
on the river. 
 
A coxless quad rowing downstream on a fast 
stream can cover 100 metres in five or six 
strokes.  A lot can happen in 100 metres so 
TAKE A LOOK! 

I 

K 

NIGHT-TIME CHECKLIST 
 
✔  Night-time paddling and rowing is 
cold: add extra layers 
✔ Plan the outing in advance to include 
a signal such as a whistle that everyone 
recognises as the call to rendezvous 
 
Be particularly careful to keep clear of 
branches and other obstructions on the 
river bank.  By the time they become 
visible it may be too late to avoid them.  
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Listen to what is happening on the river. Can 
you hear a motor launch on the water? If so, 
it may be that a cruiser is just around the 
corner or a rowing coach with a crew. Do you 
hear shouting? Are you being shouted at? 
CHECK! Keep your eyes and ears open! 
 
If in doubt, STOP, adjust your position and 
move on only if it is safe to do so. 
 
Head-on Situations 
 
If two boats are on a collision course head-‐
on, action must be taken early. 
 
Both boats should steer to STARBOARD 
so that they pass each other on the PORT 
side. This rule applies to ALL boats at 
ALL times. 
  
In certain situations large pleasure cruisers 
or tourist boats will not be able to move to 
starboard due to their heavy draught. These 
boats cannot stop quickly so the rowing boat 
or canoe will have to take avoiding action – 
even if it means breaking the usual 
navigation rules. 
 
In exceptional circumstances, a rowing boat 
may need to avoid a hazard by moving to 
PORT. In these cases the rowing boat 
should move to back to STARBOARD as 
soon as the danger is averted. In ALL cases 
the coxswain or steersman should shout to 
alert other river users to what they are doing. 
 
Performing an Emergency Stop 
 
Everyone using the River Severn should 
know how to perform an emergency stop. 
Novice rowers and canoeists should be 
taught these procedures in their first water 
sessions. 
 
Rowing / sculling emergency stop 
 
SLAP, BURY, TURN 
 
SLAP the spoons flat on the water (this takes 
run off the boat) BURY the spoon by lifting 

the hands (slows the boat right down) TURN 
the spoons at right angles (completes the 
stop). 
 
Canoeing emergency stop 
 
The emergency stop for canoeists should be 
carried out by Rapid, repeated and 
alternating backwards strokes. 
 
 

  
  

Dealing with wash 
 
A potential cause of accidents is swamping 
or capsize caused by wash from a fast boat. 
Waves caused by wash can easily wash 
into the footwell of a rowing boat. You can 
reduce the risk of swamping and capsize by 
positioning your boat at right angles to the 
waves. Wait until the wash has passed 
before moving on. 
 
Canoeists should head directly into large 
oncoming waves to avoid being broadsided 
and capsized. Maintaining speed through 
large waves minimizes the chance of 
instability although slap supports when 
necessary will stabilize the boat.   
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COMMUNICATING 
 

f you see the potential for collision on the 
river then SHOUT! It is better to shout and 

perhaps feel a bit foolish, than to watch an 
accident unfold that could have been 
prevented. Good communication is always 
helpful, even if a collision is not imminent.  A 
simple “hello” when appropriate helps 
everyone’s situational awareness as well 
being polite as we acknowledge our fellow 
river users. 
 
Any river user hearing shouting on the water 
should check for danger. It could be YOU 
being shouted at! 
 
Shouted Warnings 
 
Rowers use the following terms: 
 
TAKE A LOOK [other boat – sculler, kayak, 
double etc] = Potential collision, obstruction. 
All steersmen and coxes should LOOK and 
alter their course if necessary. 
 
LOOK AHEAD = A collision is imminent. 
 
HOLD IT UP = Stop the boat as a 
precaution. 
 
HOLD IT UP HARD = Perform an emergency 
stop 
 
Canoeists generally shout WATER to ask for 
additional space to be made from them 
between themselves and other boats. 
However the rowing term that is most 
adopted by canoeist to communicate with 
rowers is AHEAD.  
 
If you can’t remember these commands 
then just shout: “STOP! NOW!” 
 
Horns, Whistles 
 
Power-driven vessels may use a horn or 
whistle and it is useful for watersports users 
to understand the signals that these vessels 

are likely to use (this applies mainly to the 
large commercial passenger vessels). 
 
5 short, rapid blasts = Take a look 
 
1 short blast = I am turning to STARBOARD 
2 short blasts = I am turning to PORT 
1 prolonged blast = I am leaving the pontoon 
/ pier 
 
If you can’t remember what these sound 
signals mean (and not all vessels have 
captains that use or understand them either) 
it is a good rule of thumb to TAKE A LOOK 
whenever you hear a horn or whistle – and 
be prepared to STOP. 
  

  

I 

INCIDENT REPORTING 
 
Incidents, near-misses and accidents 
must be reported. 
 
All watersports clubs are required to 
have a reporting system for incidents 
and near-misses. All river users should 
be made aware of these systems by 
their club captains and / or safety 
officers. 
 
There is an online incident report system 
for rowing at:  
http://www.britishrowing.org/ 
 
Anyone (whether a rower or not) may 
report incidents via the British Rowing 
website. Reports are sent to the club 
involved and to the West Midlands safety 
advisor. 
 
For canoeing the incident report system 
is within the Canoe Club. 
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GUIDANCE FOR COACHES 
 

oaches are role models for their athletes 
and should behave in a manner that 

demonstrates consideration for all water 
users. 
 
National governing bodies of Rowing and 
Canoeing publish Safety Guidelines. 
Coaches are expected to follow the relevant 
safety guidelines for their watersport in 
addition to their own club’s safety guidelines 
and those safety practices outlined in this 
document. 
 
Coaches are expected to keep themselves 
updated on safety issues for their sport and 
to implement any recommended changes of 
practice designed to make the sport safer. 
 
Coaches must have a thorough knowledge 
of the River Severn and its navigation as it is 
the coaches’ responsibility to teach safe 
navigation and steering to their athletes. 
 
Coaches of junior crews and novices are 
responsible for the safe actions of crews 
under their instruction. 
 
Safety documents 
 
Rowing 
 
British Rowing RowSafe Guidelines 
http://www.britishrowing.org/upload/files/Row
Safe/Complete-v1.pdf  
 
Canoeing 
 
British Canoeing Safety  http://www.canoe-
england.org.uk/about/policies-resources-
and-information/ 
 
Use of a motor-launch for coaching 
 
Coaches using motor-launches are 
recommended to have, as a minimum, the 
RYA Level 2 Powerboat qualification (some 
insurance companies insist on this). 
 

All motor-launch users must consider the 
impact of their wash on other river users 
(and wildlife). 
 
✔ Slow down near smaller boats such as 
canoes, single and double sculls. 
 
✔ Slow down near boats being paddled / 
rowed by children and novices. 
 
✔ Slow down near boats that are parked on 
the side – your wash could cause damage. 
 
 ✔ Cut the engine and stop if boats of any 
size are struggling with waves caused by 
your wash.  
 
Speed limits on UK inland waterways are 
6mph upstream and 8mph downstream. 
However, coaching launches may match the 
speed of the boat they are coaching provided 
that this does not cause a hazard to other 
river users. Coaching launches may also 
exceed the speed limit if attending a capsize 
or taking a capsized rower or paddler to 
safety. 
 
Remember that ALL river users have 
equal rights to the water – not just YOUR 
crew. 
 
Launch positioning on the river 
 
Coaches must keep a good look out at all 
times and drop back astern of their crew if 
they are likely to cause an obstruction to 
boats travelling in the opposite direction (for 
example, at narrower stretches of the river). 
 
Occasionally it is necessary to bring the 
motor-launch abreast (side-by-side) of a 
crew – usually for filming purposes or to get 
a side-on view of a crew. In these cases the 
motor-launch should be steered back to the 
correct position if other boats are in the 
vicinity. 
  
 

C 
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ROLES & RESPONSIBILITIES 
 
Individual responsibilities 
 

ll members of a crew (single sculler / 
canoeist) are responsible for checking 

the equipment before the boat goes afloat. 
 
Individuals must have read and understood 
the safety procedures of their club. 
 
Individuals must be able to swim and have 
learnt the emergency rescue procedures 
relevant to their sport. 
 
The coxswain or steersperson is legally the 
master of the vessel and therefore 
responsible for the navigation, safety and 
behaviour of the crew. 
 
Steerpersons, coxswains and coaches 
should be authorised by their club to take a 
boat onto the river (and may have to undergo 
some form of competence test in order to do 
so). 
 
Coaches’ responsibilities 
 
The roles and responsibilities of coaches are 
outlined in the section on Coaching. 
 
Coaches and Club Officials are in loco 
parentis of junior coxswains and steers. The 
suitability of underage rowers or paddlers to 
act as masters of their vessel must be taken 
into account in any risk assessment. 
 
Coaches are responsible for the teaching of 
safe navigation and steering on the River 
Severn. 
 
Coaches using motor‐launches should hold 
as a minimum the RYA Level 2 Powerboat 
qualification. 
 
Coaches should ensure that equipment 
checks are carried out on all boats / canoes 
taking to the water. 
 

 
Clubs’ responsibilities 
 
Watersports Clubs have a responsibility to 
their members and to the wider community, 
to ensure that their sport is conducted in a 
safe manner. All watersports carry a level of 
risk and there needs to be a balance 
between an acceptable level of safety and 
enjoyment of the sport. 
 
Clubs are responsible for informing members 
of any information relevant to safety and 
navigation on the River Severn. This could 
be in the form of safety briefings, 
newsletters, safety booklets, website / social 
media updates etc. 
  
All Clubs must have a nominated Safety 
Advisor to advise the Captains and 
Management Committees on safety issues. It 
is the responsibility of Club Captains / Heads 
of Sport to ensure that safety 
recommendations are implemented and 
adhered to by their members. 
 
All clubs should ensure that their safety 
officers can be easily contacted via their 
websites to enable other clubs to 
communicate regarding matter of safety. 
 
Clubs on the River Severn have a 
responsibility to alert visiting watersports 
clubs of the safety and navigation rules that 
apply to this stretch of the river. 
 

 
 

A 

REMEMBER 
 

EVERYONE HAS EQUAL 
RIGHTS TO USE THE RIVER 

 
EVERYONE IS RESPONSIBLE 

FOR SAFETY 
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