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British Canoeing Guidelines for Paddlesport Hire Provider  
 
 
Introduction  
 
The following guidelines have been drawn up by British Canoeing for Paddlesport 
Providers who offer non-supervised activity. 
 
We define non-supervised activity as: 
 
Any activity where the participants are not directly supervised by current British 
Canoeing qualified and experienced Coaches and/or Leaders regardless of if the 
activity is provided free of charge or on a fee-paying basis.  
 
Paddlesport is used as the generic term throughout this document for all activities 
using kayaks (enclosed cockpit and sit on tops), open canoes, coracles, bell boats, 
outrigger canoes, stand up paddleboards and inflatable rafts/duckies.  
 
It is essential that Providers engaged in non-supervised activity reflect in their 
operational practices and safety management systems that Paddlesport is an 
“assumed risk–water sport activity” and therefore ensures an appropriate and 
responsible approach to the safety and welfare of clients. 
 
Throughout this document and all associated forms and publications, the terms 
'must', 'should' and 'may' are used as follows:  

Must Mandatory for all. 

Should  Mandatory for all, in principle, but consideration may be 
given to alternative arrangements. Any alternative 
arrangements that are agreed must be confirmed in writing 
by British Canoeing and will be subject to review if 
circumstances change. 

May An optional action taken after suitable consideration or risk 
analysis. 

  
 
These guidelines provide a range of principles for the responsible provision of 
Paddlesport activities where safety management, quality provision and the safety 
and welfare of participants is paramount. They provide a framework from which 
Providers can develop their own operating procedures to ensure that the principles 
and expectations expressed in the advice provided are fully realised.  
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They are not designed to be used as a direct means of approval of 
current practice. Providers seeking a kite marking and approval process for their 
activity can achieve this through the British Canoeing Quality Mark Scheme.  
 
1. Activity Management and Staffing 
 
All Providers should fulfil their statutory health and safety obligations and have 
current Public Liability Insurance and Employers’ Liability as required by Law. In 
addition, they should hold an AALA Licence, if activities are licensable under the 
Adventurous Activities Licensing Scheme. 
  
All Providers must ensure that their operating procedures and risk management 
procedures are appropriate to the site, activity and the waters used, whilst 
respecting and considering other water users, the environment and the local 
community.  All Providers must ensure that they are compliant with local laws and 
access agreements.  
 
This may include:  
 
1.1 Level of ability and age of the participants.  

1.2 Weather forecast and prevailing conditions.  

1.3 The effects of different/variations in river level and flow and, in particular, high 
river levels; also, that rivers often change their course, erode banks and can hold 
debris. River conditions can sometimes change quickly and without warning. 

1.4 Ensure that the chain of responsibility for their management of Paddlesport is 
clearly defined and there is a well understood system of reporting and accountability 
in place. 

 1.5 Ensure that all staff have the competencies, qualifications and experience 
required for the discharge of their responsibilities. (A full list of staff with 
qualifications and responsibilities should be available for inspection on request from 
clients).  

1.6 The possibilities of capsize, risk of entrapment, risks associated with medical 
conditions and, in extreme circumstances, drowning.  

1.7 Set appropriate group size guidelines; remembering that solo paddling is not 
recommended because of the added risks associated with it.  

1.8 Maintain written accident and emergency procedures, to include documentation 
for contacting next of kin. All Providers must maintain and review on a regular basis 
an accident log book and a near miss log book. This must specify any injuries and the 
measures taken to avoid recurrences.  
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1.9 Inform groups or individuals, prior to their arrival, of any 
special rules and of any special clothing that is required to be brought by the 
participants. Special consideration should be given where Providers offer a ‘walk up 
service’ and sufficient special clothing or equipment available. Providers should 
report incidents, near misses and access issues to British Canoeing using our incident 
report form https://www.britishcanoeing.org.uk/go-canoeing/access-and-
environment/access-to-water/incident-reporting 
 
2. Craft and Equipment  
 
A Paddlesport Hire Provider should ensure that the craft and equipment used are: 
 
2.1 Safe and fit for the Paddlesport activity and environment in which they operate.  

2.2 Subject to frequent checks for condition, safety and the results recorded in an 
equipment log.  

2.3 Always checked prior to use to ensure that they are safe to use.  

2.4 Where required, craft should be constructed, maintained and equipped in 
compliance with any requirements of the navigation, harbour or port authority that 
hold jurisdiction over the water used.  
 
2.5 Where required, Providers must ensure that Buoyancy Aids/Life Jackets meet the 
recognised CEN/ISO standards, are worn and correctly fitted. Buoyancy Aids should 
be regularly inspected and have a record of maintenance. 
 
3. Participant Communications  
 
A Paddlesport Hire Provider should ensure that participants are made aware of the 
following with appropriate advice: 
  
3.1 That Paddlesport is an “assumed risk-water sports activity” and there are 
prerequisites for taking part in their activities such as competence required, level of 
fitness and swimming ability. The provider should require a signed acknowledgement 
from the client that the risks associated with the activity offered have been explained 
to them, e.g. cold, physical effort, possibilities of capsize, risk of entrapment, risks 
associated with medical conditions and drowning.  
 
3.2 The need for any assessment of customer abilities and understanding relative to 
the activities.  

3.3 The customers’ responsibility to care for the water environment and respect 
other users and the local community. 

3.4 The effects of hot/cold weather, cold water, drugs and alcohol.  

https://www.britishcanoeing.org.uk/go-canoeing/access-and-environment/access-to-water/incident-reporting
https://www.britishcanoeing.org.uk/go-canoeing/access-and-environment/access-to-water/incident-reporting
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3.5 Where appropriate, customers are provided, before commencing an activity, 
with a briefing appropriate to the programme they are undertaking, advising routes, 
zoning areas and implications for all water users. Advice on rapids, stream 
conditions, obstacles, tidal information, locks and weirs and any likely changes in the 
hire period.  
 
3.6 Where necessary, provide a map showing access, egress, distances, location of 
specific hazards, prominent features, and emergency access points/contact 
numbers. 
 
3.7 Options for communications; mobile phone coverage, late returns and spare 
equipment relevant to the conditions. Where the use of a mobile phone is 
considered part of safety management, consideration must be given to keeping the 
phone dry, charged, within signal and in credit. Consideration should be given to 
providing a phone or other device if the participant does not have a suitable device. 
 
3.8 Highlight the importance of only securing specific equipment in their boats and 
not securing passengers or dogs.  
 
Additionally, and where appropriate, the Hire Provider should: 
 
3.9 Highlight the importance of wearing properly maintained buoyancy aids and 
appropriate safety equipment at all times while on the water and advise them to 
keep equipment fitted when not on the water.  
 
3.10 Buoyancy Aids must be checked by an appropriately trained and competent 
person before participants go afloat. 
 
3.11 Helmets should be available for participants who request them.  Helmets must 
be worn for specific activities or environments where there is the risk of a head 
injury, including but not limited to: 
 

 paddling water grade 2 (in closed cockpit boats and subject to local risk 
assessment) and for all paddling activity above grade 2;  

 surfing;  

 paddling amongst rocks or in sea caves;  

 during rescue practice; 

 playing games, including canoe polo, where accidental contact may be made. 
 

You must ensure that they are correctly adjusted, checked and that they conform to 
CE EN 1385 standard. 
 
3.12 On open water, the sea, lakes and estuaries, spray decks are an essential part of 
a group’s safety equipment. Group leaders and coaches should have decks of a 
construction which is robust enough to perform deep water rescues without 
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damaging or compromising the integrity of the spray deck. Spray 
decks should be checked before setting out; this includes the condition of pull 
straps/loops, elastic around the cockpit and body tube and pull cords. It is important 
to ensure that the participant understands how to release the spray deck and how to 
exit the boat safely. 
 
3.13 Clothing must be appropriate, considering the following factors:  

 water/air temperature; 

 wind chill factor; 

 ease of swimming; 

 ability of the group; 

 type of activity; 

 length of the session; 

 location (i.e. availability of support).  
 
3.14 Suitable foot protection must be worn to prevent cuts due to hazards such as 
glass, Weever fish, shells or flints, or due to contact hazards on the craft.  

3.15 Where appropriate to the prevailing conditions, you should provide wetsuits 
and windproof clothing where appropriate.  
 
4. Customer Care  
 
The Hire Provider should: 
 
4.1 Indicate clearly that in the interests of safety it may, on occasion, be unavoidable 
to cancel or modify advertised Paddlesport activities due to adverse water and 
weather conditions or unavailability of staff.  
 
4.2 Promote an ethos which is conducive to safety. Staff must display sensitivity to 
the needs and abilities of all participants.  
 
4.4 Describe fairly and accurately the amenities and facilities available for 
Paddlesport activity including car parking arrangements, the venue or meeting place, 
availability of WCs, changing rooms and information on accessibility for disabled 
customers. 
 
4.5 Publicise a description of the tour/waterway, what will be involved and if any 
experience is needed. Information on the waterway itself, e.g. history, points of 
interest, etc. 
 
4.6 Make clear to all prospective participants, details of charges and any additional 
costs including VAT. Where there are pre-entry requirements for Paddlesport 
activities, hirers must ensure that these are clearly stated.  
 
4.7 Deal promptly and courteously with all enquiries, requests, reservations, 
correspondence and complaints from participants.  
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Supporting Information/Further Reading 
 
The following documents/publications are recommended reading: 
 

 Environmental Definitions and Deployment Guidance for Instructors, 
Coaches and Leaders 

 British Canoeing “You, Your Canoe and the Environment”  

 Event Safety Management   
 


