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BRITISH DRAGON BOAT RACING ASSOCIATION

GUIDE TO SAFETY ON THE WATER
This guide is primarily for those organising or competing in the sport of Dragon Boat Racing.  It covers their responsibilities when participating in a dragon boat event and should therefore be used as a general guide to ‘Safety on the Water’ in a competitive situation.  

THE CONDITIONS
Because of the size and design of the Dragon Boat, and the water conditions in which racing takes place, that is placid water, dragon boating is inherently safe and a capsize especially in such conditions, unless the crew is at fault, is a rarity.

However, in any water sport, because of the environment itself, there is always an element of danger.  Add to this the folly and impatience of human nature and the ingredients for an accident may eventually come together to the detriment of the sport as a whole.  Dragon Boat Racing is no exception to the rule and it is the duty of all who practise the sport - competitors, race organisers, coaches and officials alike - to be aware of the potential dangers inherent in the sport; to be safety conscious - not safety extreme - and to ensure that dragon boating is conducted in a responsible manner.

In adverse weather conditions and when there are strong winds, Dragon Boats can be swamped with water and have been known to capsize, especially when turning sideways on to the prevailing wind or wave pattern.  The inexperience of the crew in such circumstances can be a major factor in a boat capsizing.  

In all water conditions, good or bad, the key to safety is the application of good old COMMON SENSE by all those taking part in the activity.  Playing around in a Dragon Boat and deliberately capsizing it, even in warm and sunny conditions, can be dangerous to both the crew and other water users alike.  In certain circumstances it could be lethal; a Dragon Boat moving at speed through the water cannot easily be stopped and another crew in the water from a capsized boat cannot easily be seen!  Crews that cause another boat to capsize when racing, or who ram another boat during a race, will be disqualified from the event.

WHO IS RESPONSIBLE
Dragon Boat Racing is a ‘team sport’, each boat can carry a crew of up to 11 persons.  It is not unusual for over 100 competitors to be on the water, in one race.  The safety of this number of competitors at any one time, is the concern of many people but primarily the Event Organiser and the Chief Official.  However, ‘Safety on the Water’ is also the concern of every Crew Member.  
THE RESPONSIBILITIES
The broad areas of responsibility for safety are:-

The Event Organiser.   It is the Event Organiser’s responsibility to ensure that adequate rescue boats, rescue personnel and Personal Flotation Aids (PFAs) are obtained for the event; that First Aid cover is provided off the water; that changing facilities and toilets are provided and that all temporary structures comply with health and safety regulations.  The Event Organiser shall ensure that Crews are sent basic information on all safety matters appertaining to the competition.

The Chief Official.  It is the Chief Official’s responsibility to ensure that during the racing, all rescue boats are in place and briefed; that in all conditions competitors wear PFAs and that all weak swimmers make themselves known to their helm before they get in the boat; and that all the safety procedures laid down by the Organisers are complied with.
The Crew Manager.   It is the Crew Manager’s responsibility to ensure that all the crew members can swim to the required standard; that any weak swimmers are noted on their Crew List; that the Crew List is completed and lodged with Race Control; that the crew is briefed on the Racing Rules and ‘Safety on the Water’ and that at all times they are ‘fit to race’.  This means that it is the Crew Manager’s responsibility to ensure that ‘socialising’ does not adversely affect the safety and performance of the crew on the water.

The Crew Members.   It is the responsibility of the individual crew members to ensure that when they are on the water, that they are adequately dressed for the weather conditions and comply with all instructions given to them.  Dragon Boating is a social sport too, so the safety of the whole crew must not be jeopardised through the consumption of alcohol or drugs; or thoughtlessness or horseplay by individual crew members.

The Helm (Boat Steerer).    The Helm is the Boat Captain.   It is the Helm’s responsibility to make the final check to ensure that that the boat is water worthy and in racing condition.  The Helm shall ensure that all crew members are correctly briefed on boat handling and capsize drills and that they are suitably dressed for the weather conditions and not wearing anything that may impede their ability to exit the boat or swim, in the event of a capsize or boat swamping.  When on the water the Helm shall ensure that collisions with other craft are avoided.  In the event of a Crew capsizing, the Helm shall ensure that the capsize drills are correctly carried out and that all crew members are accounted for and rescued

The Safety Officer.   It is the Event Safety Officer’s responsibility to ensure that all Officials and Crew Managers are aware of, and briefed regarding ‘Safety on the Water’ and any notifiable diseases, for example Weil’s Disease.  The Safety Officer is responsible for ensuring that the Chief Boat Marshall is made aware of any known weak swimmers or competitors with medical conditions that may affect their ability to race.  The Safety Officer is responsible for producing a safety plan for the competition, to include a water circulation system for crews going to the start or ‘warming up’.

The Chief Boat Marshall.   The Chief Boat Marshall shall determine if a crew is ‘fit to race’ or not and will keep a record of the number of people embarked in each boat, in each race.  The Chief Boat Marshall shall ensure that all boats and equipment are in good racing condition before the first race and that they remain in good racing condition throughout the competition.
THE DETAIL

Swimming - The Standard Required.   Ideally, all members in a dragon boat crew should be able to swim at least 50 metres, but as a minimum, they must be water confident in cold and moving water and when dressed in light clothing, that is, racing dress (shorts and vest) plus waterproof top and trousers and light footwear (trainers, flip flops or similar footwear) and wearing a PFA. 

Personal Floatation Aids (PFAs) - When to wear them.     Personal Floatation Aid (PFA), such as a Buoyancy Aid MUST be worn by all competitors whilst in a dragon boat. The Race Organisers will supply these. 

SAFETY ON EMBARKATION

Boat Balance.   Before leaving the embarking area, the Helm should ensure that the boat is well balanced.  That is, that each pair of racers are of similar weight or height and that, generally, the heavier pairs are seated in the boat’s middle section. The Helm must know the number of people in the boat.

The Buddy System.   The crew should be ‘numbered off’ from the front of the boat and made aware that they are each responsible for the person they are paired with (across the boat) and that in the event of a capsize or the boat being swamped and sinking, their first responsibility is to themselves then to ensure that their partner is safe and well.  

This is called the ‘buddy system’ and it gives each person in the boat a specific responsibility for another.  The ‘Stroke Pair’ (first pair – No.2 left and 3 right) in the boat are responsible for the Drummer (1) and the ‘rear pair’ (last pair) for the Helm.

Steadying the Boat

A boat will feel ‘tippy’ especially if the crew is out of balance or moving about in an uncoordinated manner.  To steady the boat in such circumstances (and when sideways on to the wind or wave pattern) the crew should be instructed by the Helm to slightly lean out over the side of the boat and place their paddle blades flat on the water, at arms length.  

With all of the paddles on the water in this manner the boat is effectively stabilised.  This is called a paddle brace and the Helm’s command should be ‘Brace the Boat’.

Stopping the Boat

When manoeuvring, turning or racing the boat it may be necessary to stop the boat suddenly, to avoid a collision with another boat or object.  It is important that the crew reacts quickly but safely. An unbalanced crew over-reacting can capsize their own boat!  The quickest way to stop a boat is for the crew to do a reverse paddle stroke, that is, everyone takes a backwards stroke with their paddle instead of a forward stroke.

The initial command should be ‘Stop Paddling’ followed immediately by ‘Brace the Boat’ if the boat is unstable and there is no immediate danger of a collision.  If there is a danger of a collision the command ‘Stop the Boat’ should be given and the Crew instructed by the Helm to paddle backwards.  

In a race situation when a collision is imminent, the Helm must immediately tell the crew to ‘Stop the Boat’.  Failure by the Crew to stop the boat in such circumstances will result in disqualification.

RESCUE BOATS
The number of rescue boats that an Event Organiser provides will vary according to the number of boats in each race and conditions on the day.  The chances of more than one boat capsizing in a race are extremely low and therefore, unless the weather conditions are extreme, it should not be necessary to have more than two safety boats in total at any one event.  

Each boat should ideally be able to hold at least eight (8) passengers and should not carry more than two crew members, that is, the driver and an assistant to help with any rescues.  

At least one rescue boat should be on the water for each race.  The rescue boats should have a low freeboard and hand ropes on it, to allow a person to enter the boat from the water unaided.  A throw line, kept on the boat, is also advised.

CAPSIZED DRAGON BOAT 

What to Do.   In the event of a Dragon Boat capsizing each pair of paddlers should account for their buddies. The Helm should immediately ensure that all the crew are accounted for by calling out their numbers and noting the response.  The crew must initially stay with the boat and leave it in the capsized position. When a boat has over-turned never swim underneath it, but in such circumstances it can be used as a floating platform, provided the crew space themselves evenly around the boat.   Alternatively, under the instructions of the Boat Captain the boat may be rolled back to the upright position and used to support the crew.   In all situations the Helm should remain in control of the crew and, in a race situation, await the arrival of the rescue boats.  The crew should, if their paddles are within easy reach, attempt to retrieve them.

On the arrival of the rescue boats, the crew should move as directed by the operators of the boats, with the Boat Helm remaining in the water until all members of the crew have been rescued.  
Recovery of Craft.   As soon as the boat is alongside the water’s edge, the crew must again be accounted for on the land and any injuries dealt with immediately.  If upturned, the boat may then be turned the right way up (in the water) and bailing out commenced.  The boat should not be lifted out of the water unless there is only a small amount of water left in it, as this puts a considerable strain on the hull of the boat.  Once the boat is almost empty of water it may be lifted on to the bank and checked for damage and all the boat’s equipment accounted for.

IN CONCLUSION.    Safety is the concern of every crew member and is largely a matter of COMMON SENSE - USE IT!  
The overall responsibility for the crew off the water is the Crew Manager’s and on the water is the Boat Helm’s – ACCEPT IT! 

It is every competitor and official’s responsibility to ensure that Dragon Boat Racing is conducted as SAFELY AS POSSIBLE - DO IT!

