
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
River Rules 

 
1. Introduction 
 All of us are familiar with water as a place to play. As young children we ran through 
sprinklers and paddled in small backyard pools. As we grew older we moved on to large 

pools and lakes, and discovered water sports: canoeing, kayaking, tubing, etc. Few of us, 
however, have spent much time playing in rivers. 

 Rivers are very different from flat water. They are active and dynamic, turbulent and 
chaotic. They are fun. But they are not flat water, and must be treated very differently in 
order to keep safe. This information is designed to teach you what you need to know to 

have a risk-reduced great time on the river. 
 
2. Current 

 General 
River water is moving water. To the untrained eye, it may appear to all be 

moving the same speed, but it isn’t. The speed of the water varies depending on 
where you are in the river. 

 Overhead view. 
The current is fastest in the middle of the river, and slower towards the banks.  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 Side view. 

Surface current is quite slow, while the water just below the surface is usually 
the fastest current in the river. The current then slowly decreases in speed as 

you move towards the river bottom, where the current is slowest. 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

The 
adventure 

begins 
here. 

        Longer arrow = faster current 

        Longer arrow = faster current 



 

 

 

 

 A cross section. 

There is a current 
which moves 
horizontally across 

the river, pushing 
water from the river 

banks towards the 
middle of the river. 

 Flow rates/speed. 

The narrower the 
river, the faster the 

water flow. The most 
exciting sections of rivers are usually those where the river narrows, meaning 
that the same amount of water must be pushed through a smaller opening, 

causing the water to speed up. 

 River bends. 

When the river moves 
around a corner, the water 

is pushed towards the 
outside river bank, creating 
faster more turbulent water 

flow in the outside of the 
bend, and calmer slower 

water towards the inside of 
the bend. 

 

2. Dangers 

 Wood. 

As water flows to the outside of a 
bend, it erodes the river bank. 
Eventually, this causes trees to lose their root system support, and they fall down 

across the river. A swimmer could get pinned by the river around the tree, or pushed 
under the tree and pinned under 

water by its branches. If swimming 
and you see a tree, swim to the left 
or right of it to avoid it. If you can’t 

avoid it, swim straight for it and 
attempt to pull, then push your 

body to the top of the tree. This is 
called mantling. 

 Holes. 

A hole occurs when water rushes 
overtop of an object in the river 

(usually a rock), creating a pool of 
recirculating water that will pull a 
swimmer under water, move you 

downstream a bit, spit you back up 
to the surface, then pull you back 

upstream where it will pull you 
under again. This cycle will repeat 



 

 

itself over and over until you self-rescue or are 
rescued. Simplest self-rescue is by swimming to 

the left or right riverbank, thereby entering water 
that is flowing downstream. Another option is, 

when pulled under, to swim for the river bottom 
where there is also current that will spit you out 
downstream. 

 Foot entrapment. 
While unlikely, it is possible to get your feet 

lodged in-between/underneath rocks on the 
riverbed while standing in the river. This could 
result in the river current pushing your torso into 

the river while your feet, or foot is stuck. Eventually your face could be driven into 
the water making it difficult to breathe, resulting in death. To prevent this, we will 

only ever stand up in the river if the water is knee deep or shallower. If the water is 
deeper than your knees, you must pull up your legs and become a swimmer.  

 

3. River Gear 

 Wetsuit. 

River water is cold…very cold. Without a wetsuit, you have about three minutes 
before hypothermia begins to set in. Then your arms and legs become tired and 

heavy, making self-rescue difficult to impossible. A wetsuit is made of neoprene, and 
holds a layer of water next to your skin as an insulator, allowing you to remain in the 
same water for up to three hours before hypothermia begins to take its toll.  

 Life jacket. 
Without a lifejacket, much of your energy is used just keeping your head above water 

to breathe. With a lifejacket, that energy can be used to self-rescue more quickly and 
easily.       

 Helmet.. 

Protects your head from impact injuries that may cause you to become unconscious, 
making self-rescue impossible.       

 Clothing. 

Polyester, rayon, fleece, silk, coolmax, wool will all act as insulators even while wet 
and are excellent to wear under your wetsuit. NO COTTON. It will rob your body of 
warmth. Nothing is infinitely better than cotton.      

 Footwear. 
You will need an old pair of 

shoes that can get wet. Aqua 
socks excellent. 

 Raft. 

The raft is made up of a 
perimeter tube, two cross 

tubes, and a floor, all 
inflated and buoyant.  

 
 
 

 
 



 

 

It is self-bailing; water that flows 
into the raft flows out at the floor. 

The raft is extremely tough. It will 
make it down the river. Whether 

you do or not is yet to be 
determined :) 

 Paddle. 

Always grip the paddle overtop of the T-grip. Don’t let go. This prevents the T-grip 
from smacking someone in the mouth. The other hand grips the shaft right near the 

blade. Paddle hard! Remember, you are the engine. 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 Rope. 
There is rope around the raft, across the raft, and loops of it front and back of the 

raft. A foot caught in rope can cause a kind of foot entrapment putting you in danger. 
Stay clear of rope except to hang onto to stay with the raft. 

 Bag of rope. 
Your guide carries a bag of rope. If you are 

swimming, your guide may choose to throw 
you the bag of rope to pull you back to the 
raft. Grab the bag, not the rope! Then turn 

over onto your back and allow yourself to be 
pulled to the raft before turning to face it. If 
you face the raft while being pulled, your face 

will be pulled under the waves…tough to 
breathe. 

 Knife. 
Carried by your guide, not you. Used to cut rope to free someone who has become 

tangled in a way that puts them at risk. Also used to cut oranges for a  snack :) 
 
 

 

 



 

 

4. Staying in the raft. 

 Foot cups. 

Located on the floor of the raft. A foot placed 
securely in a footcup allows you to lean out over 

the perimeter tube, and go through many 
bumps waves without falling out of the raft. 

 Cross-tube line. 
The rope that travels along the cross-tube 

between the perimeter tube. This is a great rope to grab at any time you want to 
make sure you stay in the raft. 

 Perimeter line. 

The rope that travels around the raft along the perimeter tube. A grab at this rope 
may keep you in the raft, or at least right by the raft if you do fall in. It will also be 

the first thing you would grab as a swimmer trying to get back into the raft. 
 
5. Getting a swimmer back in the boat. 

 Buddies. 

Your buddy is the person sitting beside you in the raft. If your buddy falls in, you are 
responsible for pulling him/her back in. We can’t have four people pulling one in…we 
need someone to paddle the raft! 

 Paddles. 
When someone gets near the raft, extend your T-grip to the swimmer to help get them 

right to the perimeter tube. Once they grab the perimeter line, put your paddle in the 
bottom of the boat. 

 Lapels of life jacket. 

Grab the lapels of the lifejacket, and pull the swimmer along the top of the perimeter 
tube. 

 Use body weight. 
Use your body weight falling backwards to pull the swimmer out of the water until 

he/she falls on top of you in the bottom of the boat. 
 

6. Pins 
 A pin occurs when the river 
pushes a raft sideways into an object, 

usually a rock, and the water begins 
rushing overtop of the upstream tube. If 

this happens, your guide will ask you to 
move to the tube nearest the rock, which 
allows the current to flow under the raft 

again, freeing it up and sending it back 
downstream. If this move doesn’t happen 
in a timely manner, the raft will flip. 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 



 

 

7. Flips 

 Under raft. 

If the raft flips, all paddlers become 
swimmers. In a hurry! If you surface to 

find yourself in a dark, quiet place, you 
are probably under the raft. Feel your 

way to the upside down perimeter tube 
and swim under the tube to put 
yourself beside the flipped raft. 

 Beside raft. 
Once you’re beside the raft, hang onto 

the perimeter tube. At some point soon, 
your guide will get on top of the flipped 
raft and will want to re-right it. At this 

point you will need to let go of the 
perimeter line for a few seconds and 

swim near the raft. If you don’t, your 
guide will right the raft right on top of 
you! At that point everyone lets go :) 

 At raft.  
Throw your paddle into 

the raft, and attempt to 
grasp the perimeter line 

and mantle yourself back 
into the raft by yourself. 
If unsuccessful, your 

guide will give you a 
hand as soon as possible. 

 

8. Swimming 

 Aggressive 

An aggressive swim 
stroke is performed on 

your tummy using a front 
crawl motion, basically 
using all of your energy 

in a burst of motion in an 
attempt to get to where you need to go. 

 Defensive. 
A defensive swim position is on your back, feet pointing downstream. This position is 

used to rest, or to maneuver through obstacles (mostly rocks) and rapids while 
keeping the legs out like shock absorbers, and the eyes scouting downstream for 
dangers. 

 General. 
If you think you can reach the raft…any raft, or the shore, with a few aggressive 

strokes, do it. Otherwise, assume a defensive swim position and look for dangers. 
Remember, you can’t beat the current by swimming upstream, and you can’t speed it 
up much by swimming downstream. Your swimming should be left and right, toward 

the river banks. 
 



 

9. Summary 
 When on the river, common sense 

dictates that you behave in such a way as to 
reduce the risk present for yourself and the 

people around you. While a trained guide is 
in the boat, or beside you in a kayak, to 
assist you, you need to behave in a safe 

manner, and always be ready to self-rescue. 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

As a swimmer looking to not get sucked 

downstream, eddies are an exit point allowing you 

to get to shore where a boat can safely pick you up 


