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Safety Code

Getting started index page

Australian Canoeing Recommends that all canoeists (canoe, kayak and sit-on-top 
paddlers) read the Australian Canoeing Safety Guidelines 

This Safety Code is for any current or prospective paddler written by Australian Canoeing Inc. 

Purchasers of Kayaks, Sit On Tops or Canoes

1.  Decide what you want to do with your canoe or kayak. You may want to 

●     paddle in lakes and lagoons 
●     paddle in the sea 
●     paddle in white water 
●     buy a craft for your children. 

2.  Seek advice about which craft you will best do what you want from endorsed 
canoeing experts. Any canoe club or its members will be eager to assist.  

3.  Check the craft for fixed buoyancy, comfort when sitting, strength and 
quality. 

4.  Don’t expect to do more with your craft than the purpose you bought it for. 
Kayaks and canoes are quite specialised. 

The Paddler 

1.  Be able to swim confidently and be confident in water, even with the clothing 
you will wear paddling. 

2.  Always wear a Personal Flotation Device (either Type 2 or 3). 
3.  Be honest with yourself about your ability. Paddling a canoe on quiet water 

doesn't qualify you for more difficult trips or conditions. 
4.  The waters of rivers, lakes and oceans are all very different They demand 

knowledge and skill. Develop your paddling incrementally, preferably with 
people more skilled than yourself. Clubs are wonderful. 

5.  Beware of cold water and weather extremes. Swimming ability and PFD’s 
cannot counteract for long the effects of very cold water. Wetsuits may 
sometimes be essential for safety. 

6.  Be equipped for the conditions that could occur. Secure your spectacles, 
have appropriate footwear, allow for protection against the sun, wind, and 
rain. 

7.  Learn how to capsize, to rescue yourself and others and learn first aid, so 
that you are prepared for an emergency. 

8.  Seek training. We recommend the AC Basic Skills Award as a minimum. AC 
Instructors are available through many canoeing clubs and other bodies. 

9.  Before accepting an invitation to undertake a trip, enquire about 

●     the group organising it 
●     the leader 
●     the trip itself 

If you accept, give the leader a frank assessment of your skill and experience and 
your full cooperation. 

Equipment

1.  Make certain you have the right craft for the trip! 
2.  Test new and unfamiliar equipment before undertaking hazardous assignments. 

file:///D|/KC/ACI/ACWebInfo/safetycode.html (1 of 3)13/03/2004 12:56:05 AM

http://www.canoe.org.au/aboutac/index.html
http://www.canoe.org.au/canoe-education/info/Safety-Guidelines-V3.pdf


Copyright and Trademark notice

This includes alterations to gear. 
3.  The craft must be in good condition before starting a trip. 
4.  If sea canoeing, carry a spare paddle in a position where you can get at it 

quickly. 
5.  The craft, when filled with water, must be able to support its crew and sodden 

gear in deep water. Use expanded plastics or buoyancy bags or sealed air tight 
compartments. 

6.  Use spray covers whenever there is any possibility that water may come into the 
craft in quantity. The cover release must be immediate and function perfectly. 

7.  Carry appropriate repair equipment, torch, map, compass and survival kit on 
wilderness trips Leave a plan of your trip with a responsible person and an 
expected time of arrival at your destination. 

The Leader

1.  The leader should describe the conditions that could be experienced to 
prospective participants, prior to acceptance of invitations. 

2.  The leader should not allow persons to participate beyond their proven 
ability, nor allow inappropriate craft to start. 

3.   The leader must know the range of weather conditions which may occur 
and their influence on the water conditions 

4.   Before starting and at any appropriate time, the leader should make it clear 
that his or her decisions in the interest of safety are final. 

5.  The leader nominates the functions of other group members and the 
formation on the water. 

6.   By example the leader should impart knowledge, skill and confidence. 

  

On Rivers

 Each participant should be aware of group plans, formations, the general nature of the river 
ahead, the location of any special gear and the signals to be used.

1.   The lead boat crew scouts all doubtful parts of the river, sets the course, and is 
never passed. 

2.   The rear boat is equipped and trained for rescue. 
3.   Each craft has a responsibility to the craft behind. It should not lose visual 

contact. It passes on signals, points out obstacles and tries to prevent its own 
errors being repeated. 

4.   The party needs to be compact. Large formations should sub-divided into 
independent groups with an overall plan. 

  

On Lakes or the Sea

1.  Do not travel beyond a returnable distance from shore under the worst 
conditions possible. 

2.   Know the weather range. Have a current forecast. Conditions can change 
within minutes. Beware of off-shore winds 

3.   Have a sound knowledge of the effects of tides. 
4.   Formation positions should be nominated to prevent craft from being 

dangerously dispersed. 
5.  Kayak paddlers, prior to an ocean expedition, should practise rolling and all 

canoeists should perfect team rescue drill so that a capsized craft can be 
righted, emptied and the crew re-embark. 

  

In the Event of a Capsize
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1.  Keep calm but very much alert. 
2.  Stay on the upstream side of your craft. 
3.   Be aware of your responsibility to assist your partner (in the case of pairs). 
4.   Follow your rescuers' instructions. 
5.  Leave your craft only if this improves your safety. If rescue is not close at 

hand and the water is dangerously cold or worse rapids follow, then swim in 
the appropriate direction for the nearest point of personal safety. The loss of 
the finest craft is not worth even the risk of personal safety. 

6.  If swept into a rapid, then swim feet first on your back. Keep your head clear 
of the water for good visibility 

  

As a Rescuer     

Go after the crew. The craft can wait until the crew and you are safe .

  

  

The Australian Canoeing Education and Safety Technical Committee (2004) (revised) 

| Home | About AC | AC News | Zones | KC Magazine | Library |
| Shop | Getting Started | Contact | LInks | Site Map and information |
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Paddling a kayak

Paddling the Kayak

Getting started index page

Paddling information on this page 

The Kayak Paddle
Getting In and Out
What do I do if I Capsize?
The Forward Stroke
Sweep Stroke
Emergency Stops
Stern Rudder
Draw Stroke
Support Stroke

Power in paddling does not come from the arms. It comes from trunk (torso) rotation, with the 
arms little more than linkage between the power source and the paddle. Control of the kayak 
does not come from brute force. It comes from the right stroke being applied in the right 
direction at the right time - it’s all done with coordination and balance.

The Kayak paddle 

Kayak paddles have two blades, usually set at an angle to each other (called offset) between 
60° and 85° apart. The following notes assume right handed paddlers and paddles.

The old method of determining the length is to stand the paddle vertically alongside you. If you 
can curl fingers over the top blade, the paddle is about the right length.  This method is not ideal 
and often results in paddles that are too long.
 
The correct length paddle for sea kayaks, flatwater competition boats, skis and similar (longer 
vessels with reasonable directional stability) will be such that the bottom blade is just fully 
submerged as it passes the paddlers' knee whilst the top hand is at around eye height.  This is 
a function of torso height and seat height and can be very different for two people of the same 
height with different body dimensions and different vessels.
Whitewater paddlers  tend to use shorter paddles that fit in with their lower seating position and 
smaller boats.
 
The best starting point is to talk to your local AC National Training Provider or AC Instructor, 
Guide or Coach to get an approximate length to start with.
 
A paddle shaft that is too long creates too long a lever, excessively loading the muscles that are 
providing the force. The length of the paddle should be chosen carefully as a paddle that is too 
long can cause injuries and make it impossible for the paddler to perform the correct technique

Hand placement
Key points

●     With the paddle horizontally placed on the head and the elbows at right angles (the 
‘surrender’ position), the hands will be at the correct spacing.

●     The hands must be symmetrically placed, with the same hand to blade distance on each 
side.

●     With the paddle held in front of the body, the right hand blade will be vertical, the left 
hand blade face up.

●     Keep the hands relaxed.
●     Hands tend to wander along and around the shaft, and the positions should be regularly 

checked.
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Paddling a kayak

●     Placing some electrical tape on the shaft just inside the hand positions can help to 
maintain your position.

Wrist Movement
Key points

●     The right hand remains fixed to the shaft: it should not be allowed to rotate (slip on the 
shaft) during normal strokes - however do not throttle the paddle, a light grip should be 
sufficient.

●     The right wrist is straight for a stroke on the right (i.e. when the hand is pulling).
●     The right wrist is rotated backwards (dropped) for a stroke on the left.
●     The paddle shaft rotates in the left hand.
●     Terminology;  

❍     The Bottom Hand is the one closest to the blade in the water
❍     The Top Hand is the one closest to the blade out of the water
❍     Often people put locators or indexes on the paddle shaft on the control side or 

on side of the shaft; A locator (index) is a bulge on the front of the shaft, 
indicating the back of the blade.  The control side is the side which retains a firm 
grip on the shaft (does not rotate on the shaft) - in this case it is the right side.

Getting In and Out
You need to be able to board the kayak and launch, and also to land and exit the kayak safely 
and without damaging the boat. Particularly after a capsize you need to exit properly to avoid 
possible injury.

Key points 

●     Put the boat into the water, close to shore, but afloat. If you want a stabiliser, put the 
paddle across the deck behind the cockpit with a blade on the bank.

●     Enter by sitting astride behind the cockpit, placing the feet in the cockpit, and sliding in, 
knees straight, weight on hands. Put as little weight as possible on the paddle.

●     Launch by pushing off with both hands.
●     Land as gently as possible to reduce stresses on the boat’s structure, and abrasion of 

gelcoat.
●     Exit with knees straight, weight on hands, sliding aft and out, using the paddle behind the 

cockpit if necessary for stability.

What do I do if I Capsize?
Capsizes are inevitable in kayaking, and you must be able to exit from the boat in a calm and 
controlled manner. Fear of capsizing often prevents people progressing to more advanced 
techniques, so developing confidence early is important.

People instinctively lift their heads when suddenly immersed into water. In a kayak that can lead 
to bruises and scratches as people twist in the cockpit. The reflex must be overcome so that 
you leave the cockpit correctly, and only then move to the surface. It is normally easier to leave 
the cockpit of an inverted boat because the body does not have to be lifted. Eventually you will 
want to stay in your boat to roll, rather than bail out immediately you find yourself upside down.

Key points 

file:///D|/KC/ACI/ACWebInfo/paddlingkayak.html (2 of 12)13/03/2004 12:57:28 AM









Paddling a kayak

End of the recovery phase

When paddling in side wind conditions, stability can be improved by lowering the height of the 
top hand; HOWEVER the drive should still come entirely from trunk rotation and not from the 
arms.

Points to avoid (Bad technique)

Note the following points in the picture below;

●     Paddler is leaning back - bad stress on lower back
●     Hands are low - blade inefficient in the water
●     Little or no rotation - stroke driven by arms

  

Back to the top of the page

Sweep Stroke
Sweep Strokes are used to turn the boat. The effectiveness of sweep strokes is governed by 
leverage and power. For the greatest leverage the blade must describe a wide arc, while power 
must come from body twist (trunk rotation as described above). To protect the shoulder joint 
when making reverse strokes, keep the elbow in front of the line of the shoulders (never reach 
behind you).

Sweep strokes incorporated into forward or reverse paddling are used to keep the kayak 
running straight.

Some Instructors prefer to start with sweep strokes so that students can develop some 
confidence in controlling their direction before moving to other strokes.
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Paddling a kayak

Forward Sweep
Key points

●     Rotate the torso fully for the set up
●     Blade is fully buried
●     Bottom arm is extended but NOT straight 

❍     Reaching right forward with a straight arm exposes the shoulder joint to potential 
damage

●     Top hand is in close to the body, low so that the paddle shaft just clears the deck.
●     Blade starts at bow, and is swept in a wide arc by the unwinding of the torso rotation 
●     The stroke finishes when rotation finishes - DO NOT try and pull the paddle right back 

with your arms, this can result in hyper-extension of the shoulder joint with possible 
damage resulting.  A long sweep is ideal, BUT this should come from torso rotation and 
not from arm movement.

●     Push on the footrest with the foot on the same side as the submerged blade.
●     Note it was traditional to teach this stroke with the person watching the blade to 

encourage torso rotation, this method is no longer recommended for two reasons;  
1.  paddlers should be looking where they are going when they paddle
2.  It is much harder to unlearn techniques than to learn them

Reverse Sweep
Key points 

●     Rotate the torso fully for the set up
●     Blade is fully buried, stroke uses the back of the blade
●     Bottom arm is extended but NOT straight 

❍     Reaching behind you with a straight arm exposes the shoulder joint to potential 
damage

❍     DO NOT reach back; turn back
●     Top hand is in close to the body, low so that the paddle shaft just clears the deck.
●     Blade starts near the stern, and is swept in a wide arc by the unwinding of the torso 

rotation 
●     The stroke finishes when rotation finishes - DO NOT try and push the paddle forward 

with your arms it is ineffective and bad technique.  A long sweep is ideal, BUT this 
should come from torso rotation and not from arm movement.

●     Push on the footrest with the foot on the opposite side to the submerged blade.
●     Note it was traditional to teach this stroke with the person watching the blade to 

encourage torso rotation, this method is no longer recommended for two reasons;  
1.  paddlers should be looking where they are going when they paddle
2.  It is much harder to unlearn techniques than to learn them

Reverse Paddling
There will be times when you will need to paddle in reverse under full control.

Key points
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Paddling a kayak

●     Do not lean back for this stroke 
●     Rotate the body so that the shoulder on the side of the stroke is right back 
●     Paddle is parallel to the boat with the blade flat on the water, back down
●     Initially set the blade by pushing down with the bottom hand and raising the top hand to 

about eye height - this will set the blade at about 45 degrees and fully buried
●     Now unwind the torso, driving the stroke in close to the boat 

❍     Blade stays close to the line of the boat
❍     Shaft is kept close to vertical
❍     Arms maintain the position of the blade rather than driving it

●     The stroke finishes and the blade begins its exit when the paddle shaft is vertical, the 
exit transfers neatly into the setup for the next stroke.

●     Look behind you on the same side every second stroke to avoid disorientation.

Emergency Stops
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Paddling a kayak

You need to be able to stop the kayak in a controlled manner, whether paddling forward or 
reverse.

Key points

Forward 

●     Short reverse strokes, blade close to hull, shaft vertical. 
●     Strokes on alternate sides to keep straight. 

Reverse

●     Short forward strokes, on alternate sides. 

Stern Rudder
Stern rudder strokes allow you to guide a kayak through obstacles, can be used whilst surfing 
or sailing, or as an aid to controlling the kayak downwind, with the ruddering incorporated into 
the forward paddle cycle.

Key points

●     Rotate the torso fully for the set up
●     Paddle is parallel to the boat
●     Blade is buried and vertical
●     Bottom arm is extended but NOT straight 

❍     Reaching behind you with a straight arm exposes the shoulder joint to potential 
damage

❍     DO NOT reach back; turn back
●     Top hand is low and over the side of the boat
●     Do not lean back as this puts bad stress on your lower back and reduces your ability to 

stabilise the boat.
●     Two ways (often combined) to control direction: 

❍     push the blade away from the stern to turn towards the paddle side or pull it 
towards the stern to turn the other way;

❍     roll the wrist outwards to turn to the paddle side, inwards to turn away. 
●     If you start to lose control in a broach, do not try and fight it by extending your shoulders 

or leaning back, tuck forward and prepare for a capsize or Support stroke (brace) as 
required
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Paddling a kayak

Body rotated towards paddle Paddle alongside hull. blade well aft Control with wrist roll or 
tillering with shaft Left Straight Right

Draw Stroke
Draw strokes are used to move the kayak sideways in a controlled manner for rafting and 
approaching jetties and other landings.

Key points 

●     Rotate the torso to ‘face’ the direction you want to go. 
●     Keep the shaft vertical with top hand at forehead height and ahead of the face. 

❍     Think of it as framing the face
❍     If you can look up and read your watch it is about right

●     Bottom hand extends (out but not straight) at right angles to kayak level with the hips, 
blade immersed, parallel to hull. 

●     Pull the blade towards the hips, top hand remains relatively fixed. 
●     Keep the boat level - do not lean toward the blade. 
●     Before the blade touches the hull, rotate the blade 90° then slice it back out to the start 

position. 

 

 

 

The sculling draw as shown below is usually taught after the basic draw is mastered.  It is 
applicable to sea conditions, where the traditional slalom draw (above) can make the paddler 
unstable due to the effects of wind and waves from the side. 

●     Torso is  rotated to face the direction of travel 
●     Top hand is lowered to around chin height 
●     Bottom arm is extended but not straight 
●     The blade is moved in a  figure of 8 with the forward face (as the blade moves) turned 

slightly away from parallel to the boat 
●     Do not lean on the blade at this stage 
●     WARNINGS;  

❍     Bottom arm should always be slightly bend 
❍     Bottom arm elbow should be in front of the line of the shoulders 
❍     Top hand should never be higher than the head - NEVER reach behind your head 
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Paddling a kayak

❍     Top arm should be bent with the top hand in close to the body 
❍     Sculls should be small and controlled 

 

Low Support (or low brace) Stroke
Support strokes are used to prevent capsizes. Although the paddle is used, the righting action 
comes from the hips. The description here is for the Low Support (or low brace) stroke.

This stroke is normally taught from a stationary position with the paddler producing the lean 
themselves and then correcting the lean.  People are also often taught to practice this using a J 
lean where the body remains vertical and the boat is "edged" or tipped under the person - in this 
way your body becomes a J - hence the name. Using a J lean rarely commits the person to the 
support and is not consistent with a "real" capsizing situation. 

Paddlers should have two different (but interacting skills) 

1.  The ability to "sit their boats up".  This is the ability to maintain a vertical torso above a 
moving boat and use slight movement of the hips to maintain stability 

2.  Bracing or support strokes; being the ability to use a combination of paddle and body 
movements to bring the boat back upright after it has passed the point where stability 
can be maintained simply with 1. above. 

Number 1 is best learned in an area of chop; let the boat sit side on to the waves and use your 
hips to maintain your torso above the boat and maintain stability.  The focus is on allowing the 
boat to move under you rather than pushing the boat around.  The less stable the boat, the 
easier and better the skill will be learned.

In the real world you will most probably be moving at the time that you need a low support and 
the stroke will be a response to the actions of wind, waves or a "friendly" paddler.  To learn a 
reliable brace, allow the boat to tip enough that it is unstable and then bring it back upright as 
follows.

Key points of the Low Support 

●     The paddle is most efficient when held at right angles to the boat 
●     Protection of the elbow, wrist and shoulder should be paramount; 

❍     Paddle shaft should be kept in close to the body
❍     The arm on the stroke side should rise up from the shaft in the monkey position; 

wrist, elbow and shoulder in the same plane as the paddle shaft
●     The back of the blade is used, shaft horizontal 
●     As the boat begins to tip, the back of the paddle blade is brought to bear at the surface 

of the water - do not practice slapping the water.  This action should momentarily arrest 
the tipping motion

●     Now draw your hip in toward the paddle blade (in other words; bring your boat in under 
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Paddling a kayak

your head.
●     Use the blade for support rather than driving down on it. 
●     Once stable, drop (rotate down) the control wrist and slice the blade out. 

Back to the top of the page

AC acknowledge the advice and resources of the following people 

●     AC Flatwater Level 1 Coaching Manual, Lynda Lehmann
●     CKEA Flatwater Instructor (level 1) training resources
●     BCU Canoe and Kayak Handbook
●     Every Crushing Stroke, Scott Shipley
●     Reference has been made to the resources produced by Eric Jackson, Kent Ford and 

Nigel Foster
●     Chad Meek
●     Therese Powell
●     Peter Carter
●     Jade South 
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Getting 
started index 
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Paddling a canoe

A canoe differs from a kayak in that it is paddled with a single blade paddle.  There are one man 
(C1) and two person (C2) canoes available. 

The two paddlers in a two person canoe (C2) must coordinate, and unless something 
interesting is happening, make their strokes simultaneously. Have a look at some brief tips: 

●     Paddling the open Canoe 
●     The Canoe Paddle 
●     The forward paddle stroke 
●     Reverse Paddling 
●     Emergency Stops 
●     Sweep Strokes 
●     Draw Stroke 
●     Pry Stroke 
●     Bow Draw 
●     Support Stroke

Paddling the open Canoe
The two paddlers in a C2 must coordinate, and unless something interesting is happening, 
make their strokes simultaneously. Normally, the stern paddler is in command, using clear, 
concise instructions when necessary, and controlling the boat’s direction. The bow paddler does 
more than propel, however. He or she is there to ‘read’ the water and direct through awkward 
bits where necessary. (In the days of the voyageurs bow paddlers were paid more because of 
their skills and experience in reading the water.) Sometimes each paddler simply paddles his or 
her end through the obstructions.

Should paddlers sit or kneel on open canoes? For most paddling, sitting is more comfortable, 
but for paddling among the snags and other obstacles the kneeling position gives greater 
stability and power.

The main difficulty with single blade paddling is keeping straight. Ideally, the blade should be 
under the centre of the boat - that’s not possible so we have to make do with the blade as close 
to the hull as practicable.

The Canoe Paddle
The paddle has one blade, with a T or other grip at the other end. The most accurate means for 
determining the correct length is to sit or kneel as appropriate in the boat: with the top arm 
horizontal the blade should just be immersed. The top hand goes on the T grip, and the hands 
should be about elbow width apart.

Back to the top of the page

The forward paddle stroke 
Several points must be emphasised: power must come from body, not arm muscles; strokes 
must be close to the hull, but parallel to the centreline; strokes should be short—the first 15–
20centimetres of a stroke provide the most power.

Key Points
• Sit up, with slight forward lean.
• Hands correctly positioned.
• Rotate the torso and reach forward to place the blade squarely into the water.
• The arms are extended but not straight
• The top hand reaches right across the persons' body so that the shaft is held vertical.
• Make the stroke using power from body muscles: rotate the torso bringing the paddle back in a 
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relatively vertical aspect, NOT a push pull with lower hand pulling, upper hand pushing.
• Slice the blade outwards (to the side) from the water as it passes the body.
• Keep the blade low on recovery — skim the surface.

Problems
• Bending arms.
• Top hand not over the side.
• Using arm, not body muscles.
• High recovery.
• Paddling parallel to gunwale, not the centreline.

Trail Stroke
Also known, disparagingly, as the ‘Squaw’ or ‘Goon’ stroke. Essentially, the stroke is a Stern 
Rudder tacked on to the end of a forward stroke. It is not as efficient for driving the boat 
forward, but it does give better control, and should be used only when necessary.  

Key Points
• At the end of the forward stroke, allow the paddle to remain in the water and trail behind the paddler.  
Rotate the blade so that it is vertical by rotating your top hand away from you.
• Make sure you continue to rotate your torso so that you are facing sideways - Do not reach behind you.
• Push the blade away from the canoe to turn toward it, pull it in toward the canoe to turn away from it. 
This should be done through torso rotation rather than through pushing and pulling the arms

Problems
• Elbow bent — keep the lower arm straight.

J Stroke
So called, because of the path followed by the blade. As the blade passes the thigh, rotate the 
wrists outwards so that the top thumb points forward. Pressure is on the drive face of the blade 
throughout. In the older style of J stroke the paddle did not touch the gunwale: the modern trend 
is to lever the paddle off the gunwale to make the pry action more powerful. There are other 
variations of the stroke.

Key Points
• Roll the wrists away from the body: thumb of top hand points downwards.
• Use the drive face for steering.

Problems
• Insufficient or incorrect wrist rotation.
• Elbow bent — keep the lower arm straight.

Switch
Marathon paddlers don’t bother with the J Stroke, but after a few strokes call ‘Hut!’ and swap 
sides 

As you lift the blade from the water at the end of a stroke, release the top hand. Lift the paddle 
across the boat and put the top hand beneath the lower hand: the top is now the bottom. Slide 
the new top hand up the shaft to the handgrip, adjust the bottom hand and make the next stroke.

For touring, change sides every 10 – 15 minutes.

The solo canoe paddler must be able to J Stroke fluently, and should be proficient on both 
sides. Crosswind, some boats are easier to paddle on the upwind side, others on the downwind: 
experiment to find out.

Back to the top of the page

Reverse Paddling
All reverse paddling strokes use the back of the blade and depend, as always, on body rotation 
for power. To begin, rotate the torso to the side of the stroke and with arms straight, put the 
paddle flat on the water. Keeping the arms straight, twist in the opposite direction, driving the 
blade towards the bow until it is near vertical. Lift the blade clear and wind up for the next stroke.
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When paddling in reverse, the bow paddler will be controlling the direction. Reverse J strokes 
will be needed. Make the reverse stroke, then as the blade passes the hips, rotate it and pull 
the top hand across, levering off the gunwale.

Key Points
• Emphasise the trunk rotation
• Sit upright
• Keep the arms straight, paddle clear of body
• Look behind

Problems
• No torso twist
• Bent arms
• Not reaching right back

Emergency Stops
Use short, hard, quick reverse strokes.

Sweep Strokes
Sweep strokes are made in a wide arc, with the paddle near horizontal, the arms straight, and 
with power from the body, but in the C2 are through 90° only.

Key Points
• Use maximum body rotation
• Use some fore and aft lean to extend rotation
• Working arm straight
• Paddle near horizontal
• Blade just immersed
• Push on the footrest

Draw Stroke
Draw strokes are used to move the canoe sideways or to turn it for rafting and approaching 
jetties and other landings.

Key Points
• Turn the body to ‘face’ the water.
• Shaft vertical, with top hand over the gunwale.
• Lower hand at full reach at right angles to canoe, blade immersed, parallel to hull.
• Pull the blade towards the boat, top hand steady.
• Keep the boat level.
• Before the blade touches the hull, lift the wrist, rotating the blade 90°.
• Slice the blade away for the next stroke.

Problems
• Top hand too low or close— lift it past the gunwale, and apply outward pressure during the 
stroke.

Pry Stroke
This stroke is equivalent to the Draw, but in the opposite direction. (Bow paddlers could use 
Cross Bow Draw in its place.)

Put the paddle vertically alongside, and hold the shaft against the gunwale. With the blade at 
90° to the hull, push the top hand outwards so that the blade is under the hull. Rotate the wrists, 
and blade, and pull with the top hand. Feather the blade and push to swing the blade under the 
hull for the next stroke. The top hand does all the work, with the lower hand simply holding the 
shaft in position against the gunwale.

Key Points
• Blade must start under the hull
• Top hand must be right across
• Shaft held against gunwale
• Pull the top hand
• Feather to recover
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Problems
• Letting shaft drift from gunwale
• Feathering the confusing

The movement is somewhat jerky. Make a series of short strokes rather than try one long 
stroke. Keep in time with the Draw at the other end. Be careful of this one when there are 
obstructions below the surface, especially when the boat is under way.

Experiment with combinations of Draw/Pry, Pry/Draw, Draw/Draw, Pry/Pry and part sweep 
strokes to move the boat sideways and/or rotate.

Bow Draw
The Bow Draw is used to turn the canoe, by drawing the bow to the paddling side. An initial 
sweep will often be done by the stern paddler.

Key Points
• Rotate torso to the side the stroke will be taken
• All of shaft should be on the paddling side, near vertical when viewed from ahead
• Top hand high, lower arm flexed
• Wrists flexed
• Drive face towards bow by unwinding the torso rotation

Problems
• Wrists not flexed (back of blade used)
• Letting blade be forced out of position
• Paddle not vertical

To turn the opposite way, there’s the Overside or Cross Bow Draw. Rotate the body and lift the 
blade across to the other side of the boat. The pressure is still on the drive face of the blade, 
and control is with blade position and wrist angle. If the blade strikes an obstruction let go 
immediately with the bottom hand.

Support Stroke
The solo paddler will normally be able to support on one side only, and will often need to decide 
before entering some areas of water on which side to paddle for better support. Paddlers in C2 
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will be able to support on both sides at once. Support strokes depend on body movement, not 
brute force applied to the paddle.

Key Points
• The back of the blade is used, shaft low, and over the side of the canoe.
• Use the blade to stop the tipping movement.
• Pull the boat back under your head by using a "hip flick" to bring the boat in under you.
• Do not drive down on the blade, use your hip movements to bring the boat upright. 
• Drop the wrists to slice the blade out.

Back to the top of the page
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K & C  Basic Skills Audit Check List

Member  Assessor Date   

The audit must be completed as a whole.  Assessors may abbreviate the audit if the member has previously
demonstrated competence in particular skills but all items must be checked off during the audit.

Item;   U competent   X not yet competent or  NA Not Assessed U/X

1.  Trip plan - Map, route, directions, distance, time, speed, ETA, exit points, communication

2.  Recent weather forecast - wind direction and strength, impact on route (noted on 1.)

3.  Tide times and heights - impact on route, if any.  (noted on 1.)

4.  Estimate of personal capabilities - water conditions, wind, speed and distance

5.  Demonstrate equipment is suitable for conditions - sea worthy, floatation, construction, design

6.  PFD (fits properly) whistle attached,  suitable clothing and spares in drybag

7.  Personal first aid kit - cuts, bites, sprains, headache - personal medications (accessible + spare)

8.  Sufficient water (2l minimum), and spare, food (if appropriate)

9.  Effective paddling skills;

a) Adjust footrests, secure all items in craft for a day paddle (minimum 4 hours)

b) enter the craft using a paddle for support (craft floating)

c) paddle forwards 100m in a straight line (without a rudder)

d) paddle backwards 10m in a straight line

e) emergency stop (forward and backwards) in control, then reverse direction

f) turn the craft 1800 stationary and 1800 while under way. (sweep and/or draws)

g) move sideways 10m left and 10m  right using draw strokes and/or pries

h) use a low support (brace with back of paddle) stationary and underway

10.  Self rescue with gear stowed and secured in the craft;

a) Capsize in deep water with controlled exit,  retaining paddle

b) Re-board in deep water with assistance

c) Swim the craft (and paddle) to shore, empty it (can use help)

d) All gear and personal accessories secure

e) Swim 50m wearing PFD paddling clothes and footwear (must not pull off)
 
Notes, recommendations;

Recorded on database  ‘                  



Rationale
The object of having members successfully complete this audit is to demonstrate a reasonable degree of self
sufficiency thus enhancing the paddling experience.  There is then reasonable assurance that other members may
also be regarded as self sufficient.

The competencies in this audit represent the minimum recommended requirement to undertake a flatwater paddle
in the following conditions;

! sheltered undemanding water

! minimal wind (up to 10knots depending on the area, beware off shore winds)

! ease of access to the shore

! minimal flow of water

The  K&C Basic Skills requirements incorporates the AC Basic Skills Award but extends the competencies a
little further to achieve a reasonable degree of self sufficiency.  In short the objectives are;

! Know where you are going, what direction,  how far it is and about how long it will take

! What effect hazards, tide and weather (especially wind) may have on your route

! Know your own capabilities

! Have suitable craft and equipment (in good repair) for the trip

! Have suitable PFD (whistle attached), clothing (spares in a dry bag), first aid kit, repair kit, food and water

! Have the required paddling skills for the conditions

! Be able to self rescue and be assisted to reboard in deep water with all gear secured

Preparing for the Audit (the audit is NOT a training session)

By indicating that you wish to be assessed you have deemed that you have achieved all of the competencies
listed on the previous page.  To be assessed as competent you must pass all items in the one session.

The best way to achieve this is to do dummy runs with a peer or instructor.  If you find yourself lacking consult
the ‘Kayak & Canoe - Basic Training Package’  (available on our web site ‘www.kayakandcanoe.com.au’) or
other reputable resource,  seek advice from an instructor, or book into a course.

On the Day

The audit is in fact a simulation of a day trip e.g at least one hour each way.  Your planned route should be
centred on the venue that will be used for the audit, usually Bobbin Head.  You should be prepared with all items
necessary for such a trip.

The assessor will not give feedback during the audit except to prevent a danger to yourself or others.  At the end
of the audit the assessor will discuss the result with you.  If you did not achieve all the competencies the assessor
will return the audit checklist to you with items checked off.  You will then need to do further reading, training
or practice and seek another audit.  If you were assessed as competent overall then K&C will issue an AC Basic
Skills Certificate and record the result on the database.  




