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2024 US Coast Guard Boating Statistics

157 Paddlesports Fatalities

28% of Total Boating Fatalities



Cold Water Best Practices

Five Golden Rules

Twelve
Major Contributing Factors



Building Your Cold Water Safety Net

BEST PRACTICE GUARDRAILS

PREVENT MISTAKES

FROM TURNING INTO DISASTERS







Cold Water Certification Swim Test



Twelve Major Contributing Factors



Building Your Cold Water Safety Net

A Three-Step Process

Hazard Awareness
Risk Assessment
Risk Management



https://docs.google.com/file/d/1vp1gwFsBDgcSpDc73QBrQIL2hWlq23lT/preview


The Rock Lake Tragedy
April 1, 2012

One Fatality
$950,000 Lawsuit Settlement







Christopher Gormley

Freshman Honors Student







Large Waves and Whitecaps







“It was rough at the launch area.

And that’s usually the calmest part of the lake.”









Remarkably Fast SAR Response



The Lawsuit

Trip Location Change

Weather Policy Violation



Little Spokane River



Major Contributing Factors



Winter Rescue Rodeo - Washington State





https://docs.google.com/file/d/1DhA15sfCLUzS6qH6DxepWJ8dyLQX-4V-/preview


Registered Maine Sea Kayaking Guide

14 Years of Experience

Certified by MASKGI



Adequate Precautions?

● Wearing Life Jackets
● Paddling Seaworthy Kayaks
● Knew About Rescues
● Previous Trips At Same Location
● Filed A Float Plan
● Had A VHF Radio



Troubling Questions

How did the guide miss this critical safety message?

How did the Maine Association of Sea Kayak Guides and 
Instructors miss it?

How does any wilderness organization miss it today?

Why do some organizations follow Cold Water Safety Best 
Practices …

While others don’t take the threat of cold water seriously?



Cold Water Myths

Understate The Danger



The 1-10-1 Myth













Unnecessarily Extreme?  Seriously?



Organizational Level

Undermine Accurate Risk Assessment

Promote Threat Dismissal

Lead To Very Unsafe Policies



Eight Cold Water Safety Myths



Undermining Risk Management
For Decades



What The Challenging Conditions Myth Says

You don’t need to wear a wetsuit or 

drysuit when paddling on lethally cold 

water unless you plan on encountering 

challenging conditions.



Automobile Safety

You don’t need to wear your seatbelt 

unless you plan on encountering 

challenging driving conditions or 

having an accident.



Nothing On This List Is A Substitute For Thermal Protection

● Paddle close to shore in protected waters.

● Paddle with a group & have a rescue plan.

● Leave a Float Plan with someone. 

● Carry spare clothes in a drybag & be able to make a fire.

● Have a thermos of hot liquid in your hatch.

● Bring “high energy” snacks to “stoke your furnace”. 

Classic Challenging Conditions Paddling Advice



IT’S EVERYWHERE

BOOKS

MAGAZINE ARTICLES

NEWS STORIES

VIDEOS

PRODUCT ADVERTISING

INSTRUCTION MANUALS

COURSES

















Paddling Jacket Ad



COLD WATER MYTHS

PROMOTE
RISK ENHANCEMENT



10 Days and 10 Miles Apart



Burnt Porcupine Island, Frenchman’s Bay, Maine

Water Temperature 52F (11C)





Mark O’Neill and Kim Crumbo





Wouldn’t need his wetsuit for a 
flatwater paddle because he had 
no intention of capsizing.











Large Commercial Trips

Dangerously Cold Water

No Thermal Protection



2016 / Lake Superior, Michigan
30 Kayaks Abandoned / 60 Paddlers Rescued







https://docs.google.com/file/d/1gf0JWAFOmcpeEs-M9WxXc9Et49FayMI0/preview




2015 / Tomales Bay, California

54 Paddlers Rescued





https://docs.google.com/file/d/17mSoYg931sJOSS13vH_4P0jFrJrU2uLR/preview


Tim Conant





Kayaks on Shore After Accident



Lifejacket Pictures From Accident Report



Single Kayaks
On The Beach



Kayak With Bilge Pump



National Park Service Accident Report



Very Disturbing Facts

Only been in a kayak 5 times.

No kayak safety training.

Had never used a paddle float.

No rescue training.

No emergency training. Paddle Float In Kayak



Final Thoughts

Leadership
&

Legal Liability



Leadership 



Undermining Safety on Two Levels

During The Trip

After The Trip Is Over



Undermining Safety on Two Levels

During The Trip

After The Trip Is Over



Leaders as Role Models

“It’s not what you say, it’s what you do that 
students remember and emulate. Good role 
models are people who portray good values, 
attitudes and behaviors in their actions. 
Participants often admire and imitate their guides, 
instructors or leaders.  They closely observe them 
and do what they do.  If a leader is cautious near 
a cliff edge, the participants likely will do the 
same.”

- NOLS / Risk Management for Outdoor Leaders



We Lead Best 
When We Lead By Example



Legal 
Liability 



Is This a “Fortress of Protection”?

Waivers

Training & Certification



Whether or not the trip 
followed well-established 

best practices for cold 
water safety.





Participants rightfully expect 
that a trip is going to be 

conducted in a 
safety-conscious manner.



Does Your Program Meet 
That Very Reasonable 

Expectation?



Three Key Takeaways From This Presentation



Always dressing for the water temperature 
- by wearing a wetsuit or drysuit - is an 
essential cold water safety best practice.  
There is no workaround that allows you to 
safely skip this rule.

Takeaway One



We lead best when we lead by example.  
Your program should model cold water 
safety best practices for your participants 
and encourage them to follow those 
practices when the trip is over and they 
head out on their own.

Takeaway Two



Regarding cold water lawsuits: The issue is 
not certification or waivers.  

It’s whether or not your program was 
following well-established cold water safety 
best practices when the close call or 
fatality occurred.

Takeaway Three





Answers to Two Great Questions

Water Temperatures

Drawing the safety line at 70F (21C)

Cold Tolerance

Polar Bear Events
Cold Plunging  

Ice-Water Swimming











Acclimation To Cold Water





Link To Narrated Slide Presentation on Vimeo

https://vimeo.com/1241550129


