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Many Scoutingunits participate in rafting trips conducted
by outfitters or councils. Whitewater Rafting BSA
recognizesthe challengeand adventureof suchactivities.
The award is availableto BSAyouth and adults who are
membersof ScoutsBSA(BoyScoutsuntil 2019), Venturing,
or SeaScoutunits. Requirementsfor the award focus on
safety and basicpaddlingskillson whitewater up to Class
III. All instruction and skill completions are directly
supervisedby a professionallytrained or licensedrafting
guide. A qualified raft captainmust be in eachraft during
the required trip. Participantshelp power and control the
raft with paddlesςsimplyriding in a raft rowed by a guide
isnot sufficient.

The American Canoe 
Association assisted with 
program development.



Preparation:

RaftingCompanySelection
BSASafetyAfloat Policyrequiresleadersand participantsto haveexperienceappropriatefor safeboating
activities. Most units lack the training necessaryfor treks on whitewater. The BSAWhitewater Rafting
award recognizesthat units with limited experiencecansafelyparticipate in whitewater rafting under the
direct supervisionof professionallytrained paddle captainsin each raft. Thoseguides,backedby their
employer, provide the supervision,equipment, planning, and emergencyresponserequired by Safety
Afloat. Therefore,the first step to earn the BSAWhitewater Raftingaward is selectionof an appropriate
serviceprovider. Units may utilize programsat council and National High Adventurebases,suchas the
Summit,that havealreadydonethat groundwork. Otherwise,unit leadersareresponsiblefor screeningraft
outfitters basedon their guidetraining programs,quality of equipment,and safetypolicies. Guidancemay
be found in the BSAAquaticsSupervisionmanual. Leadersshould inquire about guide training in swift
water rescueandfirst aid aswell aspaddling,what rescueandfirst aid equipmentis carrieddownriver, and
how guidescontactemergencyservices.

SwimmingAbility
Eventhough the outfitter is primarily responsiblefor the safe conduct of a whitewater excursion,unit
leadersare still requiredto haveBSASafetyAfloat training. Guidesmaynot be familiar with someaspects
of SafetyAfloat suchasmedicalreviews,the buddysystem,or swimmingability. In particular,unit leaders
shouldpre-screenapplicantsfor the BSAWhitewater Raftingaward to meet the prerequisiterequirement
for BSAswimmer classification. Information on SafetyAfloat may be found in the online versionof the
Guideto SafeScoutingat www.scouting.org/health-and-safety/gss/.
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Swimmer Test: Jumpfeetfirst into water
over the head in depth. Level off and
swim 75 yards in a strong manner using
one or more of the following strokes:
sidestroke, breaststroke, trudgen, or
crawl; then swim 25 yardsusingan easy,
restingbackstroke. The100yardsmustbe
completedin oneswimwithout stopsand
must include at least one sharp turn.
After the swim,restby floating.

http://www.scouting.org/health-and-safety/gss/


Rafts:
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Thereare varioustypes of inflatable whitewater rafts. Cataraftshave pontoons separatedby a metal or
inflatableframe,but oval formsare more common. Propulsionis providedby oars,paddles,or occasionally
motors. Oarsand paddlesare similar,but different. Paddlesare held vertically with two hands: one just
abovethe bladeand the other handat the upper end of the paddle. An oar is supportedhorizontallyby a
pivot point fixed to the boat andheldby the rower at the endoppositethe blade. Oaredrafts typicallyhave
a rigid frameto whichthe pivots,calledoarlocks,areattached. A singlerower, who usuallyfacesforward, is
sufficient to control a raft carryinginactivepassengers. In somerafts, a rower is assistedby paddlers. In
paddlerafts, a captain in the stern with a paddledirects a team of 2 to 10+ paddlers. Applicantsfor the
WhitewaterRaftingBSAawardmust assistin movingthe boat under instruction from a captainwith either
oarsor a paddle. Partsof a raft are shownbelow. Note the perimeter line which rafters maygraspif they
fall out anduseto get backin. Perimeterlinesneedto beproperlyinstalledto prevententrapmenthazards.

paddle raft

oared raftcataraft

oar/paddle raft



Individual Equipment:

Lifejacket- Lifejacketsprovidedby the outfitter mustbe CoastGuardapproved,rated for whitewater and
properly sizedto eachparticipant. The label will indicate intended use and specifysizesin variousways,
includingrangesfor theǳǎŜǊΩǎchestsizeandweight. All fasteningsmustbe functionalandshouldbe pulled
snug. Thepaddlecaptain,unit leaders,andbuddiesshouldall checkthe fit . Shoulderstrapsshouldnot rise
to ear levelwhenlifted.
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Whistle

Attire

Helmet

Paddle

Other

Whistle - A whistleattachedto the lifejacketis
a goodoption.

Helmet - Theoutfitter shouldprovidehelmets
designed for whitewater use, that is,
waterproof and able to withstand multiple
impacts. To test the fit, put on the helmet with
the chin strap initially unbuckled. It shouldfeel
comfortableand stay in placewhen you shake
your head. Then fasten the strap. If unsure of
the fit, askyourguideto check.

Paddle - Paddlesfor the rafting team are
typically 60 inches long whereas the paddle
ŎŀǇǘŀƛƴΩǎάǎǘƛŎƪέis longer. A paddlethat reaches
from the floor to the ǇŀŘŘƭŜǊΩǎchin is about
right. Theguidemay suggesta different length
dependingon the height of the raft and the
ǇŀŘŘƭŜǊΩǎsize.

Attire - Before the trip, check with the
outfitter for recommendationson clothing and
footwear appropriate for air and water
temperatures. Multiple layers offer flexibility.
Theoutfitter maysuggestor requirewetsuitsor
dry suitsfor someconditions.

Personal Items - Also follow outfitter
recommendationsfor other items to bring (or
leave at home). Essentialmedications,water
bottles, sunscreen,and eyeglasseswith a strap
are common needs. Check on dry storage
optionsfor phones,wallets,andkeys.

If loose, adjust, recheck

LIFEJACKET


