


Preface
This booklet comes out of a detailed study of safety information currently
available to boaters. The research was carried out by British Waterways
and the Environment Agency, with help from the British Marine Federation.
As well as introducing the basics of boat-handling, it aims to help people
spot risks and avoid accidents.

Feel free to copy it. All we ask is that you don’t alter our messages,
pictograms or illustrations.

We've tried to make the information in the handbook applicable to inland
waterways generally, but local conditions vary, especially on tidal
waterways.  So always seek local information if you're planning to visit an
area that's new to you.  

The Boaters Guide is published on www.Waterscape.com/boating/guides.
It comprises of downloadable maps showing the location of boating
facilities and local navigation advice for BW waterways.

We want the information in the handbook to reach everyone who goes
boating on the inland waterways in a powered boat.  A pdf version is
downloadable from www.aina.org.uk/pdfs/boaters_handbook.pdf

The Association of Inland Navigation Authorities (AINA) represents
almost all inland navigation authorities in the UK. Its purpose is to
help with the management, maintenance and development of
waterways for economic, environmental and social use.

We’re pleased to endorse this important initiative by our two
largest members. 

British Waterways 
Customer Service Centre
Willow Grange
Church Road
Watford WD17 4QA
Tel: 01923 201120   Fax: 01923 201300
enquiries.hq@britishwaterways.co.uk
www.waterscape.com/boating

The Environment Agency 
Navigation and Recreation
Rio House, Waterside Drive
Aztec West, Almondsbury 
Bristol BS32 4UD
Tel: 08708 506506
enquiries@environment-agency.gov.uk
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Welcome to The Boater’s Handbook

This handbook gives you all the boating basics – the essential knowledge
and techniques you need to make sure you enjoy yourselves and stay safe.
Reading it before setting off will help you spot the risks yourself, and help
you take simple action to avoid problems. If you do run into difficulties, this
understanding will help you get out of trouble quickly and safely.

The Boater’s Handbook is designed for newcomers to boating, but we hope
it will also be a handy reminder for more experienced boaters.

In part one, we take you through the nitty-gritty of handling your boat. And
in part two, you’ll find important safety rules to help you keep out of trouble.
It’s vital stuff. So please – for your own safety – read through carefully. 

Part three gives you the basic rules of the road, and part four is all about
respecting the environment, the wildlife and other waterways users.

Read this handbook before you set off, and keep it nearby for reference. Of
course, you won’t become an expert overnight just by reading a book – and
it’s impossible to cover every aspect of boating, every type of boat and
every eventuality. 

Short courses in boat handling are an excellent investment. You’ll find
details of these and sources of local information specific to the waterways
at the back of the book. 

If you’re hiring your boat, the operator will give you instructions. Pay close
attention – and don’t cast off until you feel confident!
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Navigating unmanned locks
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Going uphill
As you approach the lock, send one of your crew to check whether
it’s full of water or empty. If it’s empty, they can open the gates and
you can steer straight in.

If it’s full, moor up below the lock, far enough away to avoid the
currents while the lock is emptying. Empty the lock by slowly raising
the paddles. Open the gates and steer in.

Close the gates and the paddles (or check that these are already
down if the lock was ready for you).

If there are ground paddles by the top gate, open these first. Wait until
the lock is half full before opening the gate paddles. If there are only
gate paddles, open them very slowly, especially if the paddles are
above the low water level. (See warning picture overleaf).

Keep your boat steady using front and back ropes looped round the
bollards – take an extra turn around the bollard to stop the boat
pulling you, but don’t tie up. Take a look at Floating Freely? on page 16.

When it’s full, open the gates and take your boat out. Lower the
paddles – and close the gates behind you unless a boat coming
towards you wants to use the lock.

If the gates don’t open or close easily, wait till the water level’s
absolutely equal. If there’s still a problem, close the gates and
paddles, check for trapped debris and remove it with your boat-hook.
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Sharing a lock – saving water
Always share a lock if you can. And, if the lock’s set against you,
check for boats coming from the other direction. The lock will be
ready for them to use and it’ll save unnecessary emptying and filling.

It’s sometimes possible to get two short boats end-to-end in a narrow
lock, but check that you both have enough room to avoid the cill and
gates. The heavier boat should always go in first, so that the water
flow doesn’t pull it into the lighter boat.

In broad locks, boats should be kept to the side with ropes looped
round the bollards. Open the two paddles equal amounts, at the same
time where possible – and slowly.

Some lock walls taper from top to bottom so if you’re travelling side by
side with another boat, make sure there’s plenty of room between you.
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Staircase locks

Depending on which way you’re going, open the paddles in the pointing
doors or lift the guillotine gate a few centimetres slowly. If the water flows
in or out of the lock too quickly, close the gate and start again.

The crew in charge of the mooring lines should keep the ropes taut as
water levels change.

When the water levels are equal, open the pointing doors or guillotine gate
fully – depending on which way you’re headed.

Close the paddles in the doors before you leave.

Gates closed?

Moor up at the landing stage and check that all doors, gates and paddles
are closed.

Fill the lock slowly. When the levels are equal, open the doors or gate fully,
steer into the lock and follow the procedure above.

When you’ve finished using the lock, always leave the pointing doors
closed and the vertical gate raised, secured and locked, unless directed
otherwise.

Sometimes, you’ll find two, three, four or even five locks joined in a
staircase. That means the bottom gates of one lock are also the top gates
of the next, and water from one lock fills the lock below. Usually you need
to prepare all the locks before you start through the staircase.

Never empty a lock unless the one below it is already empty. 
But bear in mind that locks should never be completely empty – the lowest
water level should still be deep enough to float your boat. Some staircase
locks have markers to show you the level. Once you’ve prepared the locks,
make sure all the paddles are fully closed.

If the water level isn’t right, you could get stuck on the cill between the
locks. If you do, just make sure the paddles below the boat are closed and
slowly let the water into the lock from the lock above using the ground
paddles only.
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Stumped by the staircase? 
Usually if you’re going uphill, the bottom lock should be empty and the
rest full. If you’re going downhill, the top lock should be full and the
others empty. But this doesn’t always apply (for example, at Foxton
and Watford Flights) so do check first for local instructions.  

Going uphill

Going downhill
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