Cold Weather/Water Paddling

By Erik Sprenne

While wintertime paddling presents a unique, starkly beautiful, and quiet environment to the adventurous paddler - always lurking close by is the element of danger that can turn a fun outing into a deadly one.  That danger element is cold water – and it can kill.

Effects of cold water on the human body.  

We’ve all heard of hypothermia, and while it is a cold water danger, it is not what might kill you soonest - cold shock may get you first.  

When people fall into cold water, the first involuntary reaction is a gasping reflex.  If your head happens to be underwater when you gasp, you may inhale water and drown.  And if the gasp reflex doesn’t get you, sudden cold water immersion causes involuntary rises in heart rate and blood pressure – which can lead to cardiac arrest in susceptible individuals.  And finally, water that is cold enough impairs muscular activity – to the point where the swimmer can’t grip anything, or even stay afloat, much less swim to shore.     

If the cold water swimmer makes it past the cold shock stage, hypothermia (the gradual decrease of the body’s core temperature) is always waiting close by to take more victims.  

More detailed information for both cold shock and hypothermia

A general guide by the American Canoe Association  http://www.americancanoe.org/resource/resmgr/sei-educational_resources/brochure_cold_water_survival.pdf 

More detailed articles about the physiology of hypothermia -  http://www.umanitoba.ca/faculties/physed/research/people/giesbrecht/Hypothermia.pdf
http://www.sportsscientists.com/2008/01/exercise-in-cold-part-ii.html
A video titled “Cold Water Boot Camp”, which graphically illustrated what happens with cold water immersion – the 10 min version is at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J1xohI3B4Uc , and the more detailed 30 minute version at http://vimeo.com/4534662
Chuck Sutherland’s cold water immersion info - http://www.enter.net/~skimmer/coldwater.html
Several good paddling articles which also mention clothing options - http://www.paddlinglight.com/articles/the-risks-of-cold-water-paddling/
http://www.emnrd.state.nm.us/prd/boatingweb/documents/ColdWaterImmersion.doc
So what is the paddler to do?  Staying home will certainly prevent one from dying in cold water, but then you also won’t get the benefits of exercise and time spent in the boat.  

Clothing options for the wintertime boater.

Rule #1 for paddling is “Wear your life jacket”.  US Coast Guard data on canoeing/kayaking fatalities show that for 80% of fatality cases, the deceased was not wearing a life jacket.  While one can argue that a life jacket may not have kept the paddler alive in some of these statistical cases, it is logical to assume that body recovery is much simpler when a life jacket is worn.  

Especially true in winter, though valid year-round, is the maxim “dress for the water temperature, not the air temperature”.  For cold water conditions, drysuits or wet suits are the two options.  Both will keep the paddler warm, and extend the amount of time a paddler is able to survive in cold water.  There is not sufficient space here for a treatise on the comparison of both types of suits, but it’s probably safe to say that a majority of paddlers who paddle year-round prefer the comfort and warmth of a drysuit to a wet suit for normal paddling.  But if one factors in cost considerations and uses where the paddler is likely to be wet (playing in the surf), then there may not be as clear cut a preference for drysuits.  See discussions in these links:

http://gokayaknow.com/index.php/gear/drysuit-vs-wetsuit-for-kayaking/
http://www.outdoors.org/publications/outdoors/2004/2004-wetsuits.cfm 

http://www.paddlinglight.com/articles/wetsuit-vs-drysuit-for-paddling/
http://www.kayakacademy.com/pages/drysuitfaq.html
Not to be ignored in discussions of cold weather paddling clothing are head, hand, and footwear.  As mentioned in Sutherland’s link above, much heat is lost from the head, so warm head gear is important for all cold weather activities.  Hand gear is equally important - pogies or neoprene gloves are the best ways to keep your hands warm.  As feet are sometimes the first extremities to feel the cold, warm footwear is also important to comfort.  Additional information can be found in these links:

http://www.kayakacademy.com/pages/store/handandfoot.html
http://www.topkayaker.net/Articles/Instruction/KayakClothing.htm
http://www.atlantickayaktours.com/pages/expertcenter/how-to-dress/how-to-dress-1.shtml
Exercise good judgement

Although some of the knowledge articles in the links above suggest different clothing options for different temperature conditions, other factors also need to be considered in deciding what to wear for any particular outing:

· the individual's skill set (what's the likelihood of having an out-of-boat experience?)

· the paddling venue – Lake Michigan, an easy river with many downfall portages, or a whitewater river – and how close one is to dry clothes and/or a warm car.

· who you are paddling with (might you have to get in the water to help out a friend or less experienced paddler?)

· your personal tolerance to cold (which can be a conditioned response)

· how much one can afford to spend on protective clothing 

These are items that the prudent paddler will consider before every paddling outing, and which should help influence the choices of gear to wear and bring along.  Statements such as “I’ve never tipped this boat over…”, or “my boat is so stable that I’m safe….” are sometimes heard, and while these statements may be true most of the time, paddling in cold water conditions is not when one wants to experience being in the (cold) water for the first time.    

Test your gear and clothing options.  

If you truly want to know how good your clothing choices are for cold water/weather paddling, you must test them by getting in the water.  As each person reacts to cold weather and water differently, the only sure way to know how YOUR clothing options protect YOUR body is to spend some time in cold water.  

For your own personal safety, this is probably not something to do on a solo trip.  A good time for such an immersion test is at the end of a paddle, when dry clothes and warm vehicles/buildings are close by.  And rather than entering the water from your boat some distance from shore, walking into the water from shore is the safest way to test clothing - though to simulate a capsize, you should be in chest/neck deep water (wearing a life jacket!), and should also dunk your head under water.  

Once totally wet, see how long you can stay in the cold water.  How far do you think you could swim?  How long before you can’t grip your boat, paddle, or your partner’s boat?  How long before it would not be possible to do a self or assisted rescue?  How long before your arms don’t work well enough to swim to shore?  If you’re wearing gloves, maybe try removing one to see how much protection your gloves provide.  

Better to do this exercise in a controlled fashion than to test your gear in a real cold water situation – you don’t want to do this test unintentionally when on your own, 100 yards offshore, and not close to your vehicle or dry clothes.  Wintertime paddling adds a different dimension to your paddling experiences, but remember that danger is lurking very near!


