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The Eyot Centre Bellboat Operating Guidelines - March 2025 
 
These guidelines cover bellboat paddling from the Eyot Centre or local stretches of the River 
Thames. These guidelines should be read in conjunction with the Eyot Centre Safe Paddling Policy 
which covers Shiplake Lock to Hambleden Lock. If bellboats are to be used outside of these areas a 
separate risk assessment should be considered to address any additional risks. The risk assessment 
shall be submitted to the Eyot Centre Paddling Safety Officer at least 14 days in advance. 
 
Each bellboat will have a helm and crew consisting of up to 12 paddlers of primary school age or a 
maximum of 8 adult sized paddlers in addition to the helm. The paddlers will often be 
inexperienced or in some cases have some physical or mental impairment. 
 
It is important that team leaders of visiting groups identify weak or non-swimmers in advance and 
notify them to the helms before boarding the bellboat. Each weak or non-swimmer should be 
accompanied by a strong swimmer who will act as their buddy on or near the water. 
 
Environmental Conditions 
 
Bellboats are inherently very stable craft but should be operated within the following guidelines. 
Paddle UK recommend bellboats are operated in either Very sheltered Water or Sheltered Water. 
In most cases operating from the Eyot Centre or local stretches of the River Thames would be 
classified as Very Sheltered Water as defined below.  
 

Very Sheltered Water. Quiet canals with easy bankside access and egress; small lakes, 
which are not large enough, and do not have difficult landing areas for problems to occur if 
there is a sudden change in conditions; gentle, slow moving rivers. The definition implies 
weather conditions that are not in themselves likely to cause problems. At any point, the 
Bell Boat should not be more than 50 metres from the bank.  
 

Additional precautions are required where river or weather conditions could pose additional risk. 
Examples would be Environment Agency red boards, high winds, cold temperatures or operating 
in the dark. Only bellboat helms who have undertaken additional training and sign-off can operate 
when the river is on yellow or red boards. In all cases the helm is responsible for assessing local 
conditions, taking account or their own ability and experience as well as the ability and experience 
of the crew.  
 
Additional care should be exercised when the river is busy with other users such as rowers and 
pleasure craft. These pose a risk of collision or changing water conditions due to wash. Helms 
should keep a watch all round for other craft, keep to the right of the river and give other river 
users as much room as possible 
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Bellboat Helms responsibility 
 
The bellboat helm shall have a PaddleUK bellboat helm qualification, an in date first aid certificate 
and DBS check. The helm must also be a Paddle UK or club member. Club certified and approved 
helms can operate under direct supervision of a PaddleUK helm. 
 
Trainee helms over the age of 18 can operate under direct supervision of a qualified helm. Helms 
operating when the river is on Environment Agency yellow and red board conditions must have an 
additional Eyot Centre sign off.   
 
Records of bellboat helm qualifications, including yellow/red board assessment shall be kept by 
the Centre. 
 
The helm has overall responsibility for ensuring the safety of their crew. Their responsibility covers 
the following areas:  

• Checking the boat before each session. Ensure the boat has ropes at both ends, bailers and 

no visible signs of damage. The boat should be bailed before use. 

• Conduct a safety briefing so that paddlers are aware what to do in the event of a paddler 

falling overboard or the boat swamping (filling with water) or capsizing. 

• Brief the crew on basic paddling technique and commands (forward and backwards 

paddling, stopping and draw strokes). 

• The helm should identify any paddlers with medical conditions or weak swimmers. The 

helm should ensure that any required medication (eg asthma inhalers, EpiPens) are carried 

on the boat. The helm should ensure that weak swimmers are buddied with a strong 

swimmer.  

• Buoyancy aids must be worn by all paddlers on or near the water. The helm should check 

for correct sizing and adjustment of buoyancy aids. 

• The helm should supervise loading and unloading of the boat, usually in pairs from the 

front. Paddlers should be seated to ensure equal weight distribution front to back and side 

to side. Avoid seating paddlers so the weight is concentrated in the middle of the boat. 

Check that the sides of the bellboat are high enough above the water to avoid waves or 

wash entering the boat.  

• A “buddy system” should be employed where paddlers buddy with the paddler next to 

them. Paddlers should be aware that they are responsible for the safety of their buddy in 

the event of a swamping or capsize.  Weak swimmers or disabled paddlers must be buddied 

with a strong swimmer who is capable of helping their buddy if needed. 

• The helm must know the number of paddlers in their boat including weak swimmers and 

paddlers with any medical requirements. 
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Paddler overboard, Swamping or Capsize 
 
Bellboats are inherently very stable but on rare occasions a paddler may fall overboard or the boat 
may swamp or even capsize. Swamping in where a boat fills with water and becomes partially 
submerged but does not capsize. Helms and paddlers must be aware of what to do in these 
situations. 
 
Paddler overboard 

• The helm should stop the boat immediately and manoeuvre to recover the paddler in the 

water. It may be quicker to seek assistance from another bellboat to recover the paddler. 

The helm should take control of the situation and ensure the paddler is recovered as 

quickly as possible without causing additional risk to the paddlers remaining in the boat. 

The helm should consider having a throw line in the boat to help with recovering the 

paddler.  

• If a paddler falls overboard they should try to hold onto the side of the boat and await 

recovery. If this is not possible they should try to remain calm, make themselves visible to 

the helm and await instructions.  

Swamping  

• The helm should continually monitor the amount of water entering the boat from waves or 

wash and from paddlers scooping water.  

• If the bellboat starts to swamp the helm should stop the boat immediately and tell the 

crew to start emptying water using the bailers and/or hands and paddles. 

• If paddlers end up in the water they should hold onto the side of the boat, check their 

buddy and await instructions from the helm. Paddlers should not leave the side of the boat 

unless instructed to do so. 

• When the bellboat has regained sufficient buoyancy, paddle to the bank and continue 

emptying the boat.  

• If the bellboat cannot be emptied of water the helm should account for all paddlers and 

instruct the paddlers to swim to the bank. Paddlers should swim to the bank in their buddy 

pairs helping each other as required.  

Capsize 

• In the event of a capsize the paddlers and helm are likely to end up in the water. The helm 

should take control of the situation and account for all paddlers.  

• Paddlers should check on their buddy and hold onto the side of the boat. If any paddler is 

unaccounted for the helm should be informed immediately and check that nobody is 

trapped under the boat. Paddlers should not leave the boat unless instructed to do so. 

• When all the paddlers have been accounted for the helm will instruct the paddlers to swim 

to the bank. Paddlers should swim to the bank in their buddy pairs helping each other as 

required.  
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• When all the paddlers have been moved to safety the helm will secure the bellboat and 

seek help to swim the upturned boat to the bank where it can be righted safely and 

emptied of water. 
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Bellboat regattas (including The Regatta for the Disabled (R4D)) 
 
When the Centre is organising or providing staff and equipment for a bellboat regatta involving 
competitive racing additional guidelines are required. 

• A specific risk assessment must be completed and be submitted to the Eyot Centre Paddling 

Safety Officer at least 14 days in advance.  

• The risk assessment will address risks specific to the regatta site, environmental conditions 

and crew ability. Environmental limits for racing should be defined. 

• A copy of the crew safety briefing should be circulated to all paddlers before the event as 

part of the crew entry or registration process.  The safety briefing will cover paddling 

commands, the buddy system and what to do in the event of a paddler overboard, 

swamping or capsize. 

• Crew leaders must acknowledge receipt and understanding of the safety briefing. Where 

paddlers are unable to acknowledge the safety briefing in person a carer or buddy must be 

nominated to accompany the paddler during the regatta and when on or near the water.  

• A safety briefing will be conducted for all paddlers before the start of racing. The safety 

briefing will cover paddling commands, the buddy system and what to do in the event of a 

paddler overboard, swamping or capsize. 

• Before the start of racing a safety briefing shall be carried out with the land based safety 

team, helms, boat marshals, race officials and safety boat crews. This safety briefing will 

cover incident response procedures, defined roles and responsibilities and 

communications. Incident response procedures should be agreed in advance with the 

regatta organiser. 

• Before each race the boat marshal will ensure that all paddlers have fitted their buoyancy 

aids correctly and assist the helm in loading the boat. The number of paddlers in each crew 

will be notified to the helm and race official/starter. Special note will be made of any weak 

swimmers or paddlers with medical conditions. 

• The helm has responsibility for confirming that all buoyancy aids are fitted correctly, the 

boat is loaded correctly and ensuring that each paddler is buddied. Weak swimmers must 

be buddied with a strong swimmer who understands their responsibility.  

• Radios will be available to allow communication between the helm, race official/starter, 

safety boats and land based safety team. 

• Each race will be accompanied by two safety boats. The safety boats must be suitable for 

recovering paddlers from the water. 

• The race official/starter is responsible for ensuring that the race course is clear of other 

river traffic and that environmental conditions do not exceed those defined in the risk 

assessment. The race must be stopped if any hazards are seen that impact the safety of the 

paddlers or other river users. 

• During the race the helms are responsible maintaining a safe distance between each crew 

and a safe distance from the bank, 3m as a minimum. 


