“INTRODUCTION TO FLAT WATER (MARATHON) RACING” – 

COURSE HANDOUT

	TACTICS - PRINCIPLES

	· Be assertive

· Think ahead

· Seize opportunities

· Take calculated risks



	TACTICS - GENERAL

	· The fastest flow is in the middle third of a river.  Going downstream, stay in the middle third.  Going upstream, avoid the middle third except when crossing from one bank to another.  

· In very windy conditions stay close to the sheltered bank.  Lean slightly forward in a headwind and sit up straight in a tail wind

· On still water such as canals, straighten the bends but beware of shallow water on the inside of the bends



	TACTICS - STARTS

	· The start of a mass marathon event can be the key to the race.  The winner is usually decided in the first two kilometres. 

	· Pre-Start.  Paddlers need to be positioned on the start line to their best advantage so it is important to know the direction and speed of flow and on which side the first bend is.  Keep away from boats that are having steering problems or are looking unstable.  Watch for where the known fast paddlers are starting and where the local paddlers are lining up.  When preparing for the start most paddlers try to place themselves into the front line, hoping to burst off when flagged off.  However, everyone will be thinking the same so, if every kayak is closely packed together and the space between is a metre or less, you may not feel confident to launch yourself with a maximum effort.  Chances are, you and your neighbours could be fighting underwater with your paddles.  Unless you are expecting to win the race, there is no point fighting for the front line unless there is room to place your paddle effectively on each side.  One possible option in these circumstances, is to line up behind (or slightly overlapping) someone that you expect to be a fast starter so that you can accelerate into the gap that they create when they get ahead of their neighbours before the gap is closed.  Anticipation of the starter’s commands is the key to a good start.  Do not jump the start but be prepared for the starting signal and react immediately to get the boat up to speed as quickly as possible.

· Post Start Markers.  Most paddlers start the race with a 100% burst of power in order to try to take the lead.  It is desirable to take the lead for the first few hundred metres but not after that.  For the first 100m in a mass start, a slow start will cause you to end up riding all over other paddler's back washes and it can make you very unstable on the water and unable to perform efficient strokes to give you the maximum output you need to keep up.  Burst off in the first few hundred meters but after that point you need to drop back to 85-90% and spot a 'Marker'.  A 'Marker' will be another paddler who, from your judgement, will be the ideal candidate to keep up close behind or alongside.  Spot a 'Marker' that is within your comfortable speed, get up close behind their kayak and tail it.  This way, you will be saving some effort and secondly, tailing behind another kayaker will create a mental strain on them that could encourage them to speed up.  If they do, you must stay on their stern wash.  Remember, you are straining them out (ie encouraging them to paddle faster than they would wish to so that they become exhausted earlier), so you must not think of your exhaustion in your mind at that moment because if you do, you might give in to the negative thoughts in your own mind and drop away.  Be on the tail till you spot another 'Marker' worthwhile of chasing. Usually, after some distance, these 'Markers' will get exhausted and annoyed and they might start to lose focus on their stroking & technique and this is when you know it is time to abandon them and to overtake them at turning buoys/points.  Tailing and maintaining behind a paddler often creates stress as they hear the splashing of your paddle and will definitely sense that you are trying to get advantage off their wash.  Hence, they may make the wrong decision to raise their power strength from maintainence power to power paddle in an attempt to brush you off.  This will ultimately drain them. Creeping up on them again after they switch back to maintainence power paddling will further annoy them.


	TACTICS – UPSTREAM/DOWNSTREAM DURING THE RACE

	· During the upstream section of the race it is important to stay out of the current.  The faster the current, the more important this advice is.  The fasted current is in the m iddle third of the river and around the outside of the bends.  Where the river is restricted by bridges, rapids etc the faster deeper water is often flatter and smoother and midway between the obstacles.  Slower water can be found on the inside of bends or close to the bank.  

· It is more productive to work harder on the upstream leg of a race than the downstream leg.  The opposition can be dropped quicker by working hard upstream.  It is also more difficult to overtake a paddler correctly placed close to the bank as it is necessary to move out into a faster current to attempt to do so.

· Obstructions on the bank such as trees and moored boats can cause eddy currents where the water is slower or even flowing “upstream”.  On the way upstream, paddlers should try to stay in these eddies as long as possible.  However, if the river is fast flowing the eddy line between a narrow upstream eddy and the main downstream flow can be very sharp and the boat can easily be spun around if the bow enters the main current first.

· When paddling upstream on a twisting river, it will be necessary to cross from one side to the other in order to utilise the slower water on the inside of the bends.  It is best to paddle past the crown of the bend before making the cross over.  During the crossing try to utilise the ferry glide principle to enable the current to take you sideways across the current.  When crossing, work hard to ensure you get to the other side as quickly as possible and thereforer spend less time in the strong current in the middle.

· Whe paddling downstream use the faster current in the middle third of the river.  

· On deep slow moving rivers, it is best to take the shortest route by straightening the bends.  However, on shallow rivers, beware of the extreme shallows on the inside of the bends that can cause you to run aground or damage your paddle blade though hitting rocks just below the surface.  A high vertical bank usually indicates deep water close to the bank but a long shallow entry on the bank or reeds usually indicates shallow water.  

· When the wind blows strongly against a fast current, the water will be very choppy with short breaking waves.  Paddlers should try to stay out of the worst of these (as they will slow the boat down and perhaps fill it up without a spraydeck) by seeking the shelter of the bank.  In a following wind the waves are longer but the steering becomes harder as the current and the wind try to turn the boat upstream.

	TACTICS - PORTAGING

	· Apart from races in Divisions 7-9 and Lightnings, most marathons include at least one portage.  

· Portaging needs to be practiced regularly so that it can be executed swiftly and without errors.  Every training session begins and ends with a “portage”.  “Artificial” portages can be included in the session when no obstacle to be portaged exists.  

· Treat each portage in training as a challenge – not as a rest.  

· Running speed is important, but it is the ability to plan and execute the manoeuvre cleanly that can make all the difference.



	Planning.  

· It helps to know the portage.  As a minimum the portage should be inspected and, if possible, practised over.  

· Identify all the options for getting out and getting back onto the water in case the best option is not available.  

· Shallows and underwater obstacles that could damage the boat or rudder and impede movement in and out of the portage must be known and avoided.



	Approaching.  

· Know how far it is to the portage

· Decide what your aim is and what you intend to do before you reach the portage.  Is your aim to stay with the group or break away from the group?

· Decide where you want to get out.  Get into position early to have a clear run in to the portage from wide out from the bank.  The paddlers on the outside of a large group are at a disadvantage.  If the group portages early, those on the outside have to paddle past the group; if the group portages late (ie as close to the obstacle as possible) those on the outside have to drop round the back.  It is important not to drop round the back too soon, so wait until the lead paddlers are slowing down for the portage.

· The lead boat can choose the best place to get out.  In general, the sooner you get out the quicker the portage.  Some prefer to get out as close to the lock/obstacle as possible to minimise the run. Other boats have to adjust as necessary.  (Nb. It is possible to make the other paddlers think you are portaging early and, as they attempt to overtake, increase the boat speed and eventually leave them nowhere to go.)



	Getting out.  

· Disembarking under control is the start of a good portage.  Do not come into the portage like a bull in a china shop.

· Having chosen the spot to get out, the paddler needs to kill the boat speed quickly with a reverse paddle stroke on the side away from the bank.  Use the rudder to steer the boat into the portage, ensuring that the bow does not hit the bank, and prevent the bow swinging away from the bank as a result of the hard reverse stopping stroke.

· If a spray deck is worn, this should be undone as you approach the portage or just before you stop.  If you are comfortable in the group, the choice is irrelevant; if you are near your limit, concentrate on the paddling and undo the spray deck when you have stopped paddling to bring the boat to a stop.

· Get the knees up ready to stand before the boat comes to a stop

· Try not to stop the boat by grabbing the bank with the hand as this could cause injuries and make the hands dirty.  

· Get out by pulling the body forward onto the leg opposite the bank using the front of the cockpit.  Step out or kneel on the bank using the leg nearest the bank

· Do not get out so that you end up facing backwards.

· Keep contact with boat and the paddle.  

· Pick the boat out of the water at its point of balance.  In a K2 lift from the back of each cockpit.



	Carrying the boat.  

· If the boat needs emptying do it at the start of the portage to avoid wasting energy.  Empty the boat whilst moving forward

· Decide whether to carry the boat suitcase style holding the cockpit or on the shoulders.  The latter is easier on the arms and can enable water to be drained from the boat during the portage.  The former tends to be used for short portages when the boat is empty of water.  Modern hi-spec marathon boats are now so light that a shoulder carry is only necessary on very long portages.

· In either case, the paddler should aim to carry the boat level and balanced while on the run and carry the paddle in the opposite hand to the one holding the boat.  (Nb.  Only put the paddles in the boat for very long portages ie over 250m when you are not under pressure as you will lose time putting them in and taking them out which will give other crews the chance to drop you.  If a paddle falls out of the cockpit during the portage it could be broken and, at best, you will lose time retrieving it). 

· Always keep moving forward whilst lifting the boat on the shoulder and when lowering the boat off the shoulder at the end of the portage. 

· Always portage within your limits.  The run should be controlled and within the ability of the paddler.  It must be sustainable not only for the length of the portage but for the paddling afterwards (ie do not run so fast that you end up gasping for breath and unable to paddle)

· The inside gives greater control when portaging.  Therefore, during the run try to stay as close to the bank as possible.  This forces any faster runners to overtake on the outside and they have to pass completely to have the choice of where they put back in.  It is often quite easy to increase the pace as a faster running crew attempt to pass in order to hold the lead and control where you get back in.  To this end it is advisable to set off steadily and increase the pace of the run as another crew catches up.  If you can hold a crew on the outside, it will be possible to run to the very end of the portage and force the crew attempting to overtake to drop back or wait for you to get away from the portage.

· The stern of the boat can be dragged on soft ground or sand as it makes the running easier but has potential to damage the boat and rudder.  

· If carried on the shoulder the lift should take place whilst the boat is moving forward.  

· A K1 is carried with the hull towards the neck, cockpit facing out and the arm on the carrying side extended forwards to grip the cockpit rim near the point.  This should hold the boat secure and prevent it bouncing on the shoulder.

· When carrying a K2 suitcase style, the back person should hold the boat at the back of the cockpit.  The front paddler should hold the cockpit as far back as possible whilst maintaining the balance of the boat.  This helps to share the weight of the boat equally between the front and back paddlers.

· A K2 can be carried on the shoulder on its edge or upside down.  Both allow the water to drain out during the run.  If carried on its edge the paddlers need to be on opposite sides to allow water to drain.  Once on the shoulder each paddler should work their way towards their end of the boat as they run.  If carrying by the cockpits, the two paddlers should share the weight of the boat evenly by holding the back of their respective cockpits.  If the K2 has handles, these should be used when carrying on the shoulder for long portages.  Where possible use a two-handed lift for control and safety.



	Getting back in.  

· Know the options and have a back up plan in case the best option is not available.  Do not stand and queue for the best position - run past to the next put in.  

· Ensure you are on the correct side of the boat so that the boat is between the paddler and the water. 

· Launch using the cockpits – not when holding the bow or stern.

· Put the stern in first taking care of the rudder followed by the rest of the boat.

· In crew boats the back person should get in first.  The front person can then get in a push away from the bank after placing one foot in the boat.  This gives the boat a better angle for paddling away.  Remember, in a K2, the front person cannot push away before the back person is ready.

· The bow should point away from the bank as you step in using the leg nearest the boat first.

· This is a good time to take any food (first) or drink required.

· K1 paddlers and front paddlers in a K2 should fasten any spray deck only after the boat is moving and after any sprint away from the portage has settled down to a steadier pace.  In a K2 the back paddler, having got in first, can sometimes fasten the spray deck whilst the front paddler is getting in.

· Push off from the bank quickly.  The longer your boat is stationary at the portage, the likelihood of someone putting their boat in the water outside of yours is increasing.  In a K2 the front paddler should push away first to keep the bow pointing away from the bank



	TACTICS - TURNS

	· Turns are not a time for a change of scenery or pace; they are a time to drop or to be dropped.  All turns are opportunities to make use of good tactical paddling, gain position or break away from the group.  An inspection or practice of a “difficult” turn will be beneficial.

	· In a large group it is not always possible to be in the best position but awareness of the various moves that may be made and responding to them appropriately to find the best way out of the turn will be beneficial

	· At turns, a paddler is expected to make “a proper turn”.  This means going round the turn following the correct course.  There is no penalty for touching the turning buoy(s) but if the bow rides over the buoy which pops back up on the wrong side the turn will have been “missed” and it will be necessary to turn round and take the turn again.  This is a particular problem on an up stream turn as the current can sweep the boat onto and over the buoy.

	· The inside paddlers on a turn will paddle the shortest distance.

· Get into position for the turn early and avoid “cutting up” other paddlers

· Keep a consistent line through the turn – collisions will slow down all boats involved

· Keep away from other boats to ensure there is enough room to get the blades in

· The exit from the turn is the key to gaining good position



	TACTICS – WASH HANGING

	· A kayak creates two waves which are relevant to wash riding; there is the stern wave behind the kayak and the broadside waves, which are the best.  Wash hanging is the technique of gaining an advantage by “surfing” these waves.  By paddling “downhill” whilst surfing the wave, the paddler on the wash expends less energy than the lead paddler whilst travelling at the same speed.  
· Wash riding/wash hanging is used effectively in marathon races and an organised pack of two or more boats can drop the rest of the field very quickly.  Wash hanging reduces the necessary effort considerably but most paddlers who paddle in a pack still need to work hard to keep up, because once dropped the race lead will move away.  It is usual in a pack for paddlers take turns to lead, creating the most efficient group possible.  This cooperation helps to ensure that, having broken away from the group behind, they make it difficult for the next group to catch up.  

· A paddler must commit all his strength and energy to stay on the wash as, once dropped, paddlers rarely catch up

· Wash riding is not as easy and simple as it looks and requires practice in training to find the ideal spot on the wave.  
The side wash

· Position the bow in line with the lead paddler’s body and about 1.5m out to the side.  Positioning is important and you need to be slightly behind and to the side of the paddler at the front who is doing most of the work.  When you are in the right position, you will physically feel the nose of the kayak drop and you will need to counteract the forces that will try and draw you into the lead kayak.  By keeping the kayak positioned correctly on the wave, you can ride the wave and surf down hill all the way.
· Experiment with moving towards and away from the lead paddler and up and down the wave to find the “sweet spot” on the wave where the effort feels less.

“V” Wash

· A lead paddler with a paddler on the wash on each side forms a “V” shape.  A fourth paddler can ride the wash immediately behind the lead paddler and gain benefit from the washes of all three boats in front.  This is referred to as sitting in the “V” or “at the back of the diamond”.

· It is possible to be trapped at the back and unable to respond effectively to moves from the front so it is not a good place to be in the closing stages of a race. 
· It is a good place to recover in the middle of a race

Wash Hanging in Groups

· It is the duty of all paddlers in the group to stay clear of each other



	TACTICS - OVERTAKING

	· This needs to be rehearsed in training.  One way is to move out, go wide and away from the wash where the wave is smaller and easier to get past.  Another technique is to accelerate down the wash towards the lead boat and then peel away and past.  Timing these efforts with the insides of a bend allows for a shorter route for the overtaking boat.  Try to time the effort for after a long rest on a wash.  If you are the lead boat it is important to ensure that you ease back to a comfortable pace before making your effort from the front.

· If you wish to drop someone off your wash, try to accelerate, preferably when you are on the inside of the bend and move across slightly towards the other boat.  However, you are not allowed to cross their bow unless you have clear water between the two boats!

· When another paddler is attempting to overtake you at the end of the race, it is important to trap them on your wash so that they have to climb over the highest part of your bow wave.  This requires you to be alert to the moment they make their effort so that you can respond immediately before they are are able to get over your bow wash.  They will soon tire if forced to padddle up your wash trying to get past.  You can take the “sting” out of their effort to overtake by gradually increasing your speed in the closing stages.  If they move away to find flatter water, you should follow them to keep them close and trapped on your wash.

	TACTICS – THE FINISH

	· The finish of the race has to be judged well.  In a wash haning group, try to avoid being responsible for the last effort before the finish comes into sight so that you are that little bit more rested on the wash than the others behind.  

· It is important to know where the finish is in order to judge when to make your final effort.  If you are sitting on a wash you need to allow time to come off the wash and get past the leading paddler.  If possible try to time your effort to take advantage of the inside line at a bend so that you cover the shorter distance.

· Do not leave your effort too late but also do not go too early and drag your other competitiors with you on your wash and ready to take advantage as you tire before crossing the line.

	MARATHON RACING RULES

	Behaviour

· Canoeing is a non-contact sport (ie boats should not collide, paddles should not clash, and bodies must not touch) and all competitors must race in a fair manner.  No definition of “a fair manner” is provided but it can include blatantly taking an opponent into an obstacle, hitting the rear of the boat to cause a turn or capsize, running over the trailing paddle, stepping on a competitors paddles at a portage, taking an illegal short cut etc)

· When overtaking other boats, it is the duty of the overtaking craft to keep clear of other competitors at all times

· When racing in a group, it is the duty of all the competitors to keep clear of the other competitors at all times, including any manoeuvring within the group.

· All paddlers must wear appropriate clothing when racing.  This is a minimum of singlet and shorts.  These should preferably be in racing colours



	Safety

· Competitors must render their boats sufficiently buoyant to remain afloat and support the crew in rough water in the event of a capsize.

· Competitors must be able to swim adequately in the waters where the race is held

· On open water adequate spray covers must be worn

· All paddlers are required to render assistance to other competitors in distress.  As a minimum you should ask “Are you OK” and if the answer is “No” you must stop and try to help to fulfil your duty of care for other competitors.

· The wearing of lifejackets or buoyancy aids is compulsory for all paddlers ranked in Divisions 7, 8 and 9 irrespective of the race they are entered in.  This applies to both singles and doubles

· Depending on the weather conditions, race organisers may require lifejackets and buoyancy aids to be worn and have the final say on who should wear them in Divisions 1-6

· The penalty for infringing any safety rule is disqualification from the race



	Discipline

· All competitors are bound by the Marathon Racing Disciplinary Regulations and the BCU Disciplinary Code

· Violence towards other competitors or their equipment, abuse and swearing at competitors, officials and the general public at an event would be classed as bringing the event, the BCU and canoeing into disrepute and would be punished by any protest committee


	Drugs

· All competitors are subject to the BCU Doping Control Rules


	During the race

· Broken paddles/boat.  A competitor must not change boats during a race but may change paddles in the case of a breakage

· Competitors must not ride the washes of powered craft or any craft not taking part in the race 

· Competitors may receive food and drink during a race.  

· Competitors with a disability may receive assistance at portages but no other assistance unless permitted before the race by the organisers

· Any type of kayak may be used.  Kayaks must be propelled solely by means of double bladed paddles.  The paddles must not be attached to the boat in any way – being supported only by the hands

· For Group A races (Hasler qualifiers, National Championships etc) boat length must comply with ICF regulations.  Boats over 460cm must not have concave sections unless classified as a Wild Water Racing boat

· All competitors in Group A races and Lightning races must be comprehensive BCU members

· Paddlers racing in Div 1-8 and all K2 divisions must display vertical number plates.  Paddlers in Div 9, Lightning, club and fun race paddlers may use 225mm diameter white discs on the fore and aft decks.  The characters on a vertical number plate must be the same size as a car number plate and clearly visible from 25m.  Any paddler not displaying a number plate at the start of any race or whose number is not clearly legible will not score club points.


