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Introduction

If a St Ayles skiff broaches and/or capsizes it will not necessarily self- right and 
even if it does it is likely to be full of water to the level of the gunwales and will 
be extremely difficult to bail out even by a fit crew.

It is for good reason that LACRC insists that Personal Flotation Devices (PFD)
eg Life Jackets are worn by all crew members and non- members whenever they
are on the water in the Club’s boats; this rule extends to those assisting from 
pontoons, jetties and safety boats.

Additionally, the Scottish Coastal Rowing Association’s (SCRA) Rules of 
Racing require that PFDs be worn by all crew members during regattas and 
race days. 

Harness Style Life Jacket

This is the most commonly used type of PFD in coastal rowing. An inflatable 
bladder is stored inside a cover that will pop open when the bladder is inflated. 
The bladder is secured to a webbing arrangement which passes over the 
wearer’s shoulder and buckles around the waist. Even uninflated this type of 
jacket is useful in a rescue situation as it provides a hand hold for the rescuer 
when hauling a casualty into a rescue boat.

A harness style life jacket can be either auto-inflate (a firing mechanism causes 
the life jacket to inflate when it is submerged in water), or manual inflate 
(where a toggle has to be pulled by the wearer before the life jacket will inflate 
and give buoyancy). 

An unconscious person cannot manually inflate his/her life jacket which is why 
some people prefer auto-inflation. However, if you are trapped under an 
upturned skiff your inflated life jacket will hamper you from getting clear.  Also,
auto-inflation life jackets have an unnerving tendency to inflate if subjected to 
spray or even if they get wet launching/recovering a boat.



Foam Cell Buoyancy Aid

This is a waistcoat style life jacket which relies on the material within it to 
support the rower in the water. It has less buoyancy than a full life jacket and 
will not enable an unconscious person to float with their face above the eater. 

However, particularly for younger, smaller rowers it can provide a better fit 
and does not rely on the wearer to take any actions to work.  Moreover, it is 
easier to swim in one and it is also easier to self- rescue wearing a buoyancy 
aide rather than a full life jacket. 

“Bumbag” or “Pouch” or “Belt Pack” Life Jacket.

Many crew members prefer these life jackets because they are less likely to get 
in the way of the rowing stroke. Properly worn, however, the pouch should be at
the front and not the back. 

The main disadvantage is that they are more complicated to deploy than other 
styles and at a time when complication may well be the last thing needed. This 
is because it requires to be pulled over the head and in an emergency it may not
be clear whether this should be done before or after it is inflated. 

The bladder of the pouch is not strapped down to the back of the wearer’s waist 
belt like other life jackets and it is held from popping off the wearer’s head only 
by the tightness of its fit and the angle of the wearer’s head, although in some 
types there are ribbons which need to be tied when in the water. 

Wearing Your Life Jacket

No matter what style of life jacket is worn it is essential that every wearer is 
clear how a life jacket should be used before going on the water..

Make sure that the straps are adjusted so that the life jacket fits well. Test this 
by placing your fist under the buckle. If there is a gap between your fist and 
your body your life jacket is too loose. Moreover, if you need to remove layers 
of clothing whilst rowing you may have to re-adjust your life jacket.

Crotch/thigh straps  are not fitted with every style of life jacket but are often an 
option to purchase. Where fitted they help to keep the life jacket in the correct 
place so that the wearer’s head is above water.  This is particularly useful with 
smaller adult wearers and children. 



If fitted crotch/thigh  straps should be worn and certainly not left loose as they 
may become entangled. However, many rowers do not like them when rowing 
actively.

Life Jacket Maintenance

Although LACRC has a number of life jackets they are primarily intended for 
“taster” sessions for potential new members. Therefore, existing members are 
encouraged to own their own life jacket and to assume responsibility for its 
maintenance. 

In essence, if you look after your life jacket it will look after you. However, to 
do this you should regularly check it for visual signs of wear or damage and 
also to ensure the canister is in good condition and has not worked loose. 

Manufacturers and the RYA recommend an annual service. However this is 
really geared towards the commercial sector and the assumption is that most 
recreational users would opt for every two years. This assumption is based on:

 Your life jacket is well cared for.

 It is stored in a dry place.

 Salt is washed off and then the jacket is dried out each time it is worn.

 It is inspected for damage/wear every time you don it.

 The gas cartridge is occasionally checked that it is tight and not corroded.

The RYA do not recommend that gas cartridges are replaced by the user. Kits 
are available but that is so a life jacket can be re-armed if used whilst on 
passage so you are not left without one.

Currently, Dunstaffnage Marina will service a life jacket for £12.95 plus parts. 
What price your life!

Responsibility

Individual rowers must take responsibility for ensuring the life jacket or 
buoyancy aid that they wear is appropriate for the type of activity they are 
taking part in; and that it is checked, maintained and fits properly. 

LACRC can assist in this by providing policies, information and guidance and 
take responsibility for those life jackets it owns. However, during the current 



coronavirus pandemic those members not owning their own lifejacket may 
borrow a Club’s life jacket though they must take personal responsibility for it 
and ensure it is not returned to the Club or used by anyone else until it has been
thoroughly cleaned. 

LACRC  has formally risk assessed its activities  and will keep a record of the 
life jackets they supply for use, when they were last checked and serviced 
together with any issues identified.

Always remember, a life jacket is not only useless if it isn’t worn but is also 
likely to be useless if it is poorly fitting and has not been looked after.

Life Jacket Videos

The SCRA and U-Tube have videos of a life jacket being deployed and also of 
controlled capsizes in a St Ayles skiff.

Additionally, the RNLI has videos on fitting your life jacket, including why a 
well fitted life jacket with crotch straps is better; and also how to undertake 
checks.


