Float Plan Procedures – AMC Boston Sea Kayaking Program

GRH 8/1/02

A float plan provides a mechanism to initiate search and rescue if you and your group fail to return by a designated time – presumably as the result of some sort of emergency or other problem. Trips run with an outfitter may rely on the outfitter to provide this function. Other AMC trips should consider using a float plan process, especially for more remote locations. Essentially, this process formalizes the “always let someone know where you’re going” safety maxim and makes available a variety of useful information should a rescue become necessary. Float plans can be handled in a number of different ways; this suggested set of procedures tries to strike a useful balance between having no float plan and having such a complex process that people won’t use it. 

Before the trip, designate a responsible individual who can be reliably contacted at the required time to act as the “We’re off the water” float plan contact. The float plan contact should be someone who you know you can contact after the trip and who will take an active role in any necessary search. It is sometimes suggested that a float plan could be left with a harbormaster or similar individual. However, it seems unlikely that you could reliably depend on their taking action based solely on your failure to contact them at the end of a day.

This person should have a description of your car (or another car that you KNOW will be at the put-in), the license plate number, and location where it will be parked — as specifically as possible—as well as an agreed-to time when you have high confidence you will be off the water barring an emergency or other problem. It’s difficult to give a general answer to the question: “When should help be called in?” Certainly, no one suggests that the cavalry should be called if a trip is an hour later than its expected return – and indeed it’s unlikely that the Coast Guard would take any action on that basis. On the other hand, if a short day trip off the Massachusetts coast hasn’t returned by late at night, there is likely an issue of some sort. Weather also plays into the equation in various ways. For example, the group may be fogged in someplace and either not have a cell phone or not be able to get a signal. In the end, there’s no set formula to follow. 

A detailed copy of the float plan should be left in an obvious location (e.g. the dashboard) of your vehicle. The contact should also know your planned route if possible, as well as some knowledge of procedures to follow in the event that the “all clear” call is not received. For example, their first step should be to confirm that you are indeed missing – a process that may include driving to the put-in and seeing if your car is there. Subsequently they should contact emergency personnel – 911 or US Coast Guard. 

Accurately update two copies of the list of participants. For the sake of simplicity, we suggest using a printout (updated!) of the trip information sheet for one copy. The leader will keep this copy in his boat. For the other copy, either fill out the Float Plan completely (see following) or attach the AMC Liability Release Form to the Float Plan and just fill out the additional information. Leave the Float Plan in the designated vehicle in a conspicuous location. 

If there have been any unavoidable last-minute changes in the designated car or parking location, it is important to make best-efforts to contact your float plan contact. Also avoid major changes to your trip schedule (obviously, so far as you are able without compromising safety) unless you are able to communicate the change to the designated contact.

Float Plan Sheet of the Sea Kayaking Program

Leave this sheet in the designated car. The leader should also carry a list of participants.

Date: ________________________________

Paddler Names with boat descriptions and emergency contact info (incl. L/CL). Can attach list (e.g. AMC Liability Waiver Form).

Name



Boat (type/color)
Emergency contact [name/phone]

___________________L
________________
______________________________

___________________CL
________________
______________________________

_____________________
________________
______________________________

_____________________
________________
______________________________

_____________________
________________
______________________________

_____________________
________________
______________________________

_____________________
________________
______________________________

_____________________
________________
______________________________

_____________________
________________
______________________________

_____________________
________________
______________________________

Time departed:
_________________________________

Time/date expected to return:     _______________________________________

Brief description of intended route and activities (including planned stops/hikes/etc.):

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

Do you have a cell phone(s)? Y/N                Number(s):___________________________

What other safety equipment is carried?

VHF Radio?       Y/N   Strobe?     Y/N       Flares?    Y/N               Smoke?  Y/N

