
Kingston Rowing Club 
 
 
 
 

Launch Driver’s Manual 

 
 
  

September 2020  



KRC Launch Driver’s Manual 

September 2020 Page 2 
 

 

 

Table of Contents 

 
0. Introduction ................................................................................................................ 2 

1. Why is driving a launch a real responsibility? ............................................................. 3 

2. Equipping yourself and the launch for an outing ........................................................ 4 

3. Preparing and starting the launch .............................................................................. 4 

4. Returning from an outing ............................................................................................ 5 

5. Safety tips for taking a launch out .............................................................................. 6 

6. Capsize and rower emergency situations .................................................................. 7 

Appendix A – Navigation Map .......................................................................................... 8 

Appendix B – Emergency Numbers ................................................................................. 9 

Appendix C – Lock Procedures ...................................................................................... 10 

 

 
 

0. Introduction  

 

The purpose of this manual is to provide practical guidance for all current/future KRC 
launch drivers and the club strongly recommends that all take the time to review and 
absorb this information. Knowledge of this manual will form a part of KRC’s assessment of 
an individual’s competency to drive one of the launches. 
 
If anyone has any comments or additional information that they would like to add to this 
manual, please contact the KRC Safety Officer. 
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1. Why is driving a launch a real responsibility? 

▪ Driving a KRC launch is not as easy as it may seem.  
 

▪ You are in charge of a powerboat with an exposed propeller.  
 

▪ It requires constant concentration and strong doses of common sense. 
 

▪ You are driving on a stretch of water with numerous potential hazards including: 
 

➢ other powered craft - Turks passenger launches, long barges, cruisers of 
various sizes, hired boats with unqualified (and sometimes “happy”) drivers 
(including the noiseless Go Boats), hoverboards and anglers sitting in craft 
under bridges or in the middle of your normal operating channel;  

➢ increasing numbers of unpowered traffic - kayaks, canoes, skiffs, sailing 
boats (including the imposing Thames Raters), paddle boards, pedalos, large 
plastic swans etc 

➢ rowing boats (KRC/other clubs) - usually considerably quicker than anything 
else on the water and sometimes heading off course and straight at you 

➢ swimmers - long distance and casual swimmers, people jumping off platforms 
or trees, kids splashing around our landing stage (with minimal parental 
supervision) and people paddling and playing in the shallow waters. 

 
▪ You are multi-tasking, supervising or coaching multiple boats in a squad training 

session. It’s very easy to be distracted by what’s happening with your crews and 
miss what’s right in front of you or coming up behind you.  

 
▪ Your crews are relying on you to help assess river traffic, safe and clear lines and 

places to turn. 
 

▪ You are most often the first person on hand to assess and manage emergency 
situations (capsizes, collisions etc), requiring a very calm and level-headed 
response. 

 
▪ You must ensure you have a detailed understanding of the Teddington Lock to Molesey 

Lock Navigation Map (see Appendix A) and KRC Emergency Action Plan (see Safety sec-
tion of KRC website) 

 
Remember you represent KRC: Adhere to the speed limit, be a considerate driver, 
minimise the effect of your wash on other river users and do not succumb to “river rage”. 
Our launches are easy to recognise and report if we are speeding or otherwise driving 
irresponsibly on the reach. Reputationally, that’s no good for either the club or our 
sponsors. 
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2. Equipping yourself and the launch for an outing 

Make sure you have the following with you on the launch: 

▪ life jacket (preferably) or buoyancy aid, worn securely 

▪ paddle (used for breakdowns or approaching a capsize situation) 

▪ green first aid bag (inspected monthly): containing bandages, foil blankets etc, 
throw line, bailer, serrated safety knife (to cut weed or rope wrapped around the 
propeller), spare length of rope, spare kill cord, steering wire (to clear tell-tale 
blockage) and this manual 

▪ suitable clothing - non slip footwear and clothing suitable for the prevailing 
weather - it’s very easy to get sunburnt on a launch and, unlike rowers, you won’t 
be exercising, so wrap up warmer than you think on cold days 

▪ mobile telephone charged with the key emergency numbers (see Appendix B) in 
your contacts 

▪ navigation lights (when required) red on port, green on starboard and a white 
headtorch 

▪ fuel tank with sufficient fuel for the outing. When re-fueling you must fill the tank by 
the fuel store using the funnel, taking great care to minimise any spillage. 

▪ glasses - If you need to wear glasses for the outing, make sure you wear them 

Remember if you have a crew member ensure that they are wearing a life jacket or 
buoyancy aid and suitable clothing. 

 

3. Preparing and starting the launch 

▪ check the mooring lines are secure to the boat 

▪ carefully unlock/remove the chain/padlock and re-lock padlock securely to the chain 
(to avoid adding to the numerous padlocks lost over the years) 

▪ place paddle/first aid bag securely on the boat 

▪ check the propeller is free of all obstructions 

▪ attach the fuel tank to the engine and open fuel tank breather valve (see Figure-1) 

▪ squeeze the fuel line bulb to prime the engine (see Figure-1) 

▪ check the gears are in neutral (N) and (in winter months) set throttle to fast idle until 
it warms up  

▪ attach kill cord to the kill switch on the console (see Figure-2) 

▪ attach your kill cord securely, coiled around your upper leg or attached to 
your life jacket, not to your wrist as it can easily cut out unexpectedly (per RYA 
recommendations, see Figure-2) 

▪ insert the keys, start the engine but stay in neutral 

▪ check the cooling water “tell tale” 

▪ untie the mooring rope and gently push off from the side 

▪ Steer accordingly and carefully engage gear (whether forward (F) or reverse (R)) - 
you don’t want to end up on the landing stage! 
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Figure-1:Fuel tank sitting on KRC fuel store (1. Breather valve, 2. Fuel line bulb, 3. Fuel line release button) 

 
 
Figure 2: Correctly installed kill cord (1.Kill switch, 2. Kill cord around thigh) and 3. Fast idle 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Returning from an outing  

At the end of your session, take the following steps: 
 

▪ ensure it is safe to approach the mooring point, if not wait until it is clear 

▪ slowly bring the launch alongside its mooring point - whether by the river bank or 
tied to another launch, facing the launch upstream or into the wind in severe 
conditions  

▪ ensure the gear is in neutral 

▪ tie the mooring rope to the mooring point (tree on bank or the other launch) with 
appropriate knots (at least a round turn and two half hitches) 

▪ turn off the engine and disconnect kill switch 

▪ Disconnect fuel tank pressing the small button on the attachment (see Figure-1), 
please do not don’t yank it off. Close the fuel tank breather valve to avoid fuel spill. 

▪ where the launch has a chain, fasten/lock it securely to mooring point 

▪ return the fuel tank to the fuel store (ensuring the latter is locked) 

▪ return first aid bag, paddle and life jacket to the middle boat bay and the keys to the 
adjacent key safe. 
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5. Safety tips for taking a launch out 

▪ Assess Conditions: Always make a considered assessment of the stream and 
wind conditions - both effect the operation of the launch and your ability to  
manoeuvre - the greater the flow or the stronger the wind the more space, time and 
thought you’ll need to position yourself safely on the river. If there has been strong 
winds overnight or the previous day, look out for branches or other detritus on the 
water - so make the necessary mental adjustments to account for these conditions. 

 
▪ Watch your Speed: Other than when you are following a crew or in an emergency, 

the speed limit on our stretch is 4 knots (5mph). Get a speedo app on your phone. If 
your crew is setting off before you, make sure that you have agreed a place to meet 
them - you can’t speed in order to catch them up. 

 
▪ “Steer then Gear”: when manoeuvring it’s best and most effective practice to turn 

wheel before engaging gear/throttle.  
 

▪ Stay Aware: Keep a constant 360 degree look out. The potential hazards are all 
around you. Don’t be so caught up coaching/supervising your crews such that you 
aren’t looking out for hazards - most rowers will regale a near-miss story of a launch 
coming in the other direction (often at speed) where the offending driver was too 
focused on their crew to see the hazard coming directly at them. 

 
▪ Observe the rules of the river: The navigational rules for launches are the same 

as for our rowing boats - keep to the right-hand side of the stretch and overtake 
craft by passing them on their left-hand side. 

 
▪ Use of audible signals: The common-sense approach to hearing a sound signal 

from other craft is to slow down, look carefully and assess the situation. The larger 
boats prefer the middle of the river where the under-boat draft is deepest. Turk’s 
tend give a generic blast to alert the driver/rowers to their impending presence. It is 
simply their means of communication. Don’t be afraid to shout (politely) to alert 
other river users of your presence/impending hazards. 

 
▪ Supporting crews when turning: Think about your position on the water and 

where best, in line with the navigational rules, you can see better than the crew/cox 
to assess any relevant traffic. e.g. when crews leave the landing stage to turn down 
to Teddington Lock or where they are turning upstream of Raven’s Ait. Always 
place the launch at the turning points between the rowers and the hazard e.g. at 
Teddington Lock sit the launch between the rower and the lock so you are best 
placed to rescue them 

 
▪ Make it obvious what you are doing: Use over accentuated movements when 

turning or overtaking to make it obvious to other river users what you are doing. 
 

▪ Be patient: if in doubt of whether there’s enough time to complete your manoeuvre 
and you are in a safe position just wait until you’re sure there is. 

 
▪ Positioning your launch: When accompanying crews best practice is to place the 

launch to the left of the rowing boats. If not, you tend to push the crews towards the 
middle of the river.  
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▪ Look after the launch: The throttle can be pushed upwards in forward gear and 
downwards in reverse, the more you push the greater the thrust. Avoid yanking the 
throttle sharply from a forward setting to reverse and vice versa - it is very bad news 
for the engines and will significantly reduce their shelf life. Periodically check that 
the tell-tale on the engine. If none, turn off the engine when safe, check for block-
ages by poking a piece of steering wire (in first aid kit) down the holes if that doesn’t 
work idle the launch very slowly back to the club to avoid overheating and report it. 

▪ Ensure appropriate skills/knowledge for your outing: e.g in the rare event that 
you are taking the launch through a lock, review the procedures set out in Appendix 
C before commencing your outing. 
 

▪ Constantly engage the common-sense gear in your brain before any other gear! 
 

6.  Capsize and rower emergency situations 

▪ The Golden Rules: 

➢ primary objective is always the safe recovery of the individual - they will get 
cold very quickly in the water, even in the summer months. 

➢ stay completely calm and assess the situation you are confronting with great care, 
and, if you can, ensure other crews are aware of the situation;  

➢ you mustn’t panic or rush to act - this may create danger and be infectious for 
those in difficulty 

➢ do not go into the water unless there is a serious incident where you have no 
alternative but to seek to rescue the rower in this way. 

➢ don’t add to the danger - remember you are operating a launch with an exposed 
propeller and therefore a very real hazard for capsized rowers. 

 
▪ Emergency: If there is an immediate threat to life or serious injury then first call the 

emergency services before attempting a rescue.  

▪ Assess the scene: It’s generally best if the rower/crew stays with the boat unless it is 
clearly unsafe e.g. it’s heading over a weir. Consider: Can the rower/s easily right the 
boat and make a safe recovery from shallow water or nearby landing stage/riverbank? 
If not, are they able to get on top of the boat (most of their body out of the water) and 
swim/paddle the boat to the side of the river away from other river traffic/hazards?  

▪ Approaching the scene: If you have to affect a recovery in low stream/little wind 
conditions, slowly approach the rower, put the engine in neutral and paddle the final 
metres and help them on to the launch. If conditions are more difficult approach 
sideways in front of the rower from downstream/downwind, allowing the rower to 
naturally drift towards the hulls of the launch. If you are unable to get close, consider 
using the throw line in your First Aid Bag.  

▪ Recovering the rower: Once the rower is on the launch, you may be able to assist 
them back into their boat. If that isn’t practicable, the priority is to return the rower to dry 
land (and further assistance if necessary) rather than recovery of the boat, blades etc. 
There are foil blankets in the First Aid Bag that can be wrapped around the rower. 

▪ Boat recovery: If, without compromising the rower’s situation, you can recover the 
boat (and it’s a size you can safely recover), then do so. If not, try to ensure the boat is 
left in a sensible position and will not cause river users problems or get damaged. 
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Appendix A – Navigation Map  

 
1. Teddington to Molesey Navigation Map 
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Appendix B – Emergency Numbers 

 
We recommend adding the following numbers into your contacts on your mobile phone: 
 
KRC Contacts: 

Kingston Rowing Club: 020 8546 8592 

Kakay Halle: 07835 835806 (Club Captain) 

Josh Burrows: 07703 297651 (Head Juniors’ Coach)  

Chris Griffith: 07889 445 426 (Junior Squad Rowing Director) 

Chris Radford: 07974 762346 (Safety Adviser) 

Andy Medcalf: 07543 107 758 (KRC Senior Men’s Coach) 

 

Emergency Services: 

Teddington Lifeboat: 020 8973 0586 

Environment Agency 24 hr: 0800 807060  

Surrey Police: 101 or 01483 571212  

 

Hospitals: 

Kingston Hospital: 020 8546 7711  
Galsworthy Road, Kingston Upon Thames, 
KT2 7QB 

Teddington Memorial Walk-in Centre: 020 
8714 4004 
Hampton Road, Teddington, TW11 0JL  

 

Other Clubs on our reach: 

Walbrook Rowing Club: 020 8977 5254 

Dittons Skiff and Punting Club: 020 8398 
1642 

Lensbury Club: 020 8614 6400 

 

Locks: 

Teddington Lock: 020 8940 8723 

Molesey Lock: 020 8979 4482  
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Appendix C – Lock Procedures 

 

1. Introduction 
 

Moving through a lock is perhaps the trickiest part of boating. There’s a lot to think about at 
once and a whole series of tasks to carry out. If your boat gets caught up, it could come 
crashing down into the lock. However, there’s no mystery to using locks – just a series of 
step-by-step tasks. Know the procedure, take your time and you’ll be on your way with no 
problem. 
 

 A lock is simply a chamber with gates at either end. By 
emptying or filling that chamber with water, your boat can 
move up or down onto a new section of the waterway. 

All locks work on a similar principle. With the lock gates 
closed, you open sluices (the paddles) to let the water in or 
out. When the water level under your boat is the same as the 
level you’re moving to, you simply move in or out of the lock. 

Some locks you operate yourself and others are operated by 
lock-keepers, on the Thames most locks are manned during 
specific hours but can be operated manually out of hours. 

Always obey specific lock instructions and local information. 

 

2. Manned Locks 
 

Always follow the lock-keeper’s instructions. On 
the Thames you must switch your engine off in 
the lock and use ropes to control your boat. 
Ensure you have enough rope before leaving 
the club. 

If the lock has traffic light signals, amber 
usually means it is on user operation and you 
should proceed with care. Always check local 
information. 

 

If accompanying a crew into a lock ask the lock keeper how he wishes to arrange the lock 
– rowing boats can be damaged by movement of other boats in the lock and will normally 
be brought in last. The crew should be especially alert to either paddle or fend off at the 
instruction of the cox. You can operate some of these yourself out-of-hours but check local 
information for details. 
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3. Unmanned Locks 
 

Working the Paddles/Sluices 
Upstream paddles fill the lock. Downstream ones 
empty it. Paddle gear can be either hydraulic or 
rack and pinion. On the Thames most are now 
hydraulic. 

On the rack and pinion, remember to engage the 
safety catch before winding up the paddles. This 
stops the gears from slipping down. When you’ve 
finished winding the paddles up, check the safety 
catch is in position and then take off your 
windlass (winding handle). 

With one crew member at the helm and one at 
the paddles, you wind the paddle gear up and 
down using a windlass or lock key. You should 
always wind them bit-by-bit – and keep an eye 
on the effect of the moving water on your boat. 

Always wind the paddles back down – if you let 
them drop, they could break. To release the 
safety catch, wind the paddle up a little further. 

 

 
4. Going Downhill 

 

▪ Close all gates. Ensure bottom/downstream paddles shut. 

▪ Open top/upstream paddles to fill lock 

▪ Open gates and enter the lock 

▪ Close doors and top paddles 

▪ There is a 1.5m wide sill (step) behind you under the top/upstream gate (see 

below). As the boat falls, stay forward in the lock or your boat may strike it as the 

water level falls. 

▪ Open bottom paddles to empty lock using your ropes to keep the boat as still as 

possible. 

When the water levels are equal Open bottom gates and exit 

▪ After exiting close the gates and lower the paddles before moving on, unless a boat 

coming in the opposite direction wants to use the lock 
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5. Going Uphill 
 

As you approach the lock, send one of your crew to check whether it’s full of water or 
empty. If it’s empty, they can open the downstream gates and you can steer straight in 
(follow from Step 3 below). If it’s full, moor up below the lock, far enough away to avoid the 
currents while the lock is emptying and:   
 

▪ Close all gates. Ensure top paddles shut 

▪ Very slowly open Bottom paddles to empty lock 

▪ Open doors and enter 

▪ Don’t tie up but keep your boat steady front and back ropes looped round bollards –  

an extra turn around the bollard will stop the boat pulling you. see Floating Freely?. 

▪ Close doors and bottom paddles 

▪ Open top paddles to fill lock 

▪ As the boat rises, ensure that the bow does not snag on the forward lock gate 

▪ When full Open top gates and exit 
▪ Lower the paddles – and close the gates behind you unless a boat coming towards 

you wants to use the lock. 

If the gates don’t open or close easily, wait till the water level’s absolutely equal. If there’s 
still a problem, close the gates and paddles, check for trapped debris. 
 

6. Floating freely? 
 

As the water level rises or falls, keep a continual check on your boat. 
• Is the side of your boat caught against the lock wall? Refill the lock and check 

for damage. 

• If you’re sharing the lock with another boat, is there a safe distance between 
you? Use ropes looped round the bollards to keep you in position 

• Is the front of your boat caught on the top gate? (going upstream) Close the top 
gate paddles to stop the lock filling. Open the bottom gate paddles to allow the 
water level to fall 

• Is your rudder caught on the cill? (going downstream) Close the bottom gate 
paddles to stop the water falling further. Slowly open the top gate paddles to refill 
the lock. Check for damage 

• Are your ropes snarled or too tight to let your boat move down freely? (going 
downstream) Slacken them off if you can. If not, refill the lock. 
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7. Special Lock Safety Tips 
 
Accidents in locks are generally the result of not paying attention or rushing the 
procedures: 

• Take your time – and keep an eye out for problems 

• Enter and leave slowly so bumps are less likely to cause damage 

• Always have a competent person on board while the boat’s in the lock 

• Keep your boat well away from the gates and cills. 

• Boats tend to bang about when water flows in and out of a lock – stay alert 

• When using fenders, make sure they don’t get caught up on the lockside or gates 

• Watch out for slippery surfaces when you’re pushing the gates open 

• Work out some clear signals so that the crew and skipper can communicate quickly 
– a signal that means “close all the paddles”, for example  

• Make sure the boat’s level and free. It should be away from the cill, not caught on a 
gate or projection and the ropes should be able to run freely 

• If unmanned use the paddles (sluices) gradually 

• Check that your crew understand their roles and perform their part of the task 
correctly 

 

 


