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shALLoW WATeR cRossiNGs (WADiNG)

Each individual has a different point at which they can no longer control their 
motion while wading into the water. The strategy with shallow water crossings 
is to use the combined mass of your team members to wade into deeper water. 
These techniques are useful for rescues, but also anytime you want to cross 
rivers. If hiking, search for the widest crossing. Wide crossings should feature 
shallower and slower water. Trekking poles are a great asset for stability and 
probing water depth.

The shallow water crossing techniques can give you a little extra reach when 
throwing a rope, or allow access to an entrapped swimmer. For an entrapment 
rescue, the wading group of rescuers can create an eddy around the rescuee and 
attempt to extract them. For such a simple technique, shallow water crossings 
can make a big difference in a rescue.

You can practice shallow water crossings in places without downstream river 
hazards. Start on the bank and walk into the river until you reach the point 
where you lose control. You should be able to wade farther across the channel 
as you add partners.

Everyone attempting a shallow water crossing needs to wear full safety equip-
ment, especially life vest and helmet. Be prepared to get swept off your feet, 
and be certain that you can swim to shore without encountering any hazards. 
There are a variety of effective wading techniques; I’ll outline those taught by 
the Swiftwater Safety Institute.

Shallow water crossing practice, Willow Creek, Alaska.
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solo (with optional Pole or Paddle)
If alone, find a stout pole to use as a brace. Some people use their paddle for this, 
but I find it difficult to control the blade angle, causing me to fight the paddle 
when I want to focus on my footing.

Solo crossing:
1. Face upstream so that the water passes between your legs; keep your 

legs wide.
2. Move laterally with side steps, keeping at least two points of contact 

(legs or pole) on the river bottom at all times.
3. Take the time to search for secure footing before committing to the 

next step.

Two-person (A-frame)
When two people are available, form an A-frame by facing each other and 
grabbing each other’s life vest lapels with both hands. The bigger person should 
be on the upstream side, and both partners will communicate as they search for 
sound footing and coordinate side-stepping into deeper water.

Three-person (Tripod or Pivot)
A third person can be added to the A-frame so that all three are holding on to 
each other’s life vest lapels, keeping their heads together, and facing inward to 
allow for eye contact and verbal communication.

Three-person shallow water crossing:
1. When the person in the upstream position is stable, they remain 

stationary while the others pivot across the current.
2. When the next person rotates into position with their back to the 

current, they become the new anchor, and the others pivot into the 
current.

The three-person group might be able to wade across without pivoting, pivoting 
just provides a designated anchor. Communication is key. The anchor needs to 
let the others know when they are stable; the pivoting members need to commu-
nicate when they have set a new anchor and are ready for the next rotation.
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Wedge
Large groups can attempt crossing as a wedge. This technique allows rescuers 
to reach significantly farther into the channel and provide a stable eddy for a 
rescuer to work on a patient or extract equipment.

Group shallow water crossing:
1. Place the largest person at the front of the wedge, facing upstream, 

and preferably with a stout pole to brace against.
2. Stack two people behind the anchor, also facing upstream, holding 

onto the leader’s life vest lapels.
3. Stack three people behind the row of two, crossing each other’s arm 

to hold on to the lapels of the row in front, and keeping the wedge 
compact. Additional people can stack onto the back of the wedge.

The entire wedge moves laterally by side-stepping into the channel. The leader 
will feel a very strong current but is supported by the rest of the wedge. The 
people in the back of the wedge are unlikely to feel any significant current, which 
allows them to help with an extrication (see below).

eNTRAPmeNT

Entrapment occurs when a limb or body gets caught in the riverbed or obsta-
cle. A frustrating aspect of entrapment is that the rescuee is often in shallow 
water—just out of reach. The rescuee has to fight against the constant force 
of the current and will eventually collapse into the water and possibly drown. 
There might only be minutes to provide rescue, depending on the temperature 
and force of the water. To avoid entrapment, do not stand in the river unless you 
can control your movement.

Entrapment, and especially foot entrapment, is a significant perceived hazard 
for packrafters because we are often on low-volume rivers and out of our boats. 
However, thankfully, there have not been any reported incidents. The hazard feels 
likely because packrafters often try to stand or push off the river bottom when 
attempting wet re-entries. It seems probable that pushing off the river bottom 
will eventually lead to a foot getting stuck between rocks or sunken debris.


