Irish Sea Kayaking Association
Underage Paddling Policy Statement
Sea Kayaking is a risk activity.  Irish Sea Kayaking Association is a voluntary organisation engaged in promoting sea kayaking in Ireland.  As part of what it does, it organises events throughout the year at different venues around the country.  The number of the events every year, the quality of these events and the safety margins at these events are constrained by the number of volunteers qualified and willing to run these events.  Given the popularity of these meets these days, it is often necessary to have several qualified leaders available for a weekend.  The whole organisation is constantly under strain attempting to meet these requirements.

ISKA membership is entirely adult.  We do not have the capacity to extend our activities in an organised and proper professional manner into the development of youth canoeing in any structured way.  Our professional advice is that persons under 18 years of age participating in risk activities are a legal danger area far above and beyond the legal worries we encounter anyway organising these events for adults.  Catering for youth paddling is an additional burden from the bureaucratic, organisational and manpower perspectives that we are simply not in a position to meet.  Developing youth sea kayaking may be something that Irish Sea Kayaking Association can aspire to doing in the future, but it does not have the capacity to do it now.  

The additional burdens placed on engaging in youth sea kayaking include the following:

· Voluntary leaders willing to and with the additional training to cope with the added requirements and challenges inherent in youth canoeing.

· The education of all the members of ISKA, and in particular its leaders, in all the requirements and challenges of youth canoeing insofar as it requires standards of behaviour from everyone in the presence of children, adults and children alike, whether directly relating to each other or not, as outlined in the Code of Ethics and Best Practice for Children in Sport.

· Indemnity Insurance.  Our professional advice is that children do not and can not consent to the risks inherent in adventure activities such as sea kayaking.  Even where a parent consents to their participation on their behalf, the standard of care legally owed to children from adults engaged in risk activities is far greater than adult to adult.  To engage in the activity without being properly indemnified is to invite misfortune.

Nevertheless, a very positive attitude among all adults participating in adventure sports towards encouraging youth participation is widespread in sea kayaking as in other adventure sports.  “Mol an óige agus tiochfhaidh siad”.  Individual leaders have been permitting, and in some cases even encouraging, youth participation in sea kayaking, even on organised meets, for years.  This has always been on a one-off basis, where the leader of the trip makes a decision on the beach, and sets conditions and parameters within which a young person may paddle.  The committee is not against this practice.  It trusts its leaders, and in return it requires the entire membership to back these leaders on the beach when circumstances require.  There must be no protest at any leader’s decision to refuse anyone paddling in any particular case, and all members are required to back the leader against any protest by any disappointed person.  

In the experience of the committee there are parameters within which discretion is used.

· The children concerned are always known to the leader to be up to the conditions that will be encountered or which might be encountered, or the leader is confident in this regard by other means.

· The child is often accompanied by his/her parent/guardian.

· The child is invariably about 15 years of age, though in exceptional cases may be as young as 13.  No matter how sturdy in appearance, 12 years old and younger would never be accepted by any ISKA leader.  

An additional requirement henceforth, to be strictly adhered to without exception, is that the Waiver of Liability, Release, Acknowledgement of Risk and Indemnification (for underage Kayakers) Agreement which was prepared with legal advice must be signed by the parent/guardian of the child.  That form may be downloaded.  It is not the responsibility of the leader to have it to hand and any underage would-be paddler should have it with them appropriately signed.

ISKA points out that professional service providers are teaching and leading sea kayaking in almost every part of the country, and courses for children and adults alike have never before been so conveniently available  ISKA is a voluntary body with limited resources, but these professionals have far greater ability to accommodate underage paddling.  A list of professional service providers is available elsewhere on this webpage. 

The policies stated above are for guidance only.  Ultimately the leader on the beach has absolute control of every aspect of the trip, and may refuse participation in any trip to anyone, adult or child, for no good reason or for no reason at all.  ISKA does not require its leaders to give an explanation for any such refusal to anyone.  Sea kayaking is a risk activity, and ISKA requires all its members always to actively support all its leaders making these hard decisions, that inevitably deliver disappointment, and be seen to.
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