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INTRODUCTION 
Cleaning a river by canoe or kayak is one of the best ways to motivate and involve 

individuals with their local waterways while having fun! Rivers Alive encourages boat 

cleanup events while ensuring efficacy, safety, and prioritizing a great time. The following 

document compiles tips and information to help organize boat-side waterway cleanup 

events. Refer to the Rivers Alive Organizer Guide before planning the event for 

further instruction and information pertaining to event scheduling. It covers a wide range 

of topics to ensure the events’ success including registering a cleanup, trash disposal, 

publicity, and more. It is found on the Rivers Alive website under the Organizer tab, along 

with waivers, data collection sheets, and other useful documents.  

NECESSARY CONSIDERATIONS AND 

EQUIPMENT 

Determining a Location 

Consider planning the event at a location that is already used for recreational paddling. 

Generally, there are landings and put-in’s for paddlers at these spots which will make it 

much easier for planning boatside cleanups. The chosen location should be one with easy 

access for boating, in need of cleaning, and have plenty of access for volunteer parking 

and boats.  

Most boat-side cleanups last less than four hours, so paddling beyond 5 miles is not 

recommended. In some rivers, 5 miles may be too long; especially if there is a large 

volume of trash or heavy items like tires. It is recommended for the event organizer to 

paddle the area prior to the event to ensure there is a clear passage and plenty of time and 

resources for the job.  

If the chosen waterway is not used for public recreational paddling, consider the 

following: 

Is there a safe place to get in the river, paddle the waters, and exit the boat with trash? 

• Avoid entering and exiting waterways with steep banks, slippery rocks, roads, 

culverts, and private property.  

• Generally, if the boat can’t float, don’t attempt to clean it by kayaking/canoe! 

• Respect private property and obtain written permission before attempting to 

paddle on private waters 

▪ In Georgia, the land owner has claim from the banks to the middle of the 

river. 

▪  Stepping out of a boat to grab trash is considered trespassing.  
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Equipment and Support 

Equipment Checklist 

Refer to the checklist and equipment information below of required items for each 

participant: 

 Boat 

o Single or tandem 

o Kayak, canoe, rowboats, etc. 

 Personal Flotation Device (PFD) 

o Must be worn at ALL TIMES 

 Proper clothing and closed toe shoes 

 Collection bags 

 Laundry basket 

 Garbage picker 

Obtaining Boats and Shuttles 

If the river is used recreationally for paddles, there is most likely an outfitter that rents 

boats and runs shuttles nearby. Refer to the links below for local canoe clubs who may 

support the cleanup. Try to involve as many partners as possible, as they might aid in the 

effort or provide equipment.  

Georgia Canoe Association 

Georgia River Network 

Chattahoochee Riverkeeper 

If utilizing the assistance from these groups, try to schedule the cleanup around any 

conflicting with the business (like middle of the day Saturdays or during the summer). 

Remember, these businesses are for-profit organizations, so any help with shuttle tips or 

advice should be greatly appreciated and can make a willing partner for future events.  

Using a shuttle service is highly recommended for events to improve speed and solve 

logistical issues. It is also very helpful for volunteers to bring their own boats.  

If there is no outfitter, local schools, camps, river groups, and local county outdoor 

programs may loan out their boats. Look for a mix of canoes and single kayaks. This will 

provide larger boats to collect trash and larger items, as well as smaller boats to paddle 

into tight places for trash along the riverbanks.  

Providing a shuttle service may be difficult if there is not one nearby. Drop off all boats 

and non-drivers at the put-in first. Then, all drivers take their cars to the take-out and 

condense into as few vehicles as possible to drive back up. Note: Since some drivers are 

https://www.gapaddle.com/
https://garivers.org/
https://chattahoochee.org/
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leaving their cars at the take-out early, make sure to save room to give them a ride back 

down after the trip! 

Boats 

If new or amateur boaters are joining the paddle, it is very important to ensure their 

comfort and safety. Many outfitters rent out “sit on top” kayaks that are stable, easy to 

remount, and large enough to stow trash. These types of boats are excellent for trash 

cleanups and new paddlers. Ensure that experienced paddlers attend the cleanup for 

safety reasons. To remove tires, large items, or excessive amounts of trash, having a canoe 

is a must. It is nearly impossible to balance a tire on a kayak for any distance, especially if 

any maneuvering is involved.  

Other Helpful Items 

Garbage pickers, plastic laundry baskets, and mesh bags are excellent tools to utilize 

during a cleanup. Garbage pickers are great for retrieving trash from within the boat. This 

tool helps to avoid encountering any creatures in the vicinity of trash being picked up. 

Similarly, plastic laundry baskets bungee corded on the outside of the boat is a great way 

to store trash during a cleanup. This method avoids accidental collection of animals 

hidden within trash from entering the cockpit of a boat. Mesh bags are helpful because 

they do not hold water and can be reused for future cleanups.  

Personal Floatation Device 

All participants must always wear a life vest (PFD), no exception. This safety requirement 

is outlined in the waiver and should be signed prior to entering the water. Spanish and 

English versions of the waiver can be downloaded as a pdf using this link.  

Clothing/Shoes 

Assume that those participating have never been involved with a paddle before. They will 

not know what to expect or wear. Nylon, quick drying clothes and shoes that will not come 

off in the water is recommended. Gloves can be useful for long paddles but may get in the 

way for paddlers. Ensure participants are aware that they will get wet and dirty and should 

prepare an extra set of clothes for the trip home. It is not advisable to take a group of 

novice paddlers during the winter due to the weather. However, any group paddling 

during this season should be equipped with warm clothes and extra layers for swims. All 

volunteers should have closed-toe shoes and never paddle in flip flops. Remind 

participants that electronic devices are not waterproof and bring extra dry bags for these 

items in case volunteers do not have them.  

Trash Disposal 

After completing the paddle, the trash haul must be disposed of. Determine the method 

of disposal prior to starting the cleanup. Large events may require dumpsters whereas 

https://riversalive.georgia.gov/organize-cleanup-0/forms-and-documents
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smaller events may be okay with using a pick-up truck. Partner with local city and county 

workers, Clean and Beautiful affiliates, or park officials to facilitate trash pickup. Refer to 

the How to Organize a Waterway Cleanup Guide for more information on trash disposal 

methods. 

Safety Concerns 

Large Items 

Before the trip, make a policy statement about large, heavy, or dangerous items. It can be 

tempting to remove large items, but volunteer safety is more important. Those willing to 

pick these up must consider the amount of time it will take and determine if it can be 

accomplished. Set an “end” time that all volunteers should be off the river by, this can 

help determine if removing these items will become a navigation hazard.  

Tires 

Because of disposal fees, tires have become an issue for waterway cleanup volunteers. 

Oftentimes, they are buried within the soil and require a shovel to remove. If this is the 

case, leave it. Soil disturbance is more harmful to the waterway than the tire. It is illegal 

to throw tires into a general dumpster, they must be taken to a tire recycling plant or 

picked up by appropriate municipal authorities. If circumstances are appropriate, only 

transport tires using a canoe. The weight of a tire can throw off the balance of a kayak, 

making it impossible to transport through the water.  

Safety Briefing  

Basic safety rules should be a priority for the event. All participants must sign a waiver 

and wear a PFD at all times. Begin the event with a short safety briefing. The American 

Canoe Association has information on paddle safety, trip preparation, planning, cold 

water concerns, and guides for resources available on their website. They also offer trip 

insurance for groups and events.  

Ensure cell phones are onboard so emergency services can be called if necessary. Before 

leaving, get a head count of participants, ensure everyone is aware of the take-out 

location, implement a buddy system, and pack the waivers with emergency information 

on the organizer’s boat. Make sure this is stored in a safe, dry place on the boat and 

conduct a final head count after completing the paddle.  

First Aid 

The team leader should carry a first aid kit with band aids, antiseptic for minor cuts, and 

sting relief wipes. Take note of participant allergies, specifically bee stings, and ensure 

they are prepared with the proper antidote. Any major injuries should be treated by 

professionals and can be obtained by calling 911.  

https://riversalive.georgia.gov/organize-cleanup-0/additional-resources
https://americancanoe.org/education/resource-library/
https://americancanoe.org/education/resource-library/
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Wild Animal Safety 

The river is home to many creatures who do not understand the purpose of boats in their 

home. Oftentimes, they have even made the litter their home, so be careful when picking 

up trash along the river. Garbage pickers are excellent tools to use on the water for trash 

removal. Sometimes, garbage pickers are dropped and end up in the water. To avoid 

littering, use duct tape to secure a Styrofoam pool noodle around the picker to ensure that 

they float. Snakes, bees, spiders, frogs, and other creatures may be under or around any 

items found, so collect with caution. To avoid creatures from entering the cockpit of the 

boat, use a plastic laundry basket bungee corded to the outside to place trash.  

Lead and Sweep 

Before entering the water, conduct a complete safety briefing with participants. Refer to 

the sections above and the How to Organize a Waterway Cleanup Guide for best practices. 

One of the most important tips for a safe cleanup is to designate a lead boat and a sweep 

that are familiar with the waterway. All other boaters should stay between these two 

volunteers, so the group stays together. If there are many experienced paddlers joining, a 

larger number of novices may join. Take a head count before entering the water, ensure 

everyone knows the take-out location, and end the paddle with a final head count to be 

sure all participants arrive safely.  

PUBLICIZE AND INFORM 
Publicize the event on the Rivers Alive website and utilize social media platforms to 

engage more volunteers if supplies are available. However, because of the equipment 

requirements for boat-side cleanups, it may be helpful to make this a private event to 

control participation. Always follow up after the event with the results of the cleanup and 

post photos from the day on the Rivers Alive website and associated social media 

accounts.  

Before the day of the event, check in will participants and partners to avoid any 

unexpected issues. Communication should be specific to the event, and all participants 

should be aware of expectations. Provide a direct line of contact in case any issues arrive 

on the day of. Refer to the example below of an email sent to participants before a cleanup 

event: 

Participant Information Email Example 

Thank you for volunteering for the June 2nd Clean the Race Course Paddle Cleanup! 
Please review the details below. 
 
WHERE TO MEET AND WHAT TIME: 
We will be meeting at Garrard Landing at 8:30am Saturday, June 2nd. Please be prompt! 

https://riversalive.georgia.gov/organize-cleanup-0/additional-resources
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The address is: 8100 Holcomb Bridge Road, Alpharetta, GA. The entrance is the 
same as the John’s Creek Environmental Campus. 
 
Shuttling: Once we meet at Garrard Landing, we will unload all boats and equipment. 
Drivers (only drivers) will take their cars to Azalea Drive (the takeout) and park their cars. 
I'll have driving directions for you. (Passengers will remain at Garrard Landing with the 
boats.) We will then carpool back to Garrard Landing - using vehicles that can 
accommodate the most people. 
 
Schedule for the day: Our estimated time to start paddling is approx 9:30am. Folks, 
this is about 5 miles and typically a 2-3 hour paddle trip. But when you factor in cleaning, 
well, then it quickly turns in to a much longer day. I will be keeping track of the time and 
if you hear a whip crack overhead… just know we gotta step up the pace. But I hope to be 
off the river by 2pm. 
 
WHAT TO EXPECT: 

• This is a service project to pickup trash out of the river. Wear clothes that you 
don't mind getting very dirty and wet. And while I shouldn't have to say this, 
I will -- your boat will get very dirty as well. 

o You might want to bring clean clothes and shoes to change into for your 
journey home. 

 
WHAT TO BRING: 

• You are responsible for your own boating equipment... canoe/kayak, 
paddles, PFD. 

o If you need to rent your equipment, please Click here for a list of other 
outfitters. 

• Laundry basket: Yes, a plastic laundry basket bungeed to your boat makes a 
great place to hold your accumulated trash 

• Personal Floatation Device: Please make sure you have a Personal Floatation 
Device (PFD). PFDs are required and must be worn on the trip. 

• Drinks/Snacks/Lunch. Please make sure you have plenty of fluids to drink. It 
may be a hot day. Also, plan to bring lunch or snacks (depending on duration and 
time of day). 

• Sunscreen/Hat: It's easy to forget while you're paddling on the cool water that 
you can still be sunburned. So be prepared with clothing or sunscreen. Hats and or 
sunglasses on safety straps are recommended. 

• Dry Clothes: Plan on getting wet! Kayaking/canoeing is a water sport - so it's 
likely that you might get wet or at least splashed. Plan to have a towel and/or dry 
clothing in your car waiting for you at the end of the trip. 

• Cameras and cell phones. Please be sure they are in waterproof 
bags/containers. Both are expensive so don’t trust their safety to an inexpensive 
sandwich bag. 

• Severe Weather: The event will be cancelled if there is a threat of severe 
thunderstorms/lightening OR if the river is running high due to rain or a release. 
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If weather is not looking good, CHECK YOUR EMAIL BEFORE YOU LEAVE THE 
HOUSE SAT MORNING. I will email you all by 7:30am if we cancel. If you don’t 
hear from me, let’s go! 

 

 


