Draft for 2d, vii, Stream Crossings, by James Pollard:


When crossing a stream, the single highest priority is preventing injuries that could occur primarily from a walker slipping and falling.  Such an injury can run the gamut from a simple scrape to a broken leg or ankle, with the more likely scenario being a sprained ankle or pulled muscle.  Any injury in the backcountry can cause issues ranging from slowing the crew's speed and affecting the schedule to requiring medical evacuation of the affected crew member in the more extreme cases.  Outback Rangers must take appropriate measures to prevent such injuries.  

Techniques for Stream Crossings

Slow and/or shallow streams or water bodies:  Streams or water bodies that fall into this category are no deeper than the middle of the shin, and flow no faster than five MPH or so, which is a speed that can be felt easily but does not much interfere with walking.  Such crossings typically need only be approached with a modicum of caution; packs need not be loosened or otherwise adjusted for such a crossing.  Basically, the hiker need only step carefully in the water crossing and be sure of his or her footing before shifting weight to the next foot.  A phrase one might remember for such crossings is slow but steady:  step slowly and carefully, and feel out each new step carefully to see if it might shift, or if it is slippery with algae or other plant growth.  For those who are not quite as confident, or for especially slippery crossings, it might be advisable to look for a stick or other piece of wood in the local vicinity to serve as a temporary aid to balance if the hiker does not have a hiking stick already.  Once across, the stick can be discarded with minimal impact to the environment, or it can possibly be passed back to other members of the crew, depending on the size of the water obstacle.  If the crew is especially large or it's members are very new, it might be advisable to run a rope across the obstacle as a handrail.  This technique will be addressed in more depth in the next section on deeper and faster moving stream crossings.  As a final note, the Outback Ranger should keep in mind that many injuries around small and shallow streams occur on account of group members wanting to keep their feet dry and consequently attempting to cross a stream by jumping from rock to rock.  This can be a dangerous practice, especially when it is done while carrying a pack weighing in excess of 30 lbs.  Ultimately, it is up to the Ranger at the crossing to make a judgment call, determining if the rocks are too small or too far apart to try to jump the crossing with.  If the rocks are insufficient for jumping the creek, then the Ranger should set the example by walking through the water.  Wet socks are a minor, easily remedied inconvenience in comparison to a sprained ankle or pulled muscle resulting from a bad jump.  

Faster and deeper streams:  The faster and deeper a stream runs, the more caution it should be approached with.  In many cases, it is not advisable to even attempt to cross such streams.  Examples of such situations would be flash flood conditions; the power of fast moving water should never be underestimated.  Being swept away is a very serious hazard; even in knee deep water running at around 10 MPH, it is very possible to be swept off one's feet and dumped into large, hard, unforgiving river rocks.  In such situations, a rope handrail must be used.  Essentially, one end of the rope is tied off to something solid, such as a rock or tree, and a strong individual goes carefully across the stream with the other end to tie it off to another solid object.  Of course, said individual is moving without his pack on to help in retaining balance in the current; even so, it must again be emphasized that the utmost care and discretion is being used.  As a rule of thumb, if the current is faster than 10 MPH and deeper than knee deep, you probably shouldn't even be anywhere near it, let alone thinking about crossing it.  Once the line is across the stream with its carrier, it is tied off, and all slack is removed from the rope handrail.  The rope can now be used as a support for members of the crew to cross with one at a time.  This is critical, because in such a current, it is EXPECTED that crossers with packs on will lose their balance, and they must be able to steady themselves on the rope to avoid falling and injuring themselves.  Pack straps on anyone crossing should be loosened, and every attempt should be made to make the pack buoyant; for example, inflating and sealing plastic bags.  Thus in an emergency during the crossing, the hiker can drop his or her pack, and expect to recover it later not far downstream.  It might also be advisable in certain situations to have a person without packs or equipment at especially tricky places in the stream, braced to help those with packs in the crossing.  Once the crossing is complete, the rope can be recovered by a carrier who crosses back to the starting side without pack or gear, unties the rope, and uses the rope to pull himself back to the other side.  The rope can then be pulled in, gathered up, and appropriately stowed.  

