


Fresh Water Response with 
Airboats 



PurposePurpose

Provide attendees with a basic overview
Provide attendees with a basic overview 
of the advantages and challenges of usingof the advantages and challenges of using 
airboats in an oil spill responseairboats in an oil spill response 
application.application. 



Airboat ApplicationsAirboat Applications
��Transporting equipment and peopleTransporting equipment and people

��Towing, setting and adjusting boomTowing, setting and adjusting boom

��Operating in shallow rivers and lakesOperating in shallow rivers and lakes

��Operating in overflow and broken ice conditionsOperating in overflow and broken ice conditions

��Safety VesselSafety Vessel













Response ChallengesResponse Challenges
�� Identifying the correct equipment for the taskIdentifying the correct equipment for the task

�� Developing a detailed operating policyDeveloping a detailed operating policy

�� Implementing a comprehensive training program
Implementing a comprehensive training program

�� Ensuring that operators are qualified for the task
Ensuring that operators are qualified for the task



Case Studies 

• Airboat Cut Bank Collision during Training 
• Sag River Boat Flip 



Airboat Cut Bank Collision 

• Weather: 
– Temperature: 70 degrees 
– Wind: 8 knots 
– Clear and sunny skies 
– Three POB 



Direction of Travel 



POI 















Injuries 
• Laceration (head) 
• Bruised back 
• Fractured arm 
• Punctured lung 
• Dislocated shoulder 
• Fractured rib 

Contributing 
factors 

• Vessel traveling 
downriver at 
Approx 3200rpms 

• Human Error 
• Poor Judgment 
• ? 



Sag River Boat Flip 

• Weather: 
– Wind: 10MPH 
– Visibility: Patchy fog 
– Five POB 



Vessel Impacted silt bank while 
attempting to make a turn 









ContributingInjuries	 factors


•	 Superficial • Inexperienced 
Abrasions operator 

•	 Aggravated • ? 
current back 
injury 



How Can We Prevent this? 



��Well defined operational guidelinesWell defined operational guidelines
�� Ensure operator competenciesEnsure operator competencies
�� Operators understand theory ofOperators understand theory of 

airboat operationsairboat operations 
�� Understanding of general airboatUnderstanding of general airboat 

safetysafety
�� Conduct thorough vessel inspections
Conduct thorough vessel inspections
�� File float plans and conductFile float plans and conduct 

passenger briefingspassenger briefings
�� Ability to take corrective actions inAbility to take corrective actions in 

emergency situationsemergency situations



Airboat OperationsAirboat OperationsAirboat OperationsAirboat Operations 



ACS Airboat InventoryACS Airboat Inventory



SingleSingle--Engine AirboatEngine Airboat
�� Operator seating elevated in the center atOperator seating elevated in the center at 

rearrear 
�� Elevated windshield and control panelElevated windshield and control panel 
�� Passenger seating front and belowPassenger seating front and below 
�� Seats can be removed for hauling cargoSeats can be removed for hauling cargo 
�� Maximum visibilityMaximum visibility 
�� Less weather protectionLess weather protection

unless outfitted with a house 



HuskyHusky
�� Forward control station with enclosedForward control station with enclosed 

cabincabin
�� Primarily designed as a rescue vessel forPrimarily designed as a rescue vessel for 

use in iceuse in ice
�� Engine mounted lower in hull thanEngine mounted lower in hull than 

conventional airboatconventional airboat



FreighterFreighter
�� RearRear--drivedrive 
�� CustomCustom--built to carry 853H Bobcat
built to carry 853H Bobcat 
�� 15 x 30 feet15 x 30 feet 
�� 7 foot ramp7 foot ramp 
�� Carries up to 7,500 poundsCarries up to 7,500 pounds 
�� Dual 454 cubic inch enginesDual 454 cubic inch engines 
�� Raised seating for operatorRaised seating for operator 

and 6 passengersand 6 passengers



Airboat Safety Awareness
Airboat Safety Awareness

�� Weather limitationsWeather limitations
�� Float planFloat plan
�� PPE requirementsPPE requirements
�� Passenger briefPassenger brief
�� Emergency proceduresEmergency procedures
�� Load managementLoad management
�� CommunicationsCommunications



Weather Limitations: WindWeather Limitations: Wind

�� Level I Training limited to average windLevel I Training limited to average wind 
speed <18MPH.speed <18MPH.
�� Level II & III Training and oil spillLevel II & III Training and oil spill 

response operations limited to averageresponse operations limited to average 
wind speeds <25MPHwind speeds <25MPH –– If all attendeesIf all attendees 
are comfortable with conditionsare comfortable with conditions
�� Airboat response operations will beAirboat response operations will be 

shutdown when average wind speed isshutdown when average wind speed is 
>25MPH.>25MPH.



PPE RequirementsPPE Requirements

�� Double hearing protection
Double hearing protection
�� Safety glasses or goggles
Safety glasses or goggles
�� Hip boots or chest waders
Hip boots or chest waders
�� PFDPFD
�� Warm clothing and gloves
Warm clothing and gloves



Crew & Passenger Safety Brief
Crew & Passenger Safety Brief
�� Boat operatorBoat operator’’s supervisory roles supervisory role
�� Proper PPE for crew and passengersProper PPE for crew and passengers
�� Crew responsibilities in case of emergenciesCrew responsibilities in case of emergencies
�� Potential hazards of hypothermia and frostbite
Potential hazards of hypothermia and frostbite
�� Proper PFD for crew and passengersProper PFD for crew and passengers
�� Double hearing protectionDouble hearing protection
�� Hazards of vicinity of the engine cageHazards of vicinity of the engine cage
�� Keep boat free of gravelKeep boat free of gravel
�� Boarding proceduresBoarding procedures
�� Review safety gear aboard and how to use itReview safety gear aboard and how to use it
�� Staying seated while boat is in motionStaying seated while boat is in motion
�� Review task to be completed and proceduresReview task to be completed and procedures 

involvedinvolved



Float PlanFloat Plan

�� File a Float Plan with Base Operations:File a Float Plan with Base Operations:
–– Name of the boatName of the boat 
–– Name of the boat operatorName of the boat operator 
–– Number of passengersNumber of passengers 
–– DestinationDestination 
–– Estimated time of returnEstimated time of return 
–– Designated radio channelDesignated radio channel
–– If plan changesIf plan changes –– notify ACS Basenotify ACS Base 

about changesabout changes
–– Close float plan when operations/travelClose float plan when operations/travel 

completecomplete





Prepare for Departure
Prepare for Departure



PrePre--LaunchLaunch InspectionInspection

A preA pre--launch vessel inspection must belaunch vessel inspection must be 
completed prior to launching or in thecompleted prior to launching or in the 
case of extended operations; the oncase of extended operations; the on--
coming operator should get a briefingcoming operator should get a briefing 
from the previous operator and thenfrom the previous operator and then 
conduct a thorough inspection prior toconduct a thorough inspection prior to 
departure.departure.



Vessel InspectionVessel Inspection



VesselVessel InspectionInspection



Vessel InspectionVessel Inspection



Loading Passengers and CargoLoading Passengers and Cargo

�	� Consider the weight of all passengers and gear.Consider the weight of all passengers and gear.

�	� A 20 foot boat can carry approximately 1200 pounds.A 20 foot boat can carry approximately 1200 pounds.

�	� Keep the weight toward the center of the boat and notKeep the weight toward the center of the boat and not 
too far forward.too far forward.

�	� Check the amount of freeboard before leaving shoreCheck the amount of freeboard before leaving shore

�	� Designed for Inland waters and near shore use inDesigned for Inland waters and near shore use in 
waters less than 6 ft.waters less than 6 ft.



StartingStarting
�	� Attach the kill switch lanyardAttach the kill switch lanyard
�	� Yell,Yell, ““ClearClear””
�	� Look behind the boat and to the sides and waitLook behind the boat and to the sides and wait 

44--5 seconds5 seconds
�� Start engine and let it warm up. Oil pressure
Start engine and let it warm up. Oil pressure 

should read 25should read 25--45psi. Temperature gauge
45psi. Temperature gauge 
should range between 170should range between 170--180 degrees.
180 degrees.

�	� Check the rudder control, right and leftCheck the rudder control, right and left
�	� Remember prop wash blastRemember prop wash blast
�	� Leave the shore at idle speedLeave the shore at idle speed
�� Cruise at minimum speed to stay on stepCruise at minimum speed to stay on step
�	� Never cruise at full powerNever cruise at full power



Underway ConsiderationsUnderway Considerations

�� Keep deck clear of debris and loose items
Keep deck clear of debris and loose items
�� All crew & passengers to stay seatedAll crew & passengers to stay seated
�� Maintain radio contact with other vessels
Maintain radio contact with other vessels
�� Check in with ACS Base on agreed uponCheck in with ACS Base on agreed upon 

time intervaltime interval



Airboat Handling CharacteristicsAirboat Handling Characteristics



Airboat PhysicsAirboat Physics
�� Airboats at rest want to stay at restAirboats at rest want to stay at rest
�� Airboats in motion want to stay in motion
Airboats in motion want to stay in motion
�� All airboats going in X direction stay in XAll airboats going in X direction stay in X 

direction unless course is corrected usingdirection unless course is corrected using 
rudders and powerrudders and power
�� All airboats will bite you if you are not inAll airboats will bite you if you are not in 

100% control 100% of the time100% control 100% of the time



Airboat AerodynamicsAirboat Aerodynamics--Power
Power

Air flowing across the propeller produces forwardAir flowing across the propeller produces forward 
thrust.thrust.

The operator controls the speed of forward thrustThe operator controls the speed of forward thrust 
with the accelerator pedal.with the accelerator pedal.



Steering
Steering

Direction is controlled by movement ofDirection is controlled by movement of 
air across the rudders.air across the rudders.

The operator steers the boat with theThe operator steers the boat with the 
rudder control stick.rudder control stick.



Steering
Steering
�� The Airboat will not turn withoutThe Airboat will not turn without 

applied powerapplied power
�� Never cruise at full throttle; if you need toNever cruise at full throttle; if you need to 

turn you will need more powerturn you will need more power 
�� Never doNever do ““donutsdonuts””; the wake can wash; the wake can wash 

over the gunnels and possibly swamp theover the gunnels and possibly swamp the 
boatboat
�� Vessel canVessel can ““spin outspin out”” on ice, snow, mud oron ice, snow, mud or 

shallow water 6shallow water 6”” or lessor less



Steering
Steering
�	� Most airboats have noMost airboats have no 

keel; the only directionalkeel; the only directional 
control is with thecontrol is with the 
rudders and powerrudders and power
�	� Turns in deep water areTurns in deep water are 

aided by the chines thataided by the chines that 
act as a keel allowing theact as a keel allowing the 
hull to carve throughhull to carve through 
turnsturns
�	� Handling can be adverslyHandling can be adversly 

affected by personnelaffected by personnel 
placement or movementplacement or movement Personnel movement 

can “create” a keel and 
result in an unexpected 
turn 



Starting
Starting

�� NEVER stomp on the throttleNEVER stomp on the throttle
�� Gently roll into the throttleGently roll into the throttle
�� Use only as much throttle as needed toUse only as much throttle as needed to 

get the boat on step then back off so youget the boat on step then back off so you 
have just enough speed to stay on stephave just enough speed to stay on step
�� When starting from a stuck position beWhen starting from a stuck position be 

ready to adjust throttle as soon as you areready to adjust throttle as soon as you are 
free and underwayfree and underway



Stopping
Stopping

�� Your airboat does not have brakes; youYour airboat does not have brakes; you 
must always be driving at least 10must always be driving at least 10--2020 
seconds ahead of your present positionseconds ahead of your present position 
and situationand situation
�� When stopping be aware of your sternWhen stopping be aware of your stern 

wake, it can swamp you or cause damagewake, it can swamp you or cause damage 
to your prop and radiator if you do notto your prop and radiator if you do not 
throttle away from the wake as itthrottle away from the wake as it 
approaches your transomapproaches your transom 



Stopping
Stopping
�� Option for Bleeding off (reducing) speedOption for Bleeding off (reducing) speed

–– Avoid the need by anticipating and drivingAvoid the need by anticipating and driving 
aheadahead

–– Use shallow sloping banksUse shallow sloping banks
–– As a last resort, shut off ignitionAs a last resort, shut off ignition –– attempt toattempt to 

approach bank as straight as possibleapproach bank as straight as possible



Transition Zones
Transition Zones
�� When an airboat transitions from shallow waterWhen an airboat transitions from shallow water 

to deep water the operator must be alert to theto deep water the operator must be alert to the 
change in vessel responsechange in vessel response
�� Lift effect is created when transiting from deepLift effect is created when transiting from deep 

water to shallow. You will experience increasedwater to shallow. You will experience increased 
speed and a reduced ability to turn withoutspeed and a reduced ability to turn without 
slipping or spinning outslipping or spinning out 
�� When traveling from shallow to deep water theWhen traveling from shallow to deep water the 

stern will squat and can get you in trouble if youstern will squat and can get you in trouble if you 
are making a turn at the same timeare making a turn at the same time



Operating in Windy ConditionsOperating in Windy Conditions

� Besides operator error wind is the greatest 
contributing factor to capsizing 
� Most of these boats have no floatation so if they 

tip, roll or dive, they sink quickly, usually in 3-10 
seconds 
� If winds increase while you are underway, 

running directly into or with the wind causes the 
least change in control whereas winds 
perpendicular to the rudder cause the greatest 
impairment of control 



Holding On Station
Holding On Station

�� Keep the bow into the windKeep the bow into the wind –– rememberremember 
the house and cage is a large sailthe house and cage is a large sail
�� Keep the bow into the currentKeep the bow into the current
�� If the vessel cannot hold station at idle orIf the vessel cannot hold station at idle or 

with slight power you will need to kill thewith slight power you will need to kill the 
engine and set an anchor and use a boatengine and set an anchor and use a boat 
hook for retrieval workhook for retrieval work



Beaching the Boat
Beaching the Boat

�	� Find a gravel or small cobble beachFind a gravel or small cobble beach

�	� Nose it securely onto the shore at an angleNose it securely onto the shore at an angle 
so the bow points slightly upstreamso the bow points slightly upstream 

�	� Set the anchor high on the beach with theSet the anchor high on the beach with the 
line tautline taut 

�	� Avoid beaching the boat on silt, sand andAvoid beaching the boat on silt, sand and 
mud because of the danger of gettingmud because of the danger of getting 
stuckstuck 

�	� Apply power to get off the beach thenApply power to get off the beach then 
reduce power when reentering the waterreduce power when reentering the water



Operating ConcernsOperating Concerns

Prop Wash – Following to close 

- Operations on the 
Beach 



Operating ConcernsOperating Concerns

Slow down on blind turns – 
Drive ahead and be prepared 



Operating ConcernsOperating Concerns

Keep Your Head In the Game 

Accidents happen FAST 



Operating ConcernsOperating Concerns

When in doubt slow down or stop to evaluate the situationWhen in doubt slow down or stop to evaluate the situation



Environmental Considerations
Environmental Considerations 

�� Airboat noise can cause a great deal ofAirboat noise can cause a great deal of 
wildlife disturbancewildlife disturbance
�� Minimize waterfowl harassmentMinimize waterfowl harassment



Cleaning and housekeepingCleaning and housekeeping

�� As with every boat be sure to leave it clean
As with every boat be sure to leave it clean
�� Vessel should be fueled and response ready
Vessel should be fueled and response ready
�� Throw away trashThrow away trash
�� Be sure to turn battery offBe sure to turn battery off
�� Close doorsClose doors
�� Park in safe area out of the wayPark in safe area out of the way
�� Install windshield & seat coversInstall windshield & seat covers



Emergency Procedures
Emergency Procedures

�� Man overboardMan overboard
�� FireFire
�� Taking on waterTaking on water
�� Power failurePower failure
�� WeatherWeather
�� GroundingGrounding



Man OverboardMan Overboard

�	� ShoutShout ““man overboard, starboardman overboard, starboard”” oror ““man overboard,man overboard, 
portport””
�	� Keep your eyes on the person and point in that direction
Keep your eyes on the person and point in that direction
�	� Throw a floatation device to the personThrow a floatation device to the person
�	� Reduce speed and turn backReduce speed and turn back
�	� Approach the person slowly from down streamApproach the person slowly from down stream
�	� Reach a dead slow speed as you draw alongside andReach a dead slow speed as you draw alongside and 

stopstop
�	� Assist or pull person into the boatAssist or pull person into the boat
�	� Notify Base OperationsNotify Base Operations
�	� Administer first aidAdminister first aid



FireFire

�� If possible head to shoreIf possible head to shore
�� Use fire extinguisher to put out fireUse fire extinguisher to put out fire
�� Gather emergency gear & handheld radio
Gather emergency gear & handheld radio
�� Abandon ship as last resortAbandon ship as last resort
�� Notify ACS Base of situationNotify ACS Base of situation
�� Get away from burning vessel because ofGet away from burning vessel because of 

explosion hazardexplosion hazard



Taking on water & swampingTaking on water & swamping

�� Turn on bilge pump and bail waterTurn on bilge pump and bail water
�� Head to the nearest point of landHead to the nearest point of land
�� Plug the holePlug the hole
�� Gather your emergency supplies &Gather your emergency supplies & 

handheld radiohandheld radio
�� If the vessel sinks stay together and workIf the vessel sinks stay together and work 

your way to shoreyour way to shore



Power FailurePower Failure

�� Deploy anchor off bow cleat to keep yourDeploy anchor off bow cleat to keep your 
bow into the current. (Depends onbow into the current. (Depends on 
conditions)conditions)
�� Use your paddles and boat hook to workUse your paddles and boat hook to work 

your way to shore if possibleyour way to shore if possible
�� Radio for helpRadio for help



GroundingGrounding

�	 Remove as much weight as possible and never allow 
passengers to stand near the cage to push 
� Create a wake with another vessel to put water under the 


hull while applying power and steerage to the stuck boat

�	 Clear a path in front of the boat by flattening vegetation, 

removing obstacles and wet the area with water 
�	 Any available ice makes a very slick surface to travel over 

in an emergency 
�	 Rig a tow and pull it off with another vessel 
�	 Ropes with pulleys or a come along may be used to inch 

a stuck airboat forward 
�	 PVC pipe under the hull will help boat to move 



Any Questions ?
Any Questions ?


