
What To Wear On The Water At Babbacombe 

Stay comfortable  -  Stay safe

Many people ask about the kind of clothing and kit that they need when they first join the club or
take up  water  based  activities.   Without  advice,  it  is  easy  to  spend  unnecessarily,  or  to  buy
inappropriate items. 

Babbacombe  Corinthian  members  enjoy  dinghy  sailing,  kayaking,  paddleboarding  and  sea
swimming activities, in the coastal seas and beautiful surroundings off Oddicombe Beach.   Each
of these pursuits has a slightly different set of needs for what clothing and kit  is necessary for safe
participation and for personal comfort.  If you are uncomfortable or cold, you are unlikely to enjoy
the experience.

The climate of South Devon is moderate. During summer, air temperatures will generally range
from the  upper  “teens”  to  mid  “twenties”,  on  the  Celsius  (or  centigrade)  scale.  In  the  cooler
seasons, the range is normally between single figures and low, to mid, “teens”. However, if there is
any wind – and this is normally an essential condition for sailing – it will feel cooler than this, due to
the evaporative effects of sweat or of water on your skin or clothing. Sea water temperatures vary
over the year, obviously, depending largely on the length of the day. The warmest temperatures will
occur in late summer or early autumn, reaching seventeen or eighteen degrees, and the lowest
temperatures occur in January, or February, following the winter solstice. At this time, the water
temperature can drop to single figures.  

As most people are aware, the body core temperature is about 38-39 degrees, Celsius, so body
heat will always be lost to the surrounding environment. At the very least, this will eventually lead to
discomfort. In more serious cases it can result in loss of consciousness, injury or death. Therefore-,
anyone participating in water based sports or activities will need to take steps to minimise heat
loss.  Even in high summer, with a so-called “heatwave” or warm sunshine, the risk is still there, but
with sensible choice of clothing, it can be reduced to a minimum level.

One of the most common early purchases that people make is a wetsuit.  This is a close fitting,
neoprene garment, that works by trapping water next to the skin. This water is warmed by body
heat, but it is held close to the skin, reducing the rate of heat loss.  Wetsuits come in a wide range
of styles – full length, short legged or sleeveless – but all are intended to insulate the users body,
when  immersed in the water.   Therefore, wetsuits are best suited to sports where the wearer
spends most of their time actually in the water – sea swimming, surfing, or underwater activities.
For dinghy sailors, kayakers, power boaters and windsurfing enthusiasts, who may spend less time
immersed in  the water,  the benefits  may be reduced.  A person,  in  a water  saturated wetsuit,
exposed to wind, may actually be wearing a very efficient evaporative cooling mechanism which
chills them faster than they would experience with bare skin.

Wetsuits are made in a wide range of neoprene thickness – from 2mm up to 6mm.  They can often
be found in retail shops, during summer, at fairly low costs. However, it should be kept in mind that
these are  generally  summer-weight  garments,  made of  the  thinner  materials.   The amount  of
insulation is directly proportional to the thickness, so the cheaper garments may not be suitable for
use in other seasons.

Dinghy sailing and kayaking can be quite energetic activities,  allowing a person to generate a
reasonable amount of  heat  from muscular  movement.  However,  power boat  users,  particularly
when carrying out safety boat duties, will  often spend long periods with relatively little physical
activity. If they are wet, even wearing a wetsuit, they can rapidly get chilled from wind blowing over
their bodies.  It is, therefore, a good recommendation to wear a light, windproof layer over the
wetsuit. Dinghy smocks are specifically designed for sailing and combine windproof fabrics with
close fitting necks and cuffs, to minimise ingress of water. These garments are moderately priced,
but even a simple light showerproof outdoor jacket or “windcheater” will have a similar effect –
provided they are made of a non-absorbent material. Cotton is not suitable.



Drysuits are one piece (mostly) garments, made of a waterproof material, with close fitting cuffs
and neck-seals, specialised waterproof zip fasteners and either waterproof socks or boots that are
permanently attached to the lower legs. If properly cared for, they provide a fully waterproof and
windproof outer layer hat can be worn over normal clothing. For winter conditions, they often are
sold  with  an  accessory,  inner  fleece  garment,  for  extra  warmth.  However,  drysuits  are  fairly
expensive to buy (from £300, upwards) and are fitted to the owners size. They are easily damaged
and require  regular  maintenance of  the  zip  fasteners  to  keep them from leaking.  If  ripped or
abraded, they are expensive to repair. The type with waterproof socks are particularly vulnerable to
damage, and should always be worn with protective boots over the socks.  Drysuits have many
advantages, but the cost means that anyone needs to be committed to their sport, before investing
in one. It should also be noted that there are a wide range of possible locations for the access zip
fastener (across the chest, behind the shoulders, at the waist, etc) and can be difficult to get in to,
or out of, without assistance.

It is important to protect the feet and people are strongly advised against going bare-foot.
Besides the obvious risks of painful impact injuries, or “stubbed toes”, there is a serious risk of
injury  from  stepping  on  rocks,  glass  fragments,  sharp  debris  or,  even,  discarded  hypodermic
needles, on the beach or in shallow water. Weever fish stings and jellyfish tentacles can inflict
severe pain, while even minor cuts and abrasions can get infected from waterborne pathogens.
The best footwear is a neoprene (usually, zip up) bootee with a thick sole, available from most
watersports shops. The cost is about the same as everyday footwear.  Lace up trainers, or “beach
shoes” are an alternative, but are normally low cut and may allow sand or small gravel to get
inside. No matter what savings are possible with other kit or clothing, the cost of good footwear is
always worth the spend.

Whilst the human body is close to neutrally buoyant in the water, effort is always required to keep
the head and face above the surface. If waves or surf are present, this will become even more
important,  to  prevent  inhalation  of,  or  swallowing,  water.  In  almost  all  water  temperatures,
throughout the year, a person can rapidly become chilled and unable to make the required effort.
Therefore, in almost all water sports, some form of supplementary buoyancy should be used, if
there is a risk of a person ending up in the water. Even swimmers should consider the risk of
cramp or  exhaustion,  resulting  in  their  being  unable  to  support  themselves  in  the  water.  For
swimmers, a “tow float” is a relatively low cost accessory, which can be used to hang on to, in this
situation. (they also provide useful visibility when boats are nearby) For other sports, a life-jacket
or buoyancy vest should be worn at all times.

Life-jackets are intended to be used where the person does not normally expect to end up in the
water,  except  in  event  of  an  accident.   For  this  reason,  most  life-jackets  are  fitted  with  a
mechanism that allows a bladder to be inflated, to provide the necessary buoyancy supplement
when required. Normally, this is done using a small gas cylinder attached to the bladder. Inflation
may be initiated manually, using a pull cord, or by some form of automatic valve that senses when
the  person  is  in  the  water.  The  life-jacket  is  constructed  in  such  a  manner  that  even  an
unconscious person will  be turned over, to float on their back with face and airways above the
water. By virtue of their design and construction, life-jackets provide no useful buoyancy at other
times, so are only recommended for activities where the wearer is normally out of the water (larger,
sailing  or  motor  vessels,  etc)   Dinghy sailors,  kayakers  and other  watersports  enthusiast  can
expect to spend at least some time in the water.  For this, the recommended item is a buoyancy
vest (often described as a “personal flotation device”, PFD or “buoyancy aid”. This is a waistcoat or
vest shaped garment, with closed cell foam built  in, to provide supplementary buoyancy to the
wearers body.

It should be noted that there are a wide variety of buoyancy vests on the market, aimed at different
water activities. Dinghy sailors will generally require a hip length garment, that is relatively slim, so
as to allow the user to climb back into their boat. These generally have few, or no, external straps,
to reduce the risk of snagging or getting hooked up. Kayakers will generally wear a shorter bulkier
garment that does not restrict their lower body movement and stays above the cockpit coaming of
the kayak – particularly useful when using a spray skirt on the kayak. Buoyancy vests for water



skiers often have multiple straps over the chest, to hold them onto the body during high speed
“crashes”.  In all cases, it is important that the buoyancy vest is correctly sized and does not ride
up on the body when the person is  in  the water.   Single or  dual  “crutch straps” are often
provided for this reason, and must be used when they are worn by children, whose body shape
makes it difficult tighten the garment sufficiently.  Many watersports enthusiast will tend to buy their
own buoyancy vest, but BCSC does hold a stock for use by new members, learners or others who
do not own one.

There is  now a general  recognition  across  a  wide range  of  sports,  that  head injuries  –  both
traumatic and minor – have not been given the recognition that should be accorded to them. It is
now understood that even minor impacts to the head can have an accumulative effect and lead to
neurological deterioration over  period of time. Dinghy sailing tends to require the participants to
occupy a small space in the boat, under the boom. If impact is particularly serious, this can result in
concussion  or  even  unconsciousness.  However,  even  less  obvious  injuries  carry  the  risk  of
degenerative brain injury.  Dinghy sailing has probably lagged behind other sports, in promoting the
wearing of head protection, but this should be encouraged. Simple plastic helmets, specifically
designed for the sport, are now available and their use is strongly recommended to all sailors.

Water resistant gloves are widely available for sailors and they are useful for protection against
friction burns from ropes and cordage, as well as improving comfort when handling narrow ropes or
lines under tension.

Finally,  everyone  participating  in  water  sports  should  always  be  aware  that,  even  under  the
moderate climate of the south coast,  the combination of wind and sunshine, out on the water,
increases the risk of sunburn and even skin cancers. Hats, caps and “solar shield” shirts and leg
wear, should not be neglected.

The  cost  of  suitable  kit  and  clothing  need  not  be  excessive,  if  common  sense  is  applied  to
purchasing decisions. Water sports will be far more enjoyable with the right gear and when the
person is comfortable.


