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Guidelines for Checking, Caring for and Servicing Life Vests and Buoyancy Aids for UK Chalk Stream Volunteers
These guidelines are intended for volunteers and organisers working in or near UK chalk streams. They cover lifejackets and buoyancy aids used for volunteer river work, including familiarisation, routine checks, simple care, cleaning, storage, and professional servicing. They are written to align with current UK health and safety duties to assess risk, provide suitable personal protective equipment where needed, and maintain equipment in an efficient state, efficient working order and good repair, while also following the manufacturer’s instructions and relevant flotation standards such as BS EN ISO 12402.
1. Get to know the lifejacket or buoyancy aid
· Identify whether the item is a lifejacket or a buoyancy aid. For work in moving or cold water, or where there is a risk a person could be stunned, trapped, or unable to help themselves, a lifejacket is usually more suitable. A buoyancy aid may be suitable only where the risk assessment shows the wearer is likely to remain conscious, rescue is immediate, and the task requires greater freedom of movement.
· Check that the equipment is the correct size, weight range and fit for the user. It should be snug, secure and not ride up when fastened.
· Read the label and instructions before first use. Note the buoyancy rating, standard marking, limitations, servicing interval, and whether the item is foam-filled or inflatable.
· For inflatable lifejackets, learn the location and purpose of the gas cylinder, firing mechanism, oral inflation tube, whistle, light if fitted, crotch strap if fitted, and any sprayhood or harness attachments.
· Do not issue flotation equipment to volunteers unless they have been shown how to put it on, tighten it correctly, and report faults.
2. Self-inspection and simple maintenance
· Carry out a pre-use check every time the item is issued or worn.
· For all types, check the outer fabric, seams, stitching, webbing, buckles, zips, clips, reflective patches and whistle.
· For inflatable lifejackets, confirm that the cylinder is present, secure, not pierced, and free from rust or damage. Check the firing head status indicators where fitted and ensure any automatic cartridge or bobbin is within date.
· Check the oral inflation tube cap and valve for damage, blockage or cracking.
· After any activation, immersion event, snag, or impact, remove the item from service until it has been checked, dried and, if required, re-armed or professionally serviced.
· Only carry out simple maintenance that the manufacturer allows, such as rinsing, drying, replacing a re-arming kit with the exact approved type, or checking pressure retention in line with instructions.
· Do not make improvised repairs with glue, tape, stitching, cable ties or non-approved parts.
3. Check for wear and tear
· Look for cuts, abrasion, pulled stitching, frayed straps, crushed or distorted foam, damaged fasteners, UV fading, mildew, oil contamination and signs of chemical exposure.
· Pay special attention to areas that rub against waders, belts, tools, vegetation, fencing wire, brambles and bank-side structures.
· Check that crotch straps, if fitted, are present and usable. Missing crotch straps can seriously reduce performance.
· Inspect around inflation components for corrosion, salt or grit deposits, and distortion caused by overtightening.
· Withdraw the item from service immediately if it leaks, does not hold inflation, has damaged foam, missing components, illegible safety markings, incompatible replacement parts, or any defect that could affect buoyancy or secure fit.
4. Cleaning
· Rinse with clean fresh water after use, especially after contact with silt, algae, mud, sewage-contaminated water, fuel, or agricultural run-off.
· Use mild soap only if the manufacturer permits it. Do not use bleach, solvents, strong detergents, pressure washers or direct heat.
· Clean buckles, zips and inflation areas gently so dirt does not interfere with operation.
· Allow the item to dry naturally in a well-ventilated place away from radiators, vehicle heaters and direct strong sunlight.
· Do not pack or store flotation equipment while damp.
5. Storage
· Store in a clean, dry, well-ventilated place away from fuel, chemicals, sharp tools, rodents and prolonged sunlight.
· Avoid crushing under heavy kit, over-compressing in bins, or leaving items for long periods in hot vehicles.
· Store so that straps are not twisted and inflation components are protected from accidental damage.
· Keep user instructions, servicing records and re-arming information with the equipment register.
· Where equipment is shared, label it with a unique asset number and record inspections, defects, servicing dates and withdrawals from use.
6. Servicing by the manufacturer or an approved service agent
· Follow the manufacturer’s servicing interval exactly. If the instructions require annual servicing, service annually. If the item is used heavily, shared between volunteers, or exposed to harsh conditions, consider a more cautious inspection regime between services.
· For inflatable lifejackets used in work settings, servicing should be carried out by the manufacturer or a service provider approved for that make and model. This is particularly important for equipment used commercially or where formal compliance records are required.
· Do not assume one service station can service every brand and model correctly. Use an approved agent with the right parts, procedures and documentation.
· Keep service certificates and records. Equipment without traceable maintenance records should not be relied upon for organised volunteer operations.
· Any lifejacket that has fully inflated in service, failed an inspection, or has uncertain history should be referred for professional assessment or replaced.
7. Additional tips for volunteers working in UK chalk streams
· Base the choice of lifejacket or buoyancy aid on a task-specific risk assessment. Chalk streams can be shallow in places but still hazardous because of cold water, soft silt, steep banks, undercut edges, weed growth, hidden channels, fencing wire, debris, fast localised flows, structures and difficult egress.
· Where volunteers are working in, over or close to flowing water, organisers should consider whether an automatically inflating lifejacket is appropriate, or whether a foam buoyancy aid is safer because of entrapment, snagging or the need to self-rescue. The choice must be made by a competent person using the site conditions and rescue plan.
· Do not rely on flotation equipment alone. Use safe access routes, bankside supervision, throw lines, communications, first aid provision and a rescue plan.
· Avoid lone working near water wherever possible.
· Check compatibility with waders, waterproofs, rucksacks, cutting tools and other PPE so that the flotation device still fits properly and can function as intended.
· If a lifejacket has an automatic firing system, consider the consequences of accidental inflation in shallow, confined or heavily vegetated areas and plan accordingly.
· At the end of each workday, inspect, rinse, dry and record the condition of shared flotation equipment before reissue.
8. Legal and compliance points
· Under UK health and safety law, organisers must assess the risk of work near water and provide suitable control measures, which may include personal flotation equipment.
· Personal protective equipment must be suitable for the risk, fit the wearer, be compatible with other PPE, and be maintained in an efficient state, efficient working order and good repair.
· Equipment should be used in accordance with the manufacturer’s instructions and any applicable standard marking, typically BS EN ISO 12402 for lifejackets and buoyancy aids sold in the UK.
· For commercial or otherwise regulated vessel operations, additional Maritime and Coastguard Agency requirements may apply, including use of approved service arrangements for relevant inflatable equipment.
· If there is any doubt about suitability, servicing status or legal requirements for a particular operation, stop using the item until competent advice has been obtained.
9. Quick checklist before issue
· Correct type for the task and site conditions
· Correct size and secure fit for the volunteer
· Label, standard marking and instructions present and legible
· No damage, missing parts, corrosion or contamination
· Inflation system, cylinder and cartridge checked if applicable
· Cleaning and drying completed after last use
· Within servicing date and supported by records
· Compatible with waders, clothing, tools and other PPE
· Emergency and rescue arrangements in place.
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