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Bridging the Outdoor Recreation 

Gap in Atlanta and Across Georgia 
By Diane Windham, GCA president 

 

The Georgia Canoe Association (GCA) in partnership with the Georgia River Network (GRN) joined forc-

es in 2024 to continue the implementation of the GRN Beaver Crew Training Program. Since 2022 GRN 

has been reaching out to area nonprofits, community-based organizations, and outdoor recreation pro-

gramming in municipalities across Georgia to identify individuals who are already doing paddlesports pro-

gramming for their community but may not have had any formal training or credentialing. It is the strong 

held belief of both participating organizations that securing ACA instructor certification is essential for any-

one offering water safety skills and paddling instruction to the public. To this end a structured mentorship 

program for acquiring the paddling and teaching skills required to secure ACA instructor certification was 

developed. The program creates a common-ground environment where individuals join a training cohort to 

acquire the necessary skills to complete their entry level ACA certification. By casting a wide net, individu-

als were encouraged to participate in the training. The cohorts themselves are diverse in nature, however, 

to encourage underrepresented populations to participate in the program the funds provided by the LL 

Bean/ ACA Citizen Fostered Community grant were utilized to create a scholarship program that enabled 

applicants to participate in the cohort as well as the instructor certification class at no cost to the individu-

al. Although all cohort applicants were encouraged to apply for the funds, individuals who demonstrated a 

commitment to increase diversity in paddlesport education were given preference. Further, scholarship re-

cipients are expected to give back to the program by volunteering in training future cohorts after receiving 

certification. The grant allowed us to fund five individuals. 

 

The cohort meets on scheduled Fridays May through September. The expectation is that instructor candi-
dates will attend at least four of the sessions but are welcome to attend as many as their schedule allows. 

The class is taught by previous cohort members who have received their certification. To be fully prepared 

for the ACA Instructor course, cohort members need to attend one lake class, one river class and at least 

two additional preparation sessions to be exposed to teaching methodology and have a chance to practice 

their skills. GCA provided volunteer safety boaters on the water during these sessions. 

 

Since the implementation of the program forty-one paddlers have completed the Beaver Crew training pro-

gram and have become certified ACA kayak instructors. These paddlers are now trainers themselves and 

use their credentials to lead river trips and expand the paddlesports community to even more people. 

Therefore, it is impossible to quantify the total impact this program provides to the paddlesports communi 
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ty as these trained instructors are taking their skills back to their own organizations and communities  

across the state. Nineteen of these leaders identify as paddlers of color and/or represent other diverse pop-

ulations. Engaging leaders in these communities is crucial for increasing water safety and inviting everyone to 

connect with Georgia’s rivers. One thing we do know is that over the course of the summer training, the 

program builds relationships that transcend any ACA instructor credential. The result is that they create 

friendships and bonds of community that bridge historical barriers, empower leaders in our community-

facing paddlesports programs to be more successful in their jobs or volunteer commitments, and ultimately 

foster diversity in our clubs as a beautiful incidental byproduct. 

 

Looking ahead, we are committed to sustaining and expanding upon the success of this initiative. The sup-

port of the CFC Grant Program will be instrumental in advancing our mission of creating a more diverse 

and inclusive paddling community. We are grateful for the opportunity to collaborate with the ACA and L.L. 

Bean in achieving these impactful outcomes.—EL 

The Fabulous Hobby That Keeps 

Me Fit and Joyful 
By Janina Edwards 

 

“Mom, what are you doing this weekend?” My daugh-

ter asked.  

 

“I have no plans,” I replied. 

 

“Mom, stop lying. You know you’ll be kayaking." 

 

It’s true. All year long, I’m often traveling to or returning from kayaking. At 63, I especially love rising early 

to paddle down a river as the fog lifts to reveal birds, deer, other critters and people. While kayaking I feel 

the strength and endurance in my body, and gratitude for its capabilities. 

 

It all began in 2020, at the start of the pandemic shutdown, I became a volunteer leader creating nature-rich 

experiences for Black people, excursions such as birding and hiking. I received an invitation, “I’d love to take 

your group kayaking!” from the Georgia River Network. They would provide boats, life jackets, paddles and 

a brief lesson. 

 

I enjoyed that event so much that I wanted more and so I went on my first two-day paddling event. I as-

sumed there would be a lot of young kayakers flying off waterfalls and enthusiastically shouting “Woo-hoo!” 

Though, surprisingly, there were people in midlife and older. According to The Outdoor Foundation’s 2019 

Special Report on paddle sports and safety, 49 percent of participants in paddle sports are female. And 25 
percent of all paddlers are 55 years or older. And indeed, I do see many seniors highly represented when I 

take to the waters. 

 

Due to plantar fasciitis and Achilles tendonitis, I no longer participate in my first athletic love, running. So, I  
(continued, page 3) 
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was excited to dive into low-impact — though high in fitness — kayaking. On the morning of that first two-

day trip, I saw a man walking with a cane go to his kayak. He situated himself in his boat and took off. He 

looked so free. His walking impediment was no obstacle to kayaking. I thought, “This is an activity I can do 
for a very long time.” 

 

Benefits of kayaking range from boosting physical fitness to helping mental health, as we glide across the wa-

ter, meditative and relaxed. The sport also increased social engagement and community. Through kayaking, 

I’ve connected to men and women locally and nationally. I asked some of my female kayaking friends about 

their experiences. 

 

Diane Windham, president of the Georgia Canoeing Association, now entering her 70s, told me she found a 

core group of over 50 years, of female whitewater paddlers that improved her quality of life. “Being on a riv-

er uplifts my soul. I’m present in nature, paddling with engaging individuals that challenge my thinking and ex-

pand my physical abilities.” 

 

Dr. Colleen Kraft, an infectious diseases physician at Emory University, said “I enjoy flat water. I love to get 

away into the beauty of nature, just unplug, and enjoy the silence — it’s transfixing. In her early 70s, my 

mother had open heart surgery and part of her recovery process was kayaking. It helped her psyche and 

built her confidence. It was a challenge, but it wasn’t so rigorous that she couldn’t do it.” 

 

You can rent a boat for the day from an outfitter or buy a kayak once you’ve decided this is really something 

you enjoy. Prices range from $150-$2,000 (or more). The best boat to buy is the one that suits the type of 

kayaking you plan to do, whether it is mostly recreational lakes, white water and/or sea kayaking. A good 

outfitter will steer you right. 

 

The retail price for my 12' Dagger Axis, a touring kayak, and my 8' Dagger Nomad, a whitewater kayak, 

were each $1,200. I bought both on Facebook Marketplace for $800 and $500 respectively. Other reliable 

brands are Old Town and Jackson Kayak. There are several options for sporting goods stores to purchase 

online. 

 

If you’re like I was, expecting waterfalls and crazy whitewater, you’ll be happy to know there are plenty of 

calm lakes and rivers where you can paddle lazily, to your heart’s content. You can check for the water con-

ditions at your desired destination here. Flat and calm water is labeled Class I, with accelerated levels going 
upwards to Class 6. 

 

Never assume that Class I means it’s always a safe and carefree paddle. There are more drowning fatali-

ties on calm and easy waters than in all the advanced conditions combined. Whatever type of paddling you 

choose, wear a life jacket. And make sure you have had enough training by an expert to hit the seas. 

 

So, hire a kayak instructor from a reliable source, like a teacher from the American Canoe Association. 

Learning paddle strokes and best practices increased my fun and boosted my confidence. I can use the cur-

rent effectively, and my strokes are efficient. At the end of the day, I’m pain-free and still have energy. 

 
(Continued, page 4) 
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Always wear a properly fitting life jacket/PFD. If you capsize you can drown in less than a minute, and you 

may not have the ability to call for help. Find like-minded people to accompany you on expeditions that prac-

tice safe kayaking. Classes also instruct how to get back in your boat safely. And, as much as I love paddling 

in nature, when I’m done I make sure to wash my body with clean water as soon as possible to avoid bacte-

ria and infections. 

 

It was so uplifting for me to find kayaking and to discover that I could immerse myself in a new physical activ-

ity after having to abandon running. When I pivoted to kayaking, a whole new vista of opportunities came 

into view. Kayaking takes me places I wouldn’t witness any other way.—EL 

Taking A Look at the Virginia Tech White-

water Helmet Safety Ratings 
By Brad Eldridge 

Reprinted with permission of NOLI Outdoor Learning Center 

 

I was online a while back when my newsfeed algorithm posted 

an article about safety ratings for whitewater helmets. The click

-bait worked, and I followed the link to read testing data about 

one of our most important pieces of safety gear. Little did I 

know I’d be opening such a Pandora’s Box! The article I read 

was about the results from a Virginia Tech study first published 

in the Annals of Biomedical Engineering in October of 2022, 

rating different brands of whitewater helmets… and the re-

sponse from the brands that didn’t fare so well on the Virgina 

Tech tests. 

 

Spoiler Alert: Sweet Protection walked away with the 5-star ratings.  

 

If you want some nitty-gritty, nerdy, numbery details… read on.  

 

On the surface, testing and determining which helmets perform the best in a whitewater environment seems 

like a straightforward task. Not so much! There actually is no “standard” testing in the USA for whitewater 

helmets. There isn’t even really consensus about what forces a helmet should be able to withstand, how the 

force should be dissipated, or even what impacts are likely to produce a concussion. We have to go deeper 
into the rabbit hole. 

  

The CDC defines concussion as: 

  

… a type of traumatic brain injury—or TBI—caused by a bump, blow, or jolt to the head or by a hit to the 

body that causes the head and brain to move rapidly back and forth. This sudden movement can cause the 

brain to bounce around or twist in the skull, creating chemical changes in the brain and sometimes stretching 

and damaging brain cells. (www.cdc.gov/headsup/basics/concussion_whatis.html) 
(continued, page 5) 
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What’s interesting about this definition, and many other definitions I found online, is that there are no num-

bers. It doesn’t define how hard the blow must be, how rapidly the head must move, or what exactly “back 

and forth” means. 

 

The European standard EN 1385, used by some helmet manufacturers as a minimum to meet or exceed, is 

that the helmet must tolerate a force of no more than 15 Joules without losing structural integrity. They 

measured this by dropping a helmet with a 4kg metal head inside, from a 1-meter height onto an anvil and 

measuring the forces generated with accelerometers. The standard also includes consideration for durability 

of the outfitting to normal wear, corrosion resistance, “fit” of the fastening system, etc.  

  

Virginia Tech studied 5 different brands of whitewater helmets. They took each helmet, filled it with a man-

nequin head and a bunch of accelerometers, and hit them with a weighted pendulum. The resulting force was 

72 Joules. 

 

Testers from Virgina Tech used a STAR rating system. That’s not a random assignment of constellations 

based on user opinions or other subjective feedback. The STAR rating system is based on a calculation de-

veloped to predict what kinds of head trauma football players might sustain during a game, and subsequent 

concussions. The calculated STAR ratings were then translated to a more user-friendly 1-5 number of 

“stars,” with 5 stars being the best and 1 star the worst. In their testing, the helmets were ranked against an 

average performance and then rated against each other for their discrete 1 to 5- star score. 

 

But what does that mean to us as paddlers? Should we worry about 15 Joules, or is 72 Joules right? Does 15 

Joules of force create a concussion? Does 72 Joules create unconsciousness? Would either fracture the 
skull?  

 

The world of biology tells us this.  

 

Everybody’s brain is different. Your risk of ending up with a concussion after sustaining head trauma is differ-

ent from anyone else’s. Concussions are diagnosed after the fact. If you have a head trauma and display the 

signs and symptoms of a concussion, you were in fact concussed. Some symptoms may include dizziness, 

headache, ringing in the ears, nausea, vomiting, confusion, “seeing stars”, amnesia, slurred speech, or disori-

entation.  

 

Some research seems to suggest that the absolute amount of force is not the determining factor in concus-

sion. Speed, rotation, and other factors also come into play.  

 

I suspect that there are other important internal factors as well, such as neural tissue elasticity, that are 

largely determined by a litany of lifestyle choices that far precede any blow to the head. I didn’t find any re-

search about strategies to reduce concussion pre-trauma. After the fact though some early research suggests 

cigarette smoking can increase the symptoms of a concussion. Paradoxically, injury to a specific area of the 

brain, the insula, might cure cigarette addiction. This level of complexity in helmet choice is beyond the 

scope of this article, but look for my upcoming, “Which helmets leave insula vulnerable to injury; 5-star 

choice for smokers.” 

 
(continued, page 6) 
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Basically, any strong blow to the head has a potential to cause a concussion. 

  

For numbers' people like me, that’s a VERY unsatisfying answer. It is also remarkably not useful for making 
decisions about risk mitigation on the river. And all helmets are not created equal, even within a manufactur-

er. 

 

While it’s theoretically possible to know how much force your head hit a rock with while you were setting 

up for your combat roll above Killer Fang Falls, it is at the same time unknowable. There is no way to pre-

cisely calculate all the variables from head trauma at the point of impact in the natural world. The environ-

ment we choose to interact with is too fluid (pun intended) and dynamic. 

 

We can do some hypothetical guess-timations though. Let’s consider a male with an average sized head 

(setting aside however unlikely it might be that a whitewater paddler would not have a “big head”), who cap-

sizes his kayak in swift water and hits his head on a rock. Doing some rough calculations, the impact to his 

head after falling a half a meter would produce a moment of something like 9 G's of force. Embedded in that 

list of mathematical assumptions is that the head would be traveling with almost 9 Joules of energy.  

 

That amount of force applied to the head, happily encased in a well-designed whitewater helmet is below the 

EN 1385 testing threshold of 15 Joules and is FAR below the 72 Joule forces used in the Virginia Tech study.  

 

Where does that leave us as we emerge from the theoreti-

cal world and find ourselves in the real world ready to 

throw down some cash on a new helmet for the upcoming 

paddling season? Risk mitigation is as much art as science 

and always involves a personal line in the sand for risk toler-

ance. In outdoor activities, when injury and disability can 

mean long delays for advanced care and rescue, I think be-

ing more prepared for the worst is better than being mini-

mally prepared. Whitewater is an inherently risky environ-

ment, and we accept that every time we put on the river. 

As far as helmets are concerned, I’m gonna choose one that 

is comfortable, durable, and performs the best in scientific 

testing. 
 

I’ll be ordering my Sweet Protection Wanderer II today.  - EL 
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TRIP AND EVENT SCHEDULE 

Combat Roll Clinic—June 14—contact Chuck Johnson: chuckgjohn@gmail.com or 678-

463-8277 

 

Safety Boater Opportunity for Paddle Georgia—June 16 and 17– contact Joe Cook:  

Joe@garivers.org 

 

Nantahala River—June 21—contact Marvine Cole: 828-488-4969 

 

Hiwasssee River (Powerhouse to Reliance)- June 22—contact Terri Abbott:  

abbott.terri@Gmail.com 

 

Tuckaseegee River—June 28—contact Marvine Cole: 828-488-4969 

 

Hiwassee River (Powerhouse to Reliance) - July 5&6—contact Carol Proctor:  

crproctor11@gmail.com 

 

 

Please see the GCA Calendar for details, updates, and to sign up at www.gapaddle.com.    

 

THE EDDY LINE  

 

We need trip coordinators for all types of trips, from flatwater to Class 4 whitewater. Our 

excellent trip schedule depends on the efforts of volunteers, so get involved and sign up to 

coordinate a trip on your favorite river today! The GCA needs YOU! 

GUIDE TO ACA SKILL LEVELS (KAYAK): 

 

Level 1: Flat water: Ability to control the boat on flat water, moving the boat forwards, backwards and 

sideways; ability to turn the boat. 

Level 2: Up to Class I rapids: Efficient forward paddling, ability to stop the boat, ability to paddle in re-

verse with reasonabile control, ability to use sweep strokes to turn on the move, ruddering, low braces, 

eddy turns, peel outs, forward ferrying, side draws. 

Level 3: Moving water with class I-II rapids: all Level 2 skills, plus reverse ferries, C-turns, S-turns, low 

and high brace to prevent capsize, the ability to turn on the move using edging and bow draws. 

Level 4: Moving water with class II-III rapids: all Level 3 skills, plus the ability to surf and the ability to 

perform a safe and effective roll from a non-setup position in class II-III water.   

Level 5: Moving water with class III-IV rapids: all Level 4 skills, plus the ability to utilize a variety of 

draw strokes, ability to navigate rapids using a variety of strokes and edge management, ability to use sur-

face features and maintain angles while ferrying, ability to enter, exit and sustain surfs with control in both 

waves and holes, ability to blend strokes during maneuvers while maintaining safe, efficient and effective 
technique in challenging conditions a safe and effective roll from a non-setup position in class III-IV water. 
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Thank you to our sponsors/partners 

KEEP YOUR E-MAIL ADDRESS CURRENT 

 

Each month numerous "copies" of the pdf version of The 

Eddy Line bounce back due to bad or outdated email ad-

dresses. If an email to you bounces back, you will be deleted 

from the recipient list until we get an updated email address. 

 

 

GCA welcomes paddlers from all races, 

genders, and sexual orientations. We will 

continue to strive to promote diversity 

among the paddling community and work 

to create a safe space for all to enjoy 

our paddling adventures.  

Keeping In Touch 
To contact the GCA, write Georgia Canoeing Association, Inc., P.O. Box 611, Winston, GA 30187. 

Groupmail: GCA maintains a group email list to help members share information of general interest. To sign up, 

send an e-mail to gcalist-subscribe@groups.io. 

 

Website: Information about GCA, forms (including membership application and GCA waiver form), a link to the 

GCA Store and links to Eddy Line advertisers are all at http://www.gapaddle.com. 

 

Facebook: Visit the GCA Facebook page for photos, video, trip reports, or to join an upcoming impromptu trip. 

https://advkeen.co/CanoeKayakGeorgia


Post Office Box 611 

Winston, Georgia 30187 

G E O RG I A  C A N OE I N G  A S S O C I A T I O N ,  I N C .  

WE’RE ON THE WEB: 

www.gapaddle.com 

The purpose of the GCA is to have fun and promote safety while 

paddling. 

GCA is a member-operated paddling club with over 500 family and corporate 

memberships comprising more than 1500 Individuals.  Canoeists and Kayakers of all 

ages and paddling abilities are equally welcome.  Some of our mutual interests include 

whitewater river running, creeking and playboating, river and lake touring, sea kayaking, 

paddle camp outs and competition and racing activities.  We espouse conservation, 

environmental and river access issues as well as boating safety and skills 

development.  Group paddling, training and social activities of all kinds are conducted 

throughout the year thanks to the volunteer efforts of our many members and 

friends.  Membership is NOT limited to Georgia residents. 

The Eddy Line,  © 2025, is  published monthly as the official newsletter of the Georgia Canoeing Association, Inc., publication address: 9354 

Grapevine Drive, Winston, GA 30187.   


