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SUMMARY 

      This is a discussion of a training incident that happened within the State of 
West Virginia; however, all of the participants and jurisdictions are not named in 
this document.  This document is for corrective informational purposes. 
      During a Water Rescue Technician course, one individual participant had to 
be removed from the V-angle breakaway exercise by instructors cutting the V-
angle rope.  The student had on appropriate PPE for the Swiftwater environment 
that the course was training in.  The student had on an appropriate personal 
flotation device (PFD).  The PFD contained a breakaway device system.  This 
system also incorporated a shock-absorbing tether, referred to in the industry as 
a “cowtail” for attaching the rescuer to a fixed line during a live bait scenario. 
      The student was attached to the V-angle line by another student.  The 
instructors had discussed with the students about attaching the V-angle line to 
the O-ring on the rear of the breakaway system on the PFD.  This student was 
connected to the O-ring on the breakaway system, however, this student also had 
the cowtail tether incorporated into the O-ring.  The cowtail was attached to the 
front of the student’s PFD to a hard mounting-point instead of to a breakaway 
point on the PFD. 
      The result of this attachment was that the student got into the bottom of the 
“V” during the V-lower scenario.  He successfully operated his breakaway 
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system, however once the system was exercised, the cowtail attached to the front 
of the PFD did not break away.  The result of this action was that the student was 
spun 180 degrees facing upstream with the PFD attached to the V-angle line with 
no way to break away.  This student struggled to maintain the profile of his head 
above water and required assistance.  The safety boat moved in quickly, however 
they were unable to free the student from the V-angle scenario and were barely 
able to hold the student’s head above water while the line was cut in order to free 
the student completely.  The student was able to continue with the remainder of 
the class after a short period of time. 
 
 
**In conjunction with this incident that happened in West Virginia, there have 
been several accounts of live bait tether incidents that are very similar to this 
scenario.   There have been several accounts of tether issues, whether it be 
rescuer/student attaching a tether to a hard point or the tether carabiner not 
being a locking-style carabiner and getting hung up on obstructions in the water 
environment.** 
 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR IMMEDIATE 
CORRECTIVE ACTIONS 

 

• Remove all tethers from the State training cache.  Only utilize the O-ring 
attachment on the breakaway system. 

• If a student from outside of the jurisdiction has a tether as part of their 
AHJ, then ensure that the tether has a locking carabiner and is attached to 
part of the breakaway system. 

• Educate outside jurisdiction students about the dangers of non-locking 
carabiners in the tether system and the potentiality of improper attachment 
of tether devices. 

• Ensure that V-angle training scenario is constructed with ability to release 
tension on the system in lieu of severing the line. 
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PHOTOS/SITE DIAGRAMS/MAPS 

 

• There are no photographs or site diagrams of this incident. 
 

 


