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NORTHERN NEWFOUNDLAND CLUB 

STEWARDING GUIDELINES FOR WATER TESTS 
 

INTRODUCTION:  

The NNC is immensely grateful to everyone who stewards at our water tests.  We could not hold 
any events without them. Over a busy weekend with sections A-E, and two test areas, 60 
stewards could easily be required.  

The test you want to enter with your dog could not take place  without boat stewards, a helm and 
land stewards not to mention stranger stewards at the higher levels. So, there is a mutual 
contract that the NNC expects - people will  steward for your test, in return you will steward for 
them.  

It can be a bit daunting when you are asked to steward for the first time at a test, and don’t worry 
this won’t be at your first test.  The best place to start learning is within your training group where 
you can be mentored in a stress-free environment.  

These guidelines are not intended to be a stewarding bible, only guidance and good practice; the 
Joint Newfoundland Clubs Water Regulations and the Judges are the authority.  

• Read the regulations. 
• Attend the judge’s briefing for the stewards on time. The judge’s will brief you, but ask 

questions about your role if you are unsure. During the test, do not be worried about asking 
a question relevant to your role for clarity. 

• NNC rules require everyone in the test area to be properly kitted up wearing correct PPE, in 
either a dry suit or wetsuit and personal flotation device (PFD) (buoyancy aid or lifejacket). 
This applies to all land stewards, boat stewards, helms, and stranger stewards. You should 
be water ready! 

• Drinking and eating is not permitted within the test area. You should be offered a drink during 
the session, but please leave this outside the area and quickly leave the area to drink it 
between dogs. Smoking and vaping are not permitted at any time. 

• If you have a stewarding role, you are not permitted to take photographs at any time in the 
test area.  

• The stewards are the eyes and ears of the judges – if you see anything that is unsafe, please 
inform them. 

• The judge’s decision is final – please do not question their decisions during the test. 
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LAND STEWARD: 

• Land stewarding is not an “easy option”, it is an important role, and if you do it properly you 
will be busy throughout the session. You are an important member of the team working with 
the  boat crew, helping handlers and the judges. All levels of tests will run more smoothly and 
quickly if both land stewards are ‘on the ball’. 

• It is very important that you feel confident and are competent to go in the water. Emergencies 
can arise within a few meters of the shore e.g. a controlled swim handler could have an 
asthma attack, and a prompt response from the shore is needed. 

• If you have any safety concerns at any time you should make the whole team aware and 
respond appropriately. Otherwise, please refrain from making comments to the handler or 
the judges during the test. Help the handler if asked. 

• You can learn a great deal while you are a land steward. You have a close-up view of how 
other handlers work their dogs and it is a chance to pick up tips for your own dogs. You may 
also overhear the constructive feedback that the judges provide each handler, so use this 
role to your advantage. However, please do not interrupt the judges or ask your own 
questions at this stage. Most judges will be very happy to explain something or answer 
questions at the end of the session. 

• It is not your role to question the judges decisions or to argue. Please be courteous! 

Responsibilities as a Land Steward: 

• Assist the boat crew by pushing the boat out – bow TOWARDS the shore and hold it there 
until the engine is running. The boat must be deep enough so the helmsman can put the 
engine down and start the prop. 

• For C3 and D3 elements, hand the dropped retrieve articles to the boat crew. 
• Hold the dog or assist the handler to hold the dog if asked. 
• For the D1 element, hand the coil to the handler when asked. 
• For the B4 element, hand the underwater retrieve article to the handler, and put it to one side 

after the exercise is complete. 
• In element B3, the steward is required to the throw the article. This may be the lifering, 

lifejacket, boat cushion or coiled rope (hank). Walk out to your knees, make sure you get the 
dog’s attention, show the dog the article, and throw the article 6m.  Once the exercise is 
completed, take the article from the handler and place it at the side of the test area. 

• In elements D2 and E4, the dog must return to shore, and you may be asked to call the dog. 
You are allowed to call the dog’s name, and you should be loud and animated splashing and 
calling until the dog is back at knee depth, and you can get hold of the dog. 

• If a dog returns to shore outside of the test area where you are standing for any exercise, you 
should walk along the shoreline, so you stay on the outer side of the dog or the dog and boat.  

• Do not touch the dog unless it is a safety issue. The dog may return to the test area e.g. with 
the coiled rope in D1, but the test may still be “live” if the handler has asked for a resend.  

• Assist the E3 stranger who is not collected by the dog out of the water when they swim back 
to shore. 
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• Be especially vigilant during the safe swims in elements B5 and C4. Is the handler OK? Is the 
dog climbing? Sometimes a response from shore is quicker than by boat, so look to the 
judges for guidance whether you should intervene.  

• This also applies if the dog goes to the buoy. Most dogs will normally have a look and leave it 
alone, but some will get hold of the buoy or the rope below and try to retrieve it. This is an 
emergency. The dog’s legs may get tangled in the rope or the dog’s back end can go down if 
the buoy is heavy and does not move. [It doesn’t seem to occur to some dogs to let go at this 
point]. You should respond as quickly as possible. The boat crew should also be prepared to 
intervene quickly. The test can always be reset. 

• Keep a look out for loose dogs that might run into the test area, try and gently dissuade ducks 
and swans from interfering and remove any floating articles such as branches that could 
distract the dogs.  

HELM: 

• The primary reason we use boats in water tests is as a safety boat, and that role supercedes 
any test exercise. The helm has the responsibility to ensure that the handlers, stranger 
stewards and dogs in the water are safe at all times. When the boat is used as part of an 
exercise, it is the helm’s duty to ensure that any person or dog in the water, or person or dog 
in the boat is safe at all times.  

• All NNC helms must be RYA Level 2 qualified. 
• The role of the helm during a test is solely to drive the boat, secure and release the buoy as 

needed, and instruct the boat stewards. You should not be rowing or taking part in the test in 
any other  way.  

• A kill cord must be used at all times. 
• If helming at a venue other than your normal training venue, it is good practice to make 

yourself familiar with the host group’s boat and engines, in particular any engine 
‘idiosyncrasies’. You should ensure there is fuel in the tank. 

• You and the boat crew should be vigilant throughout every part of the test and be ready to 
respond to an emergency in the water at once.  

BOAT STEWARD: 

• Basic launching is a really important skill and with good shore stewards it can be a really slick 
operation. The bow should face the shore. Once the handler, and / or dog and judge have 
entered the boat, it should be pushed out so that the water is deep enough for the helm to 
drop and start the engine. One of the boat stewards should be the last person in – do not get 
in until the engine has started. If the land stewards are assisting, then both boat stewards 
can get in the boat, but the boat should not be released. 

• If you are going to the buoy, it is helpful to direct the helm; if the boat is full, it may not be 
visible to them. Grab the buoy and pass it back to the helm to secure it over the transom. 

• Basic paddling skills are so useful. You must sit on the tube with both legs in the boat. Hold 
the paddle at the top of the handle. Use all your body and twist. Keep the bottom arm straight 
and a slight bend in your upper arm as the paddle enters the water. Push the paddle down, 
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blade right in the water, pull back and exit adjacent to your hip. Be synchronised with the 
other boat steward, so that entry/pull/exit is at the same time if you are going forwards.  
Turning Tip ~ sit and face the bow of the boat. Put the oar in the outside hand (nearest the 
water), if you want the bow of the boat to turn in that direction paddle backwards. If you want 
the bow of the boat to turn the other way, paddle forwards. It will soon become second nature 
with a bit of practice at training.  

• Two good boat stewards should be able to spin the boat round to face the shore  once it’s on 
the buoy ready for an exercise to start. To hold steady in the wind you may need to both keep 
rowing, one forwards and one backwards to keep the bow facing forwards. If you are 
struggling to hold position against a drift it may be helpful to move along the tube slightly 
toward the bow where you have more purchase. Lift the oars as the dog approaches.  

• Coming ashore, one of the boat stewards should be first out before knee depth and bring the 
boat gently into shore and hold it steady while the handler or judge or dog gets out.  

Responsibilities of the boat stewards during the test exercises: 

• For elements A1, B1, C1, D1, keep the bow to the shore. If the dog swims around the boat, 
remove the oar from the water. Paddle 1-2 strokes once the dog takes the rope to avoid 
sudden pressure on the dog’s mouth. Keep the boat behind the dog as the boat is towed. 
Don’t let the boat override the dog or drift to the front / side of the dog if it is windy.  

• For elements C3 and D3 in the dropped retrieve, it is the responsibility of the boat stewards 
to drop the article (s). 
In C3, one steward should kneel in the boat on the side facing the dog, hold the article chosen 
by the judges above the head and splash it down into the water when the judge gives the 
signal. 
In D3, two stewards will each hold one of the two articles above the head and place the 
article on the water on the judge’s signal about 6-7 m apart.  The steward nearest the engine 
should place the article first.  

• For element D2 (stranger overboard), when the stranger jumps into the water, it is important 
for the boat steward on the other side of the boat to correct the kick back of the boat as 
quickly as possible, so that the dog is facing the stranger at right angles. Kick back of the boat 
after the dog has jumped should also be corrected. One steward will be designated to assist 
the handler and hold the dog alongside the boat by the dogs buoyancy aid for a count of 3 
seconds by the judge.  

• For element E2 (hidden rope). The stewards should make sure there are no other ropes 
hanging on the side of the boat on either side. The test rope should be over the side of the 
boat facing away from shore and make sure the end is in the water. If the boat swings round 
due to the wind the rope is NOT repositioned. You should be as inconspicuous as possible, 
but the helm should have eyesight of the dog and quietly tell you if the dog is coming around 
the bow or stern.  Once the dog has swum out and takes the rope the steward holding the 
rope end should get in position at the bow to help the tow. The other steward may need to 
quickly turn the boat, so it is following the dog. 
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STRANGER STEWARD: 

• There are seven exercises in Sections C, D and E water tests that require stranger stewards. 
These are people unknown to the dog i.e. not from their normal training group or with whom 
they are very familiar. Everyone gets  nervous when they are a stranger steward at a test for 
the first time, worried that they will do it wrong and “muck up” someone’s test. Judges are 
very aware of this and will brief the stranger stewards in detail, and answer any questions you 
may have. Even scenarios will be explained e.g.  what  to do if the dog lets go of an article. 
And remember – a test can always be reset so it’s not the end of the world. We are so grateful 
to everyone who acts as a stranger steward especially those who have to get wet over and 
over again. 
The best place to practice is at your training group when there’s no pressure and the 
experienced people in your group can help you understand what each exercise requires from 
the steward. Bring a chair down and watch the tests even if you are not involved – it is a great 
way to learn. And of course, read your regs. 

Roles for the Stranger stewards during the test exercises: 

• C2 Steward: You will have to swim out from shore 25m, and the judge will tell you when to 
stop and turn and face the shore. You are vertical in the water. When the judge indicates, you 
should start splashing and calling the dog, but you are not permitted to use the dog’s name. 
It gets deadly dull if you repeatedly just keep saying “here dog” in a monotone voice, so try to 
vary things. Splash more, splash less, vary your pitch and loudness. “Come here”, “good 
dog”, “over here”, “come and see”, “what have I got”, can all be used. Words like sausages 
can’t! Keep calling even if the dog turns around – sometimes a good  hard slap on the water 
can help if that happens. When (hopefully) the dog comes to you, reduce your splashing as 
the dog gets closer. Be prepared for the dog to turn in front of you even if the handler has 
assured you, that they will go behind. However, the dog must be within arm’s reach – so if the 
dog turns too soon you must not swim after the dog to catch it. Be quiet once the dog has 
picked you up on the tow back to shore. 
 

• D1 Steward: The idea behind this exercise is a scenario when you are stranded in a boat with 
no engine or oars, so the dog is going to swim out to you with a coil of rope that you can undo, 
and then the dog will use the rope to tow the boat back to shore. Obviously, it is modified for 
test purposes, but that is the gist.  
You are permitted to get the ‘release command’ from the handler before the boat goes out to 
the buoy. The boat will be at 25m with the bow facing the shore. You must not show the boat 
tow rope to the dog at all, but keep it handy in the floor of the boat, by your knees so you can 
swiftly grab the end, when required. When the judge indicates, you start calling the dog to the 
boat – you are not permitted to use the dog’s name or any nicknames. “Here dog” becomes 
boring, so, similarly as in in element C2, try to vary what you say, and your tone to encourage 
the dog to come to the boat. You can also pat the bow of the boat, but you cannot lean over 
and splash the water. You may like to kneel up in the bow, however, some dogs do find that a 
bit intimidating, so sitting back can be more inviting. When the dog comes within touching 
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distance, you should reach for the coiled rope  it is carrying and give the release command 
only. Hopefully, the coiled rope will be given up by the dog and you can then swap and give 
the dog the tow rope from inside the boat. The handler will then instruct the dog to return to 
shore whilst towing the boat.  Make sure your hand holding the rope is in the water on the tow 
back and do not speak to the dog. 
 

• D2 Steward: Once the boat is in position you will be instructed by the judge to jump noisily 
from the boat and position yourself 5m away, facing the boat. You must be silent, still and 
vertical in the water. Try to keep the kick back of the boat when you jump as minimal as 
possible – practice a straddle jump if you don’t want to go under. Hopefully, the dog will jump 
on command and effect a safe pick up. Hold onto the dog regardless of where it goes next. It 
may swim back to the same side of the boat that you have jumped from, or swim around to 
the opposite side. You must not let go until you have reached out and taken the handler’s 
hand, who will pull you safely alongside the boat, where you then wait. At the conclusion of 
this exercise there is an option for the dog to tow you back to shore, and you will be told if this 
is going to happen. Otherwise, you swim back to shore. 
 

• D4 Steward: You will be taken out in the boat which will be positioned parallel to the shore at 
25m. You then exit over the side of the boat away from shore quietly and try and stay in the 
middle of the boat unseen from shore. You can hang onto the edge of the mat if it helps. You 
should then splash and call the dog as loudly as possible. No names are allowed as you are 
a stranger to the dog. It helps to lie back slightly in the water and shout to the sky, so your 
voice carries over the boat. Once again, try and vary what you say, instead of repeating “here 
dog”. The splash should be visible to the dog, so push the water away from you. The helm 
should be watching the dog and will quietly tell you whether the dog is coming around the 
bow and stern so you can reduce the splashing as the dog arrives, but continue to call. Then 
effect a safe tow back to shore.  
 

• E1 Steward: You will be dropped off quietly from the boat at 30m from shore. You should be 
vertical and silent in the water with minimal splashing only. The dog will be sent from shore 
towing an article, e.g. the torpedo buoy, a lifering, or lifejacket. Hopefully, the dog will turn 
behind or close enough in front, for you to affect a safe tow, holding the article with one hand 
and the dog with the other. Try not to pull on the article and put extra pressure on the dog’s 
mouth, so, push it gently forwards. If the dog lets go of the article, you must let go of the dog 
and wait in that position in the water. Do not call the dog back. The handler must redirect the 
dog to turn and come back and pick you up.  
 

• E3 Stewards: Two stewards are used for this exercise, and you will both be dropped off from 
the boat at 25m, about 10m apart, facing the shore. The judge will indicate the positions 
required. Before you leave the shore, the judge will inform you both whether you are noisy 
and splashing, or quiet and still. Both stewards must act the same. The dog’s name is not 
permitted to be used. If you are instructed to be noisy, try not to just repeatedly call “here 
dog” in sync. It is best if one steward is not much louder or quieter than the other. You must 
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take hold of the dog if it comes within arm’s reach regardless of whether you are the correct 
stranger. The other stranger must continue to call until the judge indicates to stop from the 
shore. 
 

• E4 Steward: Before leaving the shore, you should be given the ‘release command’ by the 
handler. The two boats are positioned parallel to each other, 25m from shore and 15m apart 
with a judge in each boat. The steward in the receiving boat should kneel facing the sending 
boat with the dog and handler. The judge in the boat with you will tell you when to start calling 
the dog. You may tap the boat, but no splashing is permitted. Vary your choice of call words 
and keep calling even if the dog swims around behind the sending boat. The dog should swim 
to the receiving boat, carrying the long tow rope and give it up when instructed by the 
steward.  The stranger steward shall then pass the rope to the other boat steward in the 
receiving boat. The handler in the sending boat will then command the dog to swim around 
the receiving boat to the other side, or wait calmly until the judge indicates that the stranger 
steward and one other boat steward may hold the dog sideways by the dogs buoyancy aid, 
for a count of 3 seconds.  

 

EMERGENCIES: 

• Humans: It is important to be aware that anyone involved in a water test be it the handler, 
judge or fellow steward may have a diagnosed or undiagnosed medical problem, e.g. 
asthma, diabetes, angina, or simply be unwell on the day. The controlled swims can cause 
fatigue, and becoming dehydrated, or being very cold can cause problems.  
 

• Conscious casualty and in distress: the recognised signal is to raise one arm and shout for 
help. Action: The boat should come alongside the casualty safely and quickly under the 
direction of the helm. The casualty should be asked to cross their arms over their chest and 
hold the straps of their buoyancy aid. The boat stewards should prepare to bring the casualty 
into the boat BACKWARDS. The buoyancy aid straps should be grasped, and, after three 
slight dips, the casualty should be lifted vertically, and gently raised so they can sit on the 
tube, with their back supported. They can then turn their legs into the boat, if able, or the 
stewards can assist if not. If they are conscious, there is no need to drag them into boat over 
the tube and onto the floor of the boat, which is more likely to cause injury.  
If the casualty is close to shore, then it is the responsibility of the land stewards and the 
judges to assist. 
 

• Unconscious casualty: The boat should come alongside as quickly as possible. The casualty 
should be turned onto their back and brought into the boat backwards, and gently laid on the 
floor of the boat. The helm should support the head and neck, and the boat stewards support 
the back and legs. ABC assessment  should be done. If the casualty is breathing, then they 
should be turned into the recovery position. If not, CPR should be commenced by the boat 
stewards while the helm gets to shore. If the venue has defibrillators in the centre, then the 
casualty should be taken as close as possible to the centre and not to shore in the test area.  
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• Dogs: There are several possible scenarios involving the dogs that might require emergency 
action:  
(i) Dog chases a swan across the lake. 
(ii) Dog climbs on the handler or stranger steward. 
(iii) Dog goes to the buoy and tries to retrieve it. 
(iv) Dog tries to climb on the boat. 
(v) Dog collapses in the water. 
 

• Dog chases a swan: Occasionally, a Newfie will persistently chase a swan for a very 
considerable distance offshore. They rarely come to any harm. However, it is wise for the boat 
to be manoeuvred by the helm  between the dog and the swan so the boat stewards can then 
distract the dog either with the rope in the boat or a small toy. Hopefully, the dog will still be 
capable of returning to shore, or a shore, so they can be picked up.  
 

• Dog climbs on handler or stranger steward: This is an extremely scary and unpleasant 
experience, and stewards should react quickly. Either the land stewards or the boat should 
respond, and it may require getting in the water from the boat to pull the dog off. It is just as 
likely to occur during an A test, with a young dog, as a D2 exercise, with an experienced dog. 
So, everyone involved in the test should be vigilant. If you are a steward, and the dog attempts 
to climb, you should tell the judge that this has happened, if they have not noticed. It is not 
“telling tales”, but it is an unacceptable action by any dog, in any circumstances. You 
obviously don’t want to fail the dog, but it is not in anyone’s interests including the handler or 
dog if this goes unchecked.  
 

• Dog goes to the buoy: Most Newfs will swim to the buoy for a look then ignore it. But there is 
always that one who decides it is much more exciting than the person, boat or lovely retrieve 
article it was supposed to be fetching.  If they get hold of the buoy itself, or the connecting 
rope below, there are two risks, and both require immediate action. The dog’s legs may get 
tangled round the rope, so even if they let go of the buoy, they can’t get free, or, the dog 
persists in trying to retrieve the buoy and the anchor, despite the weight. This can result in 
the back end of the dog dropping down and dog goes vertical in the water and start to sink. 
This is an emergency! Anyone and everyone who is near, from the land or boat, should be 
rapidly assisting the dog. Grab the back end and lift the dog horizontally, and, if you can’t 
reach the back end grab the scruff of the neck and support the head until other assistance is 
to hand. 
 

• Dog tries to climb on the boat: This is a particular risk with a young dog, who swims out to 
their handler in the boat, e.g. in elements A1 or B2. They may not want to leave their handler 
and swim back to shore, instead, they may attempt to climb in the boat, with front paws 
scrabbling on the tube. This can result in the same emergency as above with the buoy – the 
back end of the dog goes vertical in the water and can start to sink. A new, inexperienced 
handler may not recognise this risk, so this is a situation where the boat steward should step 
in immediately, reach for the back of the dog’s buoyancy aid, and lift it horizontally. You will 
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not be criticised for responding in this situation. The judges on shore may not have a clear 
view of what is happening, so if there is any concern, act fast! 
 

• Dog collapses in the water: Whoever is nearest, should respond rapidly. If close to the shore, 
the dog  may be carried ashore. If further away, the boat crew may be quicker responding. If 
the dog needs to be brought into the boat, the dog should face the boat front on. The two boat 
stewards should hold the shoulder of the dogs buoyancy aid, and the rump of the dog, and 
lift the dog gently in over the tube.  Under no circumstances should the dog be brought in 
sideways. 

 

Emergencies are fortunately, very uncommon at test events. Statistically they are far more likely 
at a routine training session. So, it is good to practice some scenarios from time to time, and talk 
about “what if” events. Due to health and safety considerations, we do not recommend pulling 
people or dogs into the boat, unless it is a genuine emergency, but you should know how to do it 
and take advantage of any opportunity to do it with a dummy at one of the NNC steward training 
seminars which we organise from time to time.  

No one likes to share personal medical information, but if, for example, you are an asthmatic 
please quietly inform the judges at a test event, and have an inhaler somewhere handy.  This 
should happen at training as well. An EpiPen is no use if no one knows where it is or that you have 
a serious allergy!  Be safe! 

And finally, it is hugely satisfying when you get dogs to come to you as a stranger steward during 
a test and help someone achieve a pass, which they may have worked towards over many 
attempts. There will also be a time when a steward works really hard to help your dog pass. We 
can share in each other’s successes. 

Enjoy your stewarding! 
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