
  
 

  
 

 

 

Busting Out Ottawa Dragon Boat Club 

(last updated November 2024) 

 

 

Paddler’s Guide 

Who is Busting Out Ottawa Dragon Boat Club? 
Busting Out Ottawa is Ottawa’s dragon boat team of breast cancer survivors. The team has 
been paddling together since its establishment in 1998. Busting Out Ottawa is a member of 
Dragon Boat Canada and is affiliated with Ottawa Dragon Boat Club (ODBC). 
 
Our philosophy is that any possible limitations imposed by breast cancer can be kept to a 
minimum, and that exercise plays an integral role in restoring health and well-being. 
 
What is dragon boating? 
The use of dragon boats for racing is believed to have originated in southern central China more 
than 2000years ago. The modern dragon boat team consists of 20 paddlers, 1 drummer and 1 
steersperson onboard. 
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What is the origin of Dragon Boating and Breast Cancer survivors? 

Don McKenzie is a sports medicine physician and an exercise physiologist. He was — and still is 
— a physician for Canada’s national canoe team. 

Dr. McKenzie had been unaware of the prevailing wisdom on exercise and lymphedema, until 
one day in 1995 when he tried to prescribe some upper body exercises to a female patient. 

"And she said to me, 'I can't do those,' " Dr. McKenzie recalls. "And I said, 'Well, yeah, I'm pretty 
sure you can. They're pretty simple. I can show them to you again.' And she said, 'Oh, no. You 
don't understand. I'm not allowed to do those because I’ve had breast cancer.' 

"So I went into the medical literature and found out that there were no studies that proved that 
if you do this type of training or use your arm in this fashion it's going to create this swelling. So 
I decided, well, let’s challenge the myth." 

And Dr. McKenzie thought: what could be a better, more visible way of challenging the myth 
than having a bunch of breast cancer survivors paddling canoes? 

But they couldn’t use the same kind of canoes you see in the Olympics. 

"I wasn't going to put people into the flat water or sprint racing boats that are really tippy," he 
says. "The most stable craft that we have in the canoeing world is actually a dragon boat." 

'Are You Sure You Want To Do This?' Dragon Boat racing is believed to have started 2000 years 
ago in China. It’s since spread all over the world. The boats are long. They normally hold 20 
paddlers, each with one oar, sitting two-by-two — plus a steersperson and a drummer to keep 
everyone in sync. 

Who brought Breast Cancer Survivor Dragon Boating to Ottawa? 

Kim Ostrom was an absolutely amazing woman and a force to be reckoned with. She was one of 
the founders of Breast Cancer Action (BCA), and the sole founder of Busting Out Ottawa Dragon 
Boat Club. When she heard about Dr. Don McKenzie's experiment with dragon boat paddling 
for breast cancer survivors, she decided that Ottawa should also have a breast cancer survivor 
team.  

She approached the Rideau Canoe Club, which was very supportive of the idea. 

Kim was the first Team Coordinator for Busting Out. There were only enough members to fill 
one boat in the first year but, once the word got out, there was so much demand that a second 
boat was added in the second year. 
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Kim travelled regularly to Nepal with a group of Canadian doctors who provided free medical 
care to people there. On one of those trips, she had the beautiful dragon hoods made for our 
drummer and steersperson to wear at festivals. These dragon hoods are still used by our 
drummer and steersperson during festivals today! 

In addition to her work with Busting Out Ottawa and BCA, Kim was a frequent speaker to 
groups of newly diagnosed women and an awesome peer supporter who has inspired many 
women to continue in her footsteps of being peer supporters for newly diagnosed women. 

We are thankful for the legacy that Kim created in Busting Out Ottawa Dragon Boat Club, it has 
been and will continue to be a source of friendship, strength and support for breast cancer 
survivors for years to come. 

 
Why dragon boating? 
 
Dragon Boating provides opportunities for members to experience joy, laughter, and support 
both on the water and off.  
 
Our purpose as a club is to: 

1. Promote health, wellness, and self-confidence for breast cancer survivors while 
demonstrating to the community that there is quality of life after the diagnosis of breast 
cancer. 

2. Promote that a full and active life is possible beyond the diagnosis of breast cancer. 
3. Provide breast cancer survivors an opportunity to be part of an athletic team and to 

share in the satisfaction of striving towards a common goal. 
4. Provide opportunities for breast cancer survivors to train and compete at local, regional, 

national, and international levels. 
 
Who can join the Busting Out Ottawa Dragon Boat Team? 
Membership is open to all persons, male and female, that have been diagnosed with breast 
cancer and have completed active treatment (surgery and chemotherapy and/or radiation) and 
taken the necessary time to regain reasonable fitness and arm movement. A minimum of three 
months after treatment is normally recommended.   
 
In the interest of the safety of all team members, it is of value to engage in fitness individually 
as well as with the group. It is advisable to consult with your health professional before making 
your decision to paddle.  
 
 
How do I join and what equipment do I need? 
The time periods for new paddlers to experience dragon boating are: 

 The months of May and September 
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 During our Open Paddle Night which takes place mid-August. 
 In these time periods, you will have the opportunity to decide if dragon boating is 

right for you. 
 
Once your fees are paid, you will be outfitted with a T-shirt that is yours to keep, along with a 
paddle and life jacket for you to use as long as you are a member of Busting Out.If you are 
considering joining Busting Out, contact us at membership@bustingoutottawa.ca 
 
 
Is there a cost to joining Busting Out? 
There is an annual membership fee to join Busting Out.  Fees are established prior to the start 
of each season and are offset by team fundraising activities throughout the year.  All team 
members are expected to participate in fundraising initiatives. 
 
 
What are the expectations for members of Busting Out Ottawa? 

 Members will make a commitment to attain their own personal fitness goals 
 Members will wear a life jacket at each practice and festival 
 Members will abide by instructions given by a coach or event organizer  
 Coaches have been hired to help us grow and develop as paddlers. As part of the 

practice, they will give specific instructions to the team or to an individual, so it is 
important that we do not have any talking on the boat, except during rest periods. 

 In a race there is silence in the boat; the only voices listened to are our Drummer and 
Steersperson. 

 Members will show respect to fellow paddlers, coaches, and their equipment both in 
words and actions.  

 Members are encouraged to act as ambassadors to raise awareness of Busting Out 
Ottawa and of Breast Cancer. 

 Members will participate on committees. 
 Members are encouraged to serve on the board. 
 Members are expected to participate in fundraising endeavors. 
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Who manages the running of the team? 
 The Board 

o Members of the team are nominated and are voted on to the Board for a two-
year tenureto manage theaffairs of the team. 

o The Board is responsible for formulating draft policies, budgets, and strategic 
directions for the team. 

o The Boardis made up of five (5) elected representatives, who oversee the affairs 
of the team.  The five director positions are: 

▪ Chair, Vice Chair, Treasurer, Secretary, andFundraising Director 
. 

 The Committees 

o Board members oversee committees that fulfill additionalroles. 

o There are ten (10) committees made up of one or more team members: 

▪ FestivalCoordinator, Membership, Fitness, Social, Communications, 
Equipment, Registrar, Attendance, Care, and ODBC liaison 

 
 
Paddling and Attendance 

 Practices start at the beginning of May, on Tuesday and Thursday evenings from 5:45-
6:45 p.m.at the Rideau Canoe Club.  

 Members, particularly new paddlers, are encouraged to attend both nights of the week. 
 Members are expected to use the Team Snap app to notify the attendance 

coordinatorby Saturday 4pm as to whether they are attending one or both practices for 
the upcoming week. 

 A paddler’s attendance may be taken into account when putting together festival boats. 
 
Practical Tips 

 Outdoor practice clothing depends on the weather but remember that you will be 
getting wet! If the weather is warm, shorts and a T-shirt work well. In the cooler 
weather, members often wear warmer gear. Water shoes are available from local 
discount stores, and paddling gloves can be found at sporting goods stores such as 
Mountain Equipment Co-op and Trail Head Paddleshack.  

 Gloves, although not obligatory, are recommended to protect your hands and improve 
your grip when paddling.   

 Always remember to bring a bottle of water; you need to stay hydrated as you will get 
thirsty! 
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Festivals/Regattas 
 Most festivals take place on weekends and may be either 1 or 2-day events; sometimes 

these are away and require overnight stays. All paddlers are expected to pay for their 
own accommodation and travel expenses. 

 The camaraderie of paddling at festivals has proven to be an extraordinary experience, 
and participation at festivals is strongly encouraged, however, it is not mandatory to 
take part in any festival. 

 New paddlers will have the same priority as returning ones, although we strive to give 
new paddlers an opportunity to paddle at the Ottawa Dragon Boat Festival held in June. 

 Participation at any festival is based on weekly attendance and could be affected by the 
need for left or right paddlers. 

 
Technical Aspects of Dragon Boating 
 
 

 
 

 
 
  

https://paddlechica.com/the-importance-of-your-
position-in-a-dragon-boat-every-seat-counts/Different 
strengths are needed in the five parts of the boat. Every 
seat counts. 
 
Drummer: The drummer sits at the front of the boat 
and gets the cadence from the lead strokes (first row 
strokes) 
 
The boat crew is broken into 3 sections as follows: 
Strokes and Pacers:The front 6 paddlers set the initial 
pace, which the crew follows. 
 
Engine: The engine is usually reserved for the heavier 
and stronger paddlers who provide the power for the 
boat 
 
Rockets: The rockets pull the boat out of the water and 
give the boat that extra needed boostespecially during 
a race series and a race finish. 
 
Steersperson: Uses the Oar (tiller) to steer the boat; 
can override the call of the drummer and must be 
aware of the boat’s surroundings at all times. 
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Dragon Boat Terminology – some key commands1 
Dragon Boats are PADDLED by PADDLERS; they are not rowed! 
 

 All Down:  Command to stop paddling 
 Attention Please: Command the Starter gives one to five seconds before a race starts 

(horn) or the command “go.” 
 Back Paddle/ Back it down: Paddle strokes are used to move the boat backwards.  

Initiated by reaching slightly behind and pushing the paddle blade forward. Paddlers 
should look ahead and keep time as they back paddle. 

 Check / Check the Boat:Bring the boat to a stop by pulling back on the paddle (reverse 
paddle) 

 Draw: Command given when it’s necessary to move the boat sideways.  The paddler 
reaches out perpendicular to the hull and pulls water toward and under the boat. Draw 
strokes may be used to turn the boat by using the front and back paddlers on opposite 
sides. For example, “Front left and back right, draw”. 

 Feather: Make figure 8’s with the paddle flat on the water. This will keep the boat stable 
if there needs to be movement on the boat. 

 Go / Take it Away: Start paddling. 
 Hold the Boat: Command used to stop the boat and then keep it from moving. Paddlers 

bury their paddle blades vertically to create resistance and slow down the boat. 
 Let it Run (Let it Ride): Stop paddling and let the paddle rest on the gunnel. The paddlers 

should let the boat continue to glide (run) even though paddling has ceased. 
 Paddles Up: Term used to tell the team to be ready to paddle.  Paddlers raise their 

paddles as though about to take a stroke and then on the command “Take it Away” 
begin paddling. 

 Pry: Bury the blade deeply below the boat, with the blade's flat surface parallel to the 
gunwale, and push outward. Pry is the opposite of “draw". 

 Ready, Ready: A race command in a start situation for paddles to be placed in position 
for the first stroke. 

 Series: A set of 10 or 20 powerful strokes, typically called during a race. 
 
Paddle Length 
This guideline is just that, a guideline for paddle length. Generally speaking, we go by height: 
 

Under 4'11 = 43 
5’0 - 5'1 = 44 
5'2 - 5'4 = 45 
5'5 - 5'6 = 46 
5'7 - 5'8 = 47 
5'9 - 5'10 = 48 
5'11 - 6'0 = 49 

                                                           
1 Refer to the Dragon Boat Glossary of Terms on Team Pages for more commands and definitions 
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6'1 - 6'3 = 50 
6’4”+ = 51 

 
For More Information 
You are invited to visit our website at www.bustingoutottawa.ca 


