
Skegs 
 

There are a number of different skeg systems on the market but they all serve the same purpose of having a 
retractable sheet of material protruding from the bottom of a sea kayak to aid its tracking and some other skills. 
The following is a basic instruction of their use with regards to the differing control methods and styles as well as 
basic maintenance. 
 
There are 2 main systems that are used to control the movement of the skeg from up and down: 
 

 Wire     Cord  
 
Cord skegs – In this style of skeg the cord is there to hold up the skeg and prevent it from lowering, this is because 
the skeg is elasticised and always wants to be in a lowered position. This basically means if there was no cord the 
skeg would always be down. The big advantage to this design is if the skeg suffers an impact from an obstacle of 
some sort (rock) it will just be pushed back up and then spring down when the obstacle has passed. 
 
Wire skeg – In this style of skeg the wire is there to push down and pull up the skeg and totally dictates the skeg 
position. As opposed the cord skeg in which the cord is flexible the wire is relatively stiff. This means that if the 
skeg suffers an impact there is a high chance the skeg wire will bend and become kinked, not allowing the skeg to 
be lowered. 
 
The other main component to the skeg system is the method in which you as the paddler initiate the process of the 
skeg being lowered and brought back up. This is generally done with a slider button or some other similar one hand 
operated system located generally to the left or right of the cockpit. It can vary whether it is closer to the front or 
rear of the cockpit. 
 
The three most common styles are Slider button, Locking slider button and Rope and cleat.  
 
Slider button – Slider buttons are straight forward to use, the black slider is held with the index finger and thumb. 
From here it is just a case of moving your hand and the slider back to push the skeg down and forward to bring it 
up. This style of button is only used with the wire skeg system. Since you, as the paddler, are pushing the skeg 
down it should never be forced as this may be due to a blockage (See maintenance section) or an obstruction 
(shallow water, rock) and forcing the skeg will lead to the wire kinking and the skeg needing repaired/replaced. 
 

 Using the fore-finger to slide the skeg down. 



 Using the thumb to push the skeg up 
 
Locking slider button – The technique to using the locking slider button is to first push forward with your thumb, 
this releases it from the toothed notch the button was sitting in and then grip the movable part of the button with 
your index finger and slide back lowering the skeg. To bring the skeg back up it is a simple case of just pushing 
with your thumb until the skeg is up and then releasing and the button will fall into the appropriate toothed notch.  
Locking slider buttons are very similar to normal slider buttons but have a locking mechanism and are generally 
only used with cord skegs. The reason for this locking mechanism is due to the fact it is used with the cord skegs 
which are elasticised and always want to be down, so if the button did not lock while the skeg was held up it would 
just be pulled back due to the elasticised skeg. 
 

 Thumb first  then the fore-finger to lower skeg 

 Using just the thumb to raise skeg 
 
Rope and cleat – The rope and cleat is a more basic design than the other 2. It involves gripping the rope which 
usually has a toggle on the end for ease of grip, pulling the rope from the narrow part of the cleat and letting it feed 
through the wider part thus lowering the skeg. To raise the skeg is the same process reversed, ensuring to finish by 
pulling the rope into the narrow part of the cleat and locking it into position. This style of system is used with the 
same elasticised skeg as the Locking slider and is essentially a more basic version. 
 

 Pulling cord forward to raise skeg  



 Lifting the rope out of cleat ready to lower skeg 

 
Maintenance 

 

Maintenance of skegs is important as if it fails while you are out on the water there is no way of repairing it until 
you land your boat, by which point you have hopefully made it through the conditions for which it was needed. 
The most common problems with skegs is jamming. This jamming is almost always due to a blockage and 
commonly at the skeg box which is the area that the skeg sits in when it is in the up position. 
 
The ways of avoiding this are to ensure that the skeg box is free of debris before setting off, commonly this is small 
pebbles, sand and grit. Pebbles can get stuck between the skeg box wall and the skeg stopping it from moving 
where as grit and sand can work their way up the wire and cord making them stiff and awkward to use. 
 
If the skeg becomes jammed the ways of freeing it again are relatively straight forward. Most skegs either have or  
have the capacity for a small length of cord to hang from the skeg, this means if the skeg was to get jammed up 
then it should just be a case pulling on the cord until it is lowered and the obstruction removes itself or you can at 
least gain access easily to what was causing the problem. Alternatively it may just take you looking at the skeg box 
and trying to remove the obstruction by hand or with whatever you have at your disposal. 
 

 Showing the cord attached to the skeg itself. 
 
One way of avoiding the skeg becoming jammed is paying attention to the surface that you are launching from and 
landing onto. If you are launching from somewhere that is full of shingle or something similar then there is a high 
chance of something getting lodged in the skeg box. The solution to this would be to launch stern first so that your 
bow would take the pressure as you leave land. The same is true of landing although it is normally not a concern as 
you tend to land bow first. 

                                                      
 
Launching with the stern afloat    Another option would be to have the kayak afloat 
 
The big rule about landing and launching is to make sure that your skeg is up otherwise you will definitely do it 
some damage.  


