
Your sport:
rowing uses all the major muscle groups, relying approximately 65% on 
the legs, 25% on the back and 10% arms. It‘s unique in that it relies on both 
aerobic and anaerobic energy systems along with requiring strength and power.

rowing events are typically courses 2000m in length that can be completed 
in approximately 5½  to 9 minutes, depending on the weather conditions, 
competition level, size of boat (single, double, four, eight), and type of rowing class 
(sculling or sweep oar).  there is a lightweight class in rowing where for males, the 
average weight of crew can’t exceed 70kg, and no individual rower can weigh more 
than 72.5kg. For female crews, the average weight can’t exceed 57kg, with an individual 
maximum of 59kg.  Coxswains (who steer the bigger boats) must be a minimum of 55kg 
(males) and 50kg (females).

High level competitions in rowing are generally held as multi-day regattas with the duration ranging 
from 3 day World Cup events to weeklong olympic events. this nutrition advice sheet is aimed in those who 
compete and train at a recreational level, as elite athletes have different nutritional requirements. 

the intensity and duration of training will depend on the level at which an individual intends to compete. this can 
range from training a few times a week to 1-3 times a day, 5-6 days a week. Both aerobic and anaerobic energy 
systems need to be targeted in training sessions. this includes long distances and speed sessions on the water 
or ergometer (erg) as well as weights sessions to develop strength and power. Cross-training sessions are also 
commonly included such as cycling or running.

roWING
EAtING For Your sport

trAINING DIEt:
For rowers it is often difficult to meet 
energy (calorie/kilojoule) requirements, 
especially for adolescent boys. 
Therefore timing, frequency and the 
types of foods eaten are very important 
and need to be considered to ensure 
an optimal diet.

A balanced diet is essential for all rowers 
including:
- Fruits and vegetables – aim for a 

variety of colours
- Breads and cereals – pasta, rice, 

oats, bread, rolled oats, breakfast 
cereal, kumara, potatoes and 
noodles

- Dairy products – choose low fat 
varieties including milk, yoghurt and 
cheese 

- Protein rich foods – including lean 
meat, fish, poultry, eggs, tofu and 
pulses

- Healthy fats like vegetable oils, nuts, 
seeds and avocado

To be able to cope with the high energy 

demands of training and periods of 
adolescent growth spurts young people 
are advised to consume frequent 
healthy snacks/small meals. The more 
frequent the training sessions, the more 
important the timing of meals and 

snacks becomes as recovery time is 
reduced. The type of foods eaten before 
and after training is also essential to 
maximise the amount of fuel available 
for the session and to encourage rapid 
recovery. 



CArBoHYDrAtE 
Carbohydrates are important as 
the main source of fuel for rowers 
and should be included regularly 
throughout the day. Meals and snacks 
during the day should ideally be 
based on low glycemic index (GI) 
carbohydrate. This includes oats, 
grainy breads, basmati rice and pasta. 
Foods and drinks with a high GI can be 
helpful during and immediately after 
intense training, for example sports 
drinks, sports bars, jellybeans, gels, 
pikelets, crumpets, jelly or white bread 
with jam or honey (see Carbohydrate 
nutrition advice sheet for more 
information).

protEIN 
Protein rich foods are essential for good 
health and sporting performance. Main 
meals should always include some 
source of protein. Examples include lean 
meat, chicken, fish, tofu, legumes (e.g. 
baked beans, chickpeas and lentils), 
eggs, nuts and low fat dairy products. It 
is also important to include protein rich 
foods for muscle repair after weights 
sessions, ergonomic training, and 
intense sessions on the water.  

FAts 
For all athletes it is important to include 
some healthy fats each day including 
avocado, nuts, seeds, oily fish and 
vegetable oils. The amount of these fats 
that are needed will depend on the 
individual’s weight goals and energy 
requirements (how many calories/kJs they 
need each day). For example, a low fat 
diet is recommended for lightweight rowers 
who may struggle to make weight, whilst a 
moderate intake of fat may be appropriate 
for elite males with high training loads which 
may potentially cause weight loss. 

For all athletes, unhealthy fats should 
be avoided as much as possible. This 
includes the skin on chicken, white fat 
on meat, butter and fat often used in 
cakes, biscuits and many takeaways.

FruIts & VEGEtABLEs 
Fruit and vegetables are not only 
important sources of carbohydrate, but 
are also sources of vitamins, minerals 
and antioxidants. As rowers often push 
their bodies to the limit, a regular intake 
of vitamins, minerals and antioxidant 
rich foods is essential to keep the body’s 
immune system healthy and strong. 



A sAmpLE oNE DAY 
mEAL pLAN For roWING

prE EArLY morNING 
trAINING:
• Toast with scraping of margarine and 

banana OR
• Light cereal (Weetbix/light muesli) with 

low fat milk

DurING trAINING
If row is longer than 60 minutes aim to 
consume carbohydrate rich foods e.g. 
sports drink, sports bars, jellybeans  

rECoVErY
After intense training consume some 
carbohydrates immediately e.g. sports 
drink, jellybeans, crumpet, white roll, 
ripe banana, water melon or dates. To 
improve recovery it is recommended 
to consume some protein about 20 
minutes after finishing training e.g. pottle 
of yoghurt, glass of milk, or home made 
recovery shake made with low fat milk, 
yoghurt, fresh fruit and/or frozen berries  

BrEAkFAst: (aim to consume 
within 1 hour after finishing training)
• Natural muesli with fresh fruit and 

yoghurt/low fat milk OR
• Wholegrain toast with poached eggs 

and a glass of fruit juice OR
• Hot oats and a piece of fruit or a glass 

of fruit juice 
If travelling, pack a combination of fresh 
fruit, milk drinks or fruit juice carton with 
yoghurt, cereal bars or sandwiches

morNING tEA:
• Low fat fruit muffin OR
• Wholegrain crackers with cottage 

cheese OR
• Yoghurt and fresh fruit

LuNCH:
• Wholegrain bread rolls or wrap filled 

with protein filling e.g. fish, chicken, 
meat, egg, cheese and  salad 
ingredients OR

• Pasta/rice with tuna and vegetables
Add a piece of fruit and/or yoghurt or 
MILO made with low fat milk to each 
option

AFtErNooN tEA:
• Muesli bar and/or a piece of fruit

DINNEr:
• Lean meat and vegetable stir-fry with 

rice or noodles OR
• Spaghetti Bolognese with a side salad OR
• Lean beef burger with potato wedges 

and salad
Add yoghurt or ice-cream with fruit

suppEr:
• Hot MILO made with low fat milk

kEY FooDs For A 
roWEr’s FrIDGE

✓ Green or yellow top milk, 
flavoured milk

✓ Yoghurt
✓ Eggs
✓ Margarine/low fat spread
✓ Edam cheese, cottage cheese
✓ Fresh and frozen vegetables
✓ Lean meat, fish, chicken
✓ Fresh fruit 

CoACHEs NutrItIoN tIp
richard tonks – rowing NZ 
Head Coach

I think the timing of nutrition is very 
important. Try to consume 50-100g of 
carbohydrate 30 minutes before training 
and start consuming carbohydrates 
15 minutes after exercise, before the 
levels of cortisol (hormone released 
in muscle breakdown) get too high. 
Drinking enough to help replace fluid lost 
during training is also important although 
inevitably this can prove impossible as 
rowing contains so few stoppage breaks.

NUTRITION PROFILE:
DuNCAN GrANt 
Why do you think nutrition is 
important for your sport?
Nutrition can aid in improving 
performance, and by being a 
lightweight at a highly competitive level 
in rowing, these performance gains 
are vital.  It is important for rowers to 
eat the right foods at the right time to 
ensure sustained energy for the workout 
and optimal recovery for the muscles 
afterwards. 
- Eat carbohydrate rich foods with a low GI 

before training to provide slow-releasing 
carbohydrates to the muscles. 

- During training drink sports fluid to top up the 
carbohydrates being used.

- After training include carbohydrate rich foods 
with a high GI, as well as some protein to help 
repair and replenish muscles.

What are your favourite healthy snacks to 
recommend to rowers?
Breakfast is an important meal and can help set you up for 
the day. I always like to have cereal or muesli with yoghurt, milk 
and fruit. Fruit is an easy, on-the-go snack and provides essential 
vitamins to keep you healthy.

kEY FooDs For A 
roWEr’s pANtrY

✓ Pasta, noodles 
✓ Rice (basmati, brown and long 

grain)
✓ Bread (wholegrain and white)
✓ Potatoes and kumara
✓ Healthy baking e.g. wholemeal 

scones, banana bran muffins
✓ Crackers (grainy or rice)
✓ UNCLE TOBYS Rolled Oats 
✓ Muesli
✓ MILO Energy Food Drink
✓ Creamed rice
✓ CARNATION Light & Creamy  

 Evaporated Milk
✓ Baked beans
✓ Canned tuna/sardines/salmon
✓ Nuts (almonds, brazil nuts)
✓ Fruit (fresh, canned and dried)
✓ Vegetable oil
✓ Honey/jam 
✓ Muffin splits

NutrItIoNIst’s NotE
This meal plan is an example only and 
not intended for individual purposes. This 
should be altered to suit individual energy 
requirements depending on age, gender 
and training load.  For those who train at 
an elite level and/or twice or more a day 
additional pre training snacks and post 
training recovery food/drinks will be required. 
Contact a Sports Dietitian for guidance.



your race (e.g. sports drink, jellybeans, 
sports bars, white bread, rice cakes, ripe 
banana, pikelets with honey, crumpets). 
To improve recovery it can be helpful to 
include some protein as a recovery snack 
e.g. yoghurt, creamed rice and low fat 
milk, MILO with low fat milk. Follow these 
recovery snacks with high carbohydrate 
meals and snacks. 

HYDrAtIoN
Replacing fluid after racing is very 
important, as even a loss of just 2% of an 
athlete’s bodyweight due to dehydration 
can have significant detrimental effects 
on performance. Sports drinks are good 
for recovery because they help replace 
carbohydrate lost during racing as well as 
electrolytes and fluids lost through sweat. 

spECIAL IssuEs AND 
rEquIrEmENts For roWErs:
• Iron needs: Rowers, especially females 

and young males are at an increased 
risk of depleted iron stores which may 
give rise to increased fatigue and 
impaired performance. Include foods 
high in iron such as lean red meat and 
fortified cereals and beverages (such 
as MILO) daily to optimise iron levels. 
If you are vegetarian, make sure to 
include legumes and foods that are 
high in vitamin C to your meals (such 
as orange juice, kiwifruit, broccoli or 
berries). The vitamin C will enhance the 
absorption of haem iron from legumes. 
Those at risk may need regular blood 
test checks and a visit to a dietitian to 
assess their current diet.

• Fluid requirements: Given the long 
training sessions and limited break times 
on the water, consuming fluid during 
recovery is very important. Rowers can 
dehydrate by up to 1-2kg of their body 
weight from sweating (depending 
on gender, temperature, duration 
and type of session). Rowers should 
monitor their fluid losses by weighing 
themselves before and after sessions. 
To fully rehydrate, it is recommended 
to consume 150% of the fluid deficit 
after exercise. Electrolytes should also 
be added to replace the loss during 
sweating and to help with the retention 
of water. Sports drinks can therefore be 
very helpful. A loss of 1kg of body weight 
is equal to 1 litre of fluid.

• Fat mass: In rowing the power to weight 
ratio is important. The heavier and 
stronger you are the more power you 
can generate. However, if rowers carry 
extra fat mass, this will be dead weight 
that must be carried in the boat. Skinfold 
measurements are often helpful to 
ensure body composition is maintained 
at an ideal level. This is particularly 
important for lightweight rowers. If 
excess fat needs to be lost, dietary 
changes may be required including 
reducing fat, sugar and alcohol.

• Energy intake: Rowers have high energy 
(calorie/kJ) and carbohydrate needs. 
Heavyweight men and some lighter 
women may struggle to consume 
enough food to meet requirements. 
Frequent snacking, eating energy dense 
foods, and/or extra meal supplements or 
protein drinks may be needed.

CompEtItIoN DAY 
EAtING

The duration of the regatta will determine 
the type and timing of meals and snacks 
needed. Some competitions will be held 
over 2-3 days with 3-4 races per day, while 
others may be held over a week with only 
1-2 races each day.  

Many of the same principles apply on 
competition day as on training days:

prE-CompEtItIoN
Aim for a low fat, carbohydrate rich meal or 
snack 1-4 hours before exercise to provide 
fuel for the race. The exact time of this meal 
will vary depending on individual preference 
and the type/intensity of the race.

Carbohydrate rich foods which release 
energy slowly (low GI) maybe helpful 
as part of this meal or snack. Examples 
include: HOT OATS with low fat milk and 
fresh berries, GRAINY TOAST with poached 
eggs, PASTA in a tomato sauce with 
shredded chicken.  If the competition 
starts very early and a lighter meal is more 
appropriate try baked fruit bars, liquid 
meal supplements, creamed rice and 
smoothies.

post-CompEtItIoN
An aggressive approach to recovery 
is needed to tackle the high-energy 
expenditure for rowers. It is ideal to include 
carbohydrate immediately after finishing 

this recipe is from the Fit Food for Winners cookbook. to order your copy, visit www.nestle.co.nz.

For more information and to obtain further copies 
of any of the Eating for Your sport Nutrition Advice 
sheets, visit www.nutrition.nestle.co.nz  
or www.mish.org.nz

© Nestlé New Zealand Limited & millennium Institute 
of sport & Health 2009. Issued october 2009

spICY mEAtBALLs WItH spAGHEttI
serves 4

MEAT BALLS
500g lean minced beef
½ cup dried breadcrumbs
1 egg, lightly beaten
1 tsp MAGGI Garlic Stock Powder
2 tbsp fresh parsley, chopped
½ tsp all spice
½ tsp ground ginger
½ tsp ground coriander
1 tsp ground cumin

SPAGHETTI
1 tsp olive oil
500g dried spaghetti

SAucE
1 onion, sliced
1 pkt MAGGI Cook in the Pot 
Mediterranean Meatballs Recipe Mix
400g  can tomatoes in juice, chopped
¼ cup water

• To prepare meatballs, place meatballs 
ingredients in a bowl and mix thoroughly 
to combine. Shape into 16 equal sized 
meatballs.

• Heat oil in a large non-stick frying pan. 
Add meatballs and cook until browned, 
remove from pan and set aside.

• Cook spaghetti following packet 
directions.

• To make sauce, add onion to the pan 
and cook for 2 minutes. Add combined 
recipe mix, tomatoes and water. Bring  
to the boil, stirring.

• Return meatballs to the pan. Cover 
and simmer for 10 minutes, stirring 
occasionally.

• Serve meatballs and sauce over  
drained, cooked spaghetti.

• If desired, serve with finely grated 
parmesan cheese and salad.

ANALYsIs per serve

Energy (kJ) 3084

Carbohydrate (g) 103

Protein (g) 52

Fat (g) 13


