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HEALTH BASICS

Drowning prevention

Drowning prevention means reducing the chance of breathing problems during water

activities.

WHAT IT IS

Practical steps that reduce drowning risk

WHERE IT COMES UP

Bathing, swimming, boating, fishing, floods, and water play

WHY IT MATTERS

It helps prevent oxygen loss, injury, and death

WHAT IT IS NOT

Not a disease or diagnosis

WHO TO ASK

Lifeguards, swimming instructors, clinicians, or local safety services

HOW IT IS CHECKED

None; no single test measures water safety

Overview

Drowning prevention covers the actions that help keep people safe in and around water. It is

not a disease or diagnosis.

Drowning is the process in which being under or surrounded by liquid causes breathing

problems. It can be fatal or nonfatal. A person who survives may recover fully or may have

lasting effects from lack of oxygen.

Risk is not limited to swimming pools. Drowning can happen in baths, ponds, rivers, lakes,

oceans, water tanks, flooded areas, and other places where water collects. It can occur during

boating, fishing, diving, or walking near water.

Several safety measures work together. No single device, swimming lesson, or supervising

adult can remove all risk. The most useful approach combines close supervision, barriers,

suitable life jackets, water skills, and a plan for emergencies.

How it works
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Drowning can begin when water blocks normal breathing. A person may be unable to call out or

wave. Drowning often looks quieter than it does in films.

Prevention aims to stop a person from entering the water unexpectedly, notice trouble quickly,

and support safer rescue.

For young children, a four-sided pool fence can separate the pool from the home and yard.

Gates should close and latch by themselves. Doors, covers, and alarms may add protection, but

they do not replace a proper barrier or supervision.

Close supervision means actively watching the water. The supervising adult should avoid

phones, reading, alcohol, and other distractions. Young children and people who cannot swim

reliably may need an adult within arm's reach. When several adults are present, naming one

person as the "water watcher" can make responsibility clear.

Swimming and water-survival lessons can build useful skills. These may include entering water

safely, returning to the surface, floating, turning, and reaching an exit. Lessons do not make

anyone "drown-proof," and supervision remains necessary.

A life jacket helps keep a person at the surface. It should be approved for the activity, fit

correctly, and be worn rather than stored nearby. Inflatable toys, water wings, and ordinary air

mattresses are not substitutes for life jackets.

Boating safety also includes checking weather and water conditions, carrying communication

equipment, following passenger limits, and avoiding alcohol or drugs that affect judgment,

balance, or alertness.

Why it matters for your health

Breathing interruption reduces the oxygen reaching the brain, heart, and other organs. Quick

recognition and rescue can make a major difference.

Children, inexperienced swimmers, and people with certain medical or physical needs may

require extra planning. Seizures, fainting, heart rhythm problems, poor balance, or medicines

that cause drowsiness can affect water safety. A clinician can help discuss individual

precautions without assuming that someone must avoid all water activities.

Natural water brings risks that may not be visible. Currents, sudden depth changes, cold water,

waves, weeds, rocks, and poor visibility can challenge even confident swimmers. Cold water

can cause an involuntary gasp and rapid breathing before hypothermia develops.

Floodwater is especially unpredictable. It may move quickly, hide damaged ground, or contain

sewage, chemicals, and electrical hazards. Driving or walking into floodwater can place both
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you and rescuers at risk.

Drowning prevention also matters after a rescue. A person who has had breathing difficulty in

water may need medical assessment, even if they are awake afterward. Prompt first aid and

cardiopulmonary resuscitation, or CPR, can restore breathing and circulation while emergency

help is on the way.

What can go wrong

Water-related emergencies include several named conditions and situations:

Terms such as "dry drowning" and "secondary drowning" are not accepted medical diagnoses.

A person does not unexpectedly die days later from drowning without warning signs. However,

new or worsening breathing problems after a water incident require medical attention.

Call emergency services immediately if someone:

Persistent coughing, chest discomfort, unusual sleepiness, vomiting with breathing trouble, or

difficulty breathing after submersion also needs urgent medical assessment. Do not wait for a

routine appointment.

- Nonfatal drowning: breathing problems caused by submersion or immersion, followed by
survival

- Cardiac arrest: the heart stops pumping effectively

- Hypoxic brain injury: brain injury caused by too little oxygen

- Aspiration-related lung injury: lung irritation after liquid or stomach contents enter the
airways

- Hypothermia: a dangerously low body temperature

- Cold-water shock: sudden gasping and rapid breathing after entering cold water

- Traumatic injury: head, neck, or spinal injury from diving, falls, boats, or rocks

- Is unresponsive or cannot be woken

- Is not breathing normally

- Has blue, grey, or unusually pale lips or skin

- Has severe trouble breathing

- Is confused, collapses, or has a seizure

- Needed rescue breaths or CPR
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What you can do

Before entering the water, identify the exits, depth changes, currents, weather, and whether

lifeguards are present. Follow warning signs and local advice. Do not swim alone in open water.

For children, check home and holiday settings for unfenced pools, ponds, baths, buckets, and

other accessible water. Empty portable containers after use. Close toilet lids and bathroom

doors where this is relevant to a young child's safety.

Ask swimming programmes what skills they teach, how learners are supervised, and whether

instructors have appropriate rescue and first-aid training. Keep a record of swimming ability,

but reassess it when the setting changes. Pool skills do not always transfer to cold, deep, or

moving water.

Check life-jacket labels for the intended activity and user size. Test the fit before going on the

water. Local boating or water-safety services can explain which approved type is suitable.

If someone is in difficulty, call for help and alert a lifeguard. Reach with a pole or throw a

floating object when possible. Entering the water can place an untrained rescuer in danger.

If the person is unresponsive and not breathing normally, call emergency services and begin

CPR according to your training and the dispatcher's instructions. Rescue breaths are especially

important after drowning because the emergency usually starts with lack of oxygen. Use an

automated external defibrillator, or AED, as soon as one is available. Do not use abdominal

thrusts simply to try to remove water from the lungs.

Routine preparation can include taking a recognised CPR course, saving local emergency

numbers, and agreeing who will supervise during water activities.

Common questions

Can someone drown while wearing a life jacket?

A life jacket reduces risk but cannot prevent every emergency. Fit, design, water conditions,

injury, entrapment, and whether it is worn correctly all matter. Supervision and safe choices are

still needed.

Do swimming lessons replace supervision?

No. Lessons provide useful skills, but confidence may be greater than ability. Children and

weaker swimmers still need close, active supervision.

Is it safe to swim where a lifeguard is present?

A lifeguard adds an important layer of protection. You should still stay within your abilities,
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follow instructions, supervise children, and use suitable safety equipment.

Should someone be checked after every brief dip underwater?

A person who is completely well after a brief, uneventful submersion may not need testing.

Seek urgent advice if there was breathing difficulty, persistent coughing, confusion, unusual

drowsiness, chest discomfort, vomiting with breathing problems, or any need for rescue

breaths or CPR. If you are unsure what happened, contact an urgent medical service.

Can alcohol increase drowning risk?

Yes. Alcohol can impair judgment, coordination, reaction time, and body-temperature control.

It can also affect a person's ability to supervise others safely.

Is open-water swimming the same as pool swimming?

No. Open water may involve currents, waves, cold temperatures, poor visibility, uneven ground,

and fewer clear exit points. Check local conditions and use safety measures suited to that

setting.
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