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Content disclaimer

Please be advised that this course will include 
readings, media, discussion and/or depictions or 

descriptions of child mortality. 

We acknowledge that it may be difficult to 
engage with this content, and encourage you to 

care for your safety and well-being. 

If the content covered today brings up any 
distress or discomfort for you, we encourage you 

to seek assistance through your foster and kinship 
care support worker or Child Safety



Water Safety Awareness -

Introduction

This course has been developed to provide training 

in relation to the identification of water hazards, 

water safety and appropriate levels of supervision of 

children and young people around water hazards.

This course has been created in partnership with 

Kidsafe and Royal Life Saving Australia.

http://kidsafe.com.au/


Learning 

outcomes

By the end of this course, you will be able to:

• define ‘drowning’ and differentiate between fatal and non-
fatal drowning

• explain the levels of risk, different types of water hazards 
pose to children depending on their age

• identify the risk factors that contribute to childhood 
drownings associated with parents/caregivers, the 
environment and the child

• assess the presence of various drowning hazards in and 
around a home as well as in the community and how to 
reduce the drowning risk they pose to children

• utilise a range of resources to increase your 
understanding of water safety when working with parents 
and caregivers to reduce drowning risks.



What is drowning?

• Drowning is the process of experiencing 

respiratory impairment from 

submersion/immersion in liquid. 
(World Health Organisation 2021)

• There are 2 outcomes from drowning : 

– fatal drowning - death

– non- fatal drowning 

• morbidity (suffers ongoing medical conditions)

• no morbidity



Water Safety

Video - Ari’s story

If the video doesn’t load it can be 
accessed here

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=cE7sRG_pF3s.


Fatal drowning

The Royal Life Saving National Drowning Report 2021 provides 
this graphical breakdown of fatal childhood drownings by age.  
Notice that the age group with the highest risk is children aged 
0-4 years of age.



Non-fatal drowning
• While it is possible to survive drowning with 

no neurological injury at all, other possible 

outcomes of non-fatal drowning include 

disability, coma or brain death.

• The extent of the brain injuries sustained are 

determined by the amount of time the brain is 

without oxygen. Functional failure begins 

within seconds, and irreversible brain 

damage or death can occur within four to ten 

minutes.



The ‘ripple effect’ of drowning

• In Queensland, approximately 13 children and young people fatally drown 
every year. Nationally, durring 2020/2021 period 47 children and young 
people drowned.

• There are eight non-fatal drowning incidents for every death among 
children aged 0 to 4 years, the highest fatal to non-fatal drowning ratio of 
any age group. Two out of three of those who survive will be admitted to 
hospital.

• Each of the immediate families involved in a drowning incident – whether 
fatal or non-fatal – can experience significant emotional, financial and 
social stress. 

• A child who has survived a drowning incident and is hospitalised creates 
an emotional overload for most parents or caregivers. 

• Additionally, family and household routines are often impacted by the 
hospitalisation or increased care needs of one child. 



Drowning risk 
by age

• In Queensland, 231 children aged 

0 to 17 years have drowned over 

the last 16 years (from 2004/2005 

to 2019/2020).

• Each of the different types of 

water hazard pose different levels 

of risk to children, depending on 

their age. 



Keeping 
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around water



Keeping children 

safe around water

Babies (0-1 year old)

• Infants aged less than 1 year of age are more likely to drown in 

a bathtub.

• Six children under the age of 1 drowned over the last five years 

and all six death were bathing incidents

• 20 seconds and a few centimetres of water is all it takes for a 

baby or toddler to drown. 

• Water hazards such as buckets and swimming pools are the 

next most common locations for drownings.

• Supervision is the most important strategy to use for keeping 

babies safe around water in this age group.



Keeping children safe 
around water

Toddlers (1- 4 years old)

• Children between 1 to 4 years of age are most vulnerable to 

drowning in swimming pools due to their increased mobility 

and curiosity. 

• Drowning was the leading cause of death for children aged 1 –

4 years old over the last five years, with 39 deaths, accounting 

for 58% of all drowning deaths over this period. Of these 

deaths, 22 occurred in private swimming pools. 

• Remove climbable objects that are in or around the pool 

fence, including pool toys

• Supervision and the awareness of hazards are the most 

important strategies for keeping children safe around water for 

this age group



Keeping children safe 

around water

Young children (5 to 9 years)

• For children 5 to 9 years of age, swimming pools, 
beach or ocean, and static waterways such as 
creeks and rivers were the most likely location for a 
fatal drowning. Swimming pools are the most 
common for a non-fatal drowning.

• Over the last five years, 12 children in this age 
group drowned and of these, six of the children 
were aged 5 years old.

• Supervision, hazard awareness and water 
knowledge/awareness are important strategies for 
keeping children safe around water in this age 
group.



Keeping children 
safe around water

Older children (10 – 17 years old)

• Young people aged 10 to 17 years are more 
likely to fatally drown in rural and remote 
location sites like rivers, creeks and weirs 
where water is moving, or has a strong 
current. 

• Over the last five years, 10 young people 
drowned from this age group. 

• Unpatrolled surf beaches are also a location 
of risk for this age group.

• Illicit substances such as drugs or alcohol 
are often involved with adolescent 
drownings.



Water safety in regional and remote areas

UNCLE TOBYS' Swim My 
Way Central West 
Queensland - YouTube

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l6Fw4CPYzKg&t=273s


Water safety in regional 
and remote areas

• 1/3 of the Australia population live in regional 

and remote communities, outside the major 

cities.

• Regional and remote communities pose unique 

challenges for water safety drowning prevention

• Dams are the most common location for child 

drowning deaths.  

• Be vigilant when caring for children and young 

people from rural and remote locations when 

partaking in water activities



Why are children at risk of drowning?

There are many risk factors that contribute to 

childhood drownings, as shown below. We will 

look at each of these factors in turn, beginning 

with parental and caregiver risk factors.

Parental and 
caregiver risk 

factors

Environmental 
risk factors

Child risk 
factors



Parental and 
caregiver risk 
factors



Parental and 
caregiver risk 

factors 

A significant factor in childhood 
drownings is a lack of 
appropriate parental or 
caregiver supervision of children 
around water hazards. 

Refer to the icon points to learn 
about the drowning risk factors 
associated with the parent and 
caregiver.

The parent or caregiver may have unrealistic expectations 
of a child or a young person’s ability to exercise self 
control over their own behaviour in or around water.

The parent or caregiver provides inadequate supervision 
to a child or young person in or near environments where 
water hazards are present.

The parent or caregiver may underestimate a child or 
young person’s capacity to gain access to areas where 
parental supervision is necessary due to water hazards 
(e.g. swimming pools or water features such as a pond).

The parent or caregiver can be distracted during busy 
times such as changeover time from contact visits, when 
another parent comes home, meal preparation, feeding 
of animals, use of mobile phones, parental illness, when 
visitors call and/or when bathing other children.



Parental and caregiver risk factors 

Parents or caregivers being unprepared when bathing a child or swimming with a child or young person, 
resulting in the child or young person being left unsupervised (e.g. leaving a child to fetch a towel).

A false belief that pool safety devices such as retractable pool ladders, pool alarms, pool covers, baby bath 
aids or flotation devices provide adequate protection for children and young people.

Lack of knowledge of cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) and/or apprehension to administer this action –
‘Have a go, push and blow and as soon as possible call 000!’

A false sense of security can occur when each parent or caregivers mistakenly assumes that the other adult is 
supervising a child or young person.

Parents or caregivers not knowing about or not being prepared for new risks and hazards associated with 
unfamiliar environments.

Complacency or a ‘comfort zone’ around the home results in parental or caregiver vigilance/supervision being 
reduced. 



Child risk factors



Child risk 

factors

There are specific risk factors 

for childhood drowning which 

involve the child themselves.  

Refer to the icon points to 

learn about the drowning risk 

factors associated with the 

child.

Babies have no ability to recognise dangerous situations or get 
themselves out of trouble due to having no judgment, limited 
strength and physical coordination. 

Young children are attracted to water and they often seek it out. 
They are also attracted to colourful toys left in the pool or floating 
on the water.

Young children are not able to understand the concept of danger, 
therefore, do not understand the possible consequences of falling 
into water.

Infants and toddlers generally lack sufficient strength or coordination 
to swim and breather at the same time, so they cannot be taught to 
swim effectively.

Young children who have basic swimming skills are not water safe or 
‘drown-proof’, as they may panic or forget their swimming skills in an 
emergency or unfamiliar environment.



Child risk factors

Infants and toddlers generally lack sufficient strength or 
coordination to swim and breather at the same time, so they 
cannot be taught to swim effectively.

Children and young people initially have an underdeveloped level 
of mobility and speed of reaction or movement, which improves 
as children age.  This can make swimming difficult and can also 
reduce children’s ability to navigate around water hazards safety.

A child or young person may have a physical and/or intellectual 
disability, which may impact on their ability to swim, depending 
on this severity of the condition.

A child or young person may not follow their parent or caregiver’s 
instructions to keep away from water hazards.

A child or young person may have an illness or a medical 
condition (e.g. epilepsy). The child may have an acute injury (e.g. 
being knocked unconscious before entering or on entering water.)



Environmental 

risk factors



Environmental 
risk factors

There are risk factors for childhood 
drowning associated with how 
environmental factors (that is, water 
hazards) are located and managed. 
These environmental factors will be 
discussed in more detail in this course 
in the module of Where can drowning 
occur? 

Refer to the icon points to learn about 
the drowning risk factors associated 
with the child.

Absence of/or ineffective safety barriers such as a fence around a 
home swimming pool.

A lack of maintenance of fencing around water hazards to prevent 
access or fencing that does not comply with current recognised 
standards for pool safety.

Not having a ‘child safe play area’ around the home or on a rural 
property where a child or young person under the age of 5 years 
reside, can enable children and young people to gain access to water 
hazards.

Items of furniture, pot plants or other large climbable objects being 
placed near or around pool fencing, enable a child or young person  
to scale fencing and access the water hazard. 

Tempting objects being left in or around the water hazard such as pool 
toys and balls.



Environment risk factors

The temperature of the water (e.g. when the temperature of 
water is different to what the child is used to this may upset or 
confuse the child).

Steep or slippery entry or exit points to bodies of water, e.g. dam 
banks, pools.

Children following animals into dams, weirs and creeks etc.

Weather, such as tidal flows and flooding associated with bad 
weather and the speed at which a body of water is flowing, as 
well as the danger of submerged objects.



RECAP

The previous slides have covered:

• what drowning is and the difference between fatal 
and non-fatal drowning

• the different risks for drowning based on a child’s age

• the risks for drowning which are associated with 
parents and caregivers, children and the aquatic 
environment (water hazards).

In the next section you will learn more about the drowning 
risks posed by the different water hazards in and around 
the home. 

But first, a quick quiz!



Activity 1

What is drowning?



Where can 

drowning 

occur?



Where can drowning occur?

The Royal Life Saving Society Australia 

releases an annual report on drowning in 

Australian waterways. 

The 2021 report outlines the statistical data 

collected on the risks associated with 

exposure to waterways, rivers, beaches, 

and community and backyard swimming 

pools. 

Watch the following video (click on the play 

arrow) for a summary of the report’s 

information on childhood drownings.



Drowning hazards 

in and around the 

home

As mentioned previously a child can 
drown in 20 seconds and in a few 
centimeters of water. This means 
any body of water can represent a 
drowning hazard, from animal water 
bowls to pools and dams. 

We’ll now look at drowning hazards 
in and around the home.



Bathtubs

Children less than 1 year of age make up the majority of 
bathtub drowning deaths of children in Australia. 

On average in Australia each year approximately five children 
aged between 0 and 4 years drown in a bathtub. 

Almost all deaths are due to a lack of or lapse of adult 
supervision.

It's never safe to leave a child alone in the bath even with a 
bath aide.

Visit the Royal Life Saving Australia’s webpage, Bath Time Safety for 
more information and resources promoting water safety in the bath. 

https://www.royallifesaving.com.au/stay-safe-active/communities/how-to-keep-children-safe/linked-pages/bathtime-safety


Bathtubs

Parents and carers can keep children safe at bath time by 
taking the following actions:

• Actively supervise children at all times when 
they are in the bathtub.

• Use bath time as an opportunity to teach children 
about water safety.

• Never leave younger children unattended in the 
care of an older child/children – not even for a few 
seconds.

• Never leave the bathroom to do other activities 
such as dispose of nappies, fetch clothes, check 
cooking or answer the phone.

• Always bath a baby ‘face up’ - with an arm under 
their head and grasping their arm.



Bathtubs

• Parents and carers can keep children safe at bath 
time by taking the following actions:

• Never use bath seats and chairs as safety 
devices; they have been known to fail, resulting 
in drowning. Such devices should also never be 
used as a substitute for direct supervision. 

• Never leave the room with a tap running even if 
the plug is out, as toys and wash clothes can 
sometimes block the drain.

• Always empty the bath when finished bathing 
and close the bathroom door to prevent young 
children re-entering and having access to taps.



Water containers
Buckets, bathtubs, eskies (coolers), fountains, fishponds, drains, inflatable 
pools, pot plants and even pet bowls all pose a significant drowning risk. 

Younger children are at a higher level of drowning risk due to: 

• A baby or small child can topple head first and drown in a bucket only 
half full of water. 

• Toddlers are curious and increasingly mobile but lack understanding of 
water related hazards, making them vulnerable to drowning.

• 68% of children who drown, fall into the water hazard.

Children have drowned in water troughs used for animals and ornamental 
ponds – especially if they have attractive fish swimming in them. Children can 
topple in head first and may not be able to get themselves out.

Most toddler drowning deaths occur when the parent or caregiver’s attention 
is divided. 



Water containers

It is crucial all kinds of water containers are appropriately managed to 
prevent children accidentally drowning in them. This means parents and 
caregivers should always ensure water containers are securely locked, 
emptied, covered, put away and not left where they can fill up with water.

Specifically, parents and caregivers should:

• keep laundry buckets up high and out of reach

• always empty mop buckets and/or watering buckets after use

• never leave containers of water unattended in places that very 
small children can reach

• swap buckets and large dog water bowls for several small ones, or 
one that automatically refills

• place a wire grate just below the surface of water for ponds –
reducing the depth of a child’s fall into the water. 



Water containers

When living in rural and remote areas it’s important to be 
aware of water hazards on properties:

• secure portable water tank/s with a lock and secure the lid 
with a screw

• always cover post holes, as they may fill with water

• Create child safe play areas - fence off an area in the 
yard, to prevent children wandering off to dams, dips, or 
water troughs

Visit the Royal Life Saving Australia’s webpage, Farm Water 

Safety for more information and resources promoting water 

safety in farm environments. 

https://www.royallifesaving.com.au/stay-safe-active/locations/farm-water-safety


Portable pools

• Portable swimming pools include inflatable pools, pools incorporating a 
canvas or flexible plastic liner attached to a frame, and hard plastic pools 
such as wading pools. 

• Water capacity of these items can vary from less than 150mm to over one 
metre in depth.

• Portable pools pose a serious drowning risk to small children. 

• Portable pools are intended for short term use, and should be emptied after 
each and every use as children have drowned when this has not occurred.

• Portable pools deeper than 300mm are required to fenced as per 
Queensland pool fencing regulations.

• Australian Consumer Law requires portable pools and their retail packaging 
to be labelled with warnings drawing attention to drowning hazards and local 
fencing laws. This is enforced by the Australian Competition and Consumer 
Commission (ACCC) and State regulators.



Portable pools
To avoid children drowning in portable pools, parents and caregivers 
should do the following:

• Actively supervise children and ensure they are within arm’s 
reach whenever they are in or around the water.

• Sit in the portable pool with very young children and hold on to 
them during water play.

• Never rely on older children to supervise younger children, no 
matter how confident you are in their abilities to supervise 
and/or swim.

• Ensure all smaller pools are emptied and put away after every 
use and stored where they will not fill with rain water or water 
from sprinklers.

• Not exceed the number of adults or children the pool can safely 
hold.



Pool toys

Pool toys – noodles, ‘floaties’, dive rings, kickboards, beach balls, and so on 
– are a lot of fun but can pose the following risks to children:

• When left in and around the pool, toys attract the attention of 
children who may try to get through or over a fence, or reach out 
from the pool edge to try and get the toy.

• Flotation toys can make a child seem more competent in the water, 
giving parents and caregivers a false sense of security and leading 
them to a lack of active supervision of the child.

• Inflatable rings can tip upside down, leaving a child head-first in the 
water, unable to right themselves.

• Inflatable arm bands (‘floaties’) can be of an incorrect size and slip 
off the child’s arm or be restrictive. They should have at least three 
compartments and fit snugly to the arm. 



Pool toys

Active supervision should be undertaken to ensure children 
don’t remove their own flotation devices, and to reduce the 
risks associated with pool toys, parents and caregivers 
should do the following:

• Ensure their child is the correct weight and size for a 
particular pool toy by checking the age and weight 
range when purchasing.

• Never leave pool toys in the pool.

• Securely store all pool toys and other non-essential 
equipment out of sight and reach of children.

• Only use pool toys as a last resort to reach a child in 
trouble. Instead use a reach pole or a personal flotation 
device for a ‘reach or throw’ rescue.

• Ensure a reach pole or a personal flotation device is 
stored around the pool for use in a water emergency, 
particularly if the parent or carer can’t swim. 



Spa pools

Spa pool owners should have a certified pool inspector check to 
see if their spa has a cover that is securely fastened so a child 
cannot get in under it. 

The inspector should also look for any of the following dangerous 
features:

• an open ‘potty’ shaped skimmer box that children or adults 
can sit on

• outlets or filters that are open and can trap hair or body 
parts, causing serious internal injuries 

• single drainage outlets at the bottom of the pool or spa, 
rather than on the sides 

• outlet and filter covers that can easily come off and give 
access to filters.



Home pools

Queensland Ambulance Service responded to a total of 143 
immersion incidents involving a swimming pool during the 
2019/2020 period, of which 79 were for children aged between 1 
and 4 years of age. 

During the past five years, 40% of all drowning related deaths 
for children occurred in a private swimming pool. Six of these 
children will have fatally drowned. Pool fencing laws are aimed 
at preventing these drowning events. 

A child is three times more likely to drown in an unfenced 
swimming pool, or a pool that has access from the house, than a 
pool fenced on four sides. 



Home pools

The Home Pool Safety Checklist noted above features eight sections:

• swimming pool gate

• swimming pool fence

• around the swimming pool fence

• supervision 

• pump, grates and suction 

• emergency preparation 

• chemicals 

• electricity. 

This checklist does not substitute for a formal pool inspection 
(mandatory in Queensland).

Pool owners can conduct a self-assessment of their home pool and its 

surroundings to ensure it is safe by accessing the Home Pool Safety 

Checklist available on the Royal Life Saving Australia’s website or as an 

app for smart phones.

https://www.royallifesaving.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/40412/KW_A4Checklist2020.pdf


Home pools

In essence, the pool laws in Queensland require the following:

• All pools must have a sturdy well-maintained fence and gate which self-closes and self-
latches.

• The pool gate should open outwards away from the pool so children are less likely to slip 
in unnoticed behind a parent or caregiver when they enter the pool area. A gate that opens 
outward is more difficult to open, particularly if a child positioned a chair in front of it to 
access the gate latch.

• Pools should have fences on all four sides and not allow access directly from the house. 
Children have drowned by crawling through a cat/dog flap into the pool area.

• All climbable objects such as barbecues, outdoor furniture, toys and plant pots need to be 
kept away from pool fences.

• A cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) sign should be displayed prominently in all pool 
areas and kept in good condition, current and readable.

• Pool gates must never be propped open and must close securely every time to keep 
children out of the pool when a parent or caregiver is not present.

• Pool gates can be fitted with alarms which provide an alert if someone has entered the 
pool area, or if the gate has been propped open. 



Home pools

RSL Australia identifies 4 key actions for keeping children 
safe around water:

• Supervise – Actively supervise children around water

• Restrict – Restrict children’s access to water

• Teach – teach children water safety skills

• Respond – Learn how to respond in the case of an 
emergency



Drowning hazards 
away from home

When away from the home, it is as 

equally important to be aware of the 

drowning hazards for children and 

young people.

We will now look at the drowning 

hazards away from home.



Public pools

• Public pools are high-risk drowning 
areas for children. 

• Children aged 5 to 9 years have the 
highest fatal drowning rates 

• A lack of direct supervision by a parent 
or caregiver is believed to be a 
contributing factor in 70% of all 
drowning deaths at public pools. 



Public pools

• Parents and caregivers can reduce the risk of drowning at public pools by:

• providing the children in their care with active supervision, children need ‘all of your attention all of the time’

• remaining responsible for the wellbeing and safety of the children in their care - lifeguards are not babysitters

• never leaving children unsupervised or in the care of older children

Note: children in the care of the Director-General (on a child protection order) must be supervised by a person 18 
years or older at all times, regardless of their age or public pool rules

• always being in the water and within arm’s reach for 0-5 year old's and non-swimmers

• engaging with the child such as playing with them or talking to them while swimming

• getting dressed into swimwear prior to entering the pool area to reduce the need to leave children unattended to 
go and change.



Public pools

Note: Children aged 6–10 years old require active supervision, so 
parents or caregivers must be prepared to enter the water with 
children in this age group.

For children aged 11–14 years, it is recommended that parents or 
caregivers regularly check on their activities in and around water by 
physically going to their location, as this age group is still at risk of 
drowning despite having a higher degree of independence.

Visit the Royal Life Saving Australia’s webpage, Keep 
Watch at Public Pools, for more information and 
resources promoting water safety at public pools. 

https://www.royallifesaving.com.au/Aquatic-Risk-and-Guidelines/safety-programs/child-supervision/keep-watch-at-public-pools


Flood water 

or heavy rain

Parents and caregivers should 

always have a backup plan for 

when heavy rain or flooding is likely 

to occur near school pick up time. 

A backup plan should reduce 

impulsive decision-making as 

potential risks have been 

considered for themselves and the 

children in their care.



Flood water or heavy rain

Some things to remember about flood waters or heavy rain include:

• never play in or drive into flood water – ‘If it’s flooded forget it’

• it is difficult to judge the depth or speed of water

• it is impossible to tell the condition of a road or bridge when it 
is under water

• a strong current can lift a heavy vehicle off the road

• children and adults have been swept away in cars by flood 
water

• currents and flooded drains can pull and trap a person under 
water 

• adolescents are more likely to fatally drown in rural and 
remote locations such as rivers, creeks and weirs where water 
is moving or has a strong current. 



Activity 2 

Where does drowning 
occur?



Conclusion

Well done in completing Water Safety 

Awareness training, we hope you found 

this information helpful.  

Stay mindful of potential drowning risks 

around the home as well as in public 

places.

REMEMBER – Be aware, be observant and 

educate, to help keep children and young people 

water safe.


