
Swimming is a great way to stay fi t and have some 
family fun. But to protect your loved ones, safety 
must be a priority when at the pool. Why? 
Because drowning is a leading cause of injury death 
for children ages 1 to 4 (toddlers) and most toddler 
drownings happen in home swimming pools. For 
people of all ages, drowning is the fi ft h leading cause 
of unintenti onal injury death. 

The tragedy of drownings
Drowning is oft en swift , silent and occurs in as litt le 
as 30 seconds. Nati onally, about 10 people die from 
unintenti onal drowning every day—on average two 
of these deaths are children aged 14 or under. For 
every child who dies from drowning, another fi ve 
receive emergency department care for near 
drownings that can cause brain damage and result 
in long-term disabiliti es. Most young children who 
drowned in pools were last seen in the home, had 
been out of sight less than fi ve minutes, and were 
in the care of one or both parents at the ti me.

The good news is that drowning can be prevented. 
For the best protecti on, combine the safety 
measures listed below. This is called adding 
“layers of protecti on.”

Always watch children in or around the water. 
There is no substi tute for supervision.
 Designate a responsible adult to watch children 

swimming or playing in or around the pool. At 
social events, take turns being the designated 
“water watcher.” 

• Stay within arm’s reach of your children at all ti mes. 
• Avoid distracti ons while supervising, like reading, 

playing cards, texti ng or talking on the phone. 

• Supervise your children 
even at pools with 
lifeguards. Lifeguards are 
highly-trained to boost 
swimmer safety, but 
there may only be a 
few lifeguards at a very 
crowded pool. Lifeguards 
are not babysitt ers. Do your 
part and watch your own 
children. Unfortunately, 
it’s oft en another
swimmer or 
bystander who fi rst 
noti ces 
that someone 
has drowned.

• Adults and older 
children should always 
swim with a buddy when 
at a pool that’s not lifeguarded. Even good 
swimmers can drown if they are injured or have a 
medical emergency.

Put weak swimmers in life jackets
• Put children who are weak swimmers in life jackets 

or buy a swimsuit/life jacket combinati on. Make 
sure the life jackets are U.S. Coast Guard approved.

• Air-fi lled or foam toys are not safety devices. 
“Water wings,” “noodles,” inner tubes, etc. should 
not be used instead of life jackets. These toys are 
not life jackets and are not designed to keep 
swimmers safe.
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• Keep rescue gear such as a life ring with a rope, life 
jackets and a long pole (called a shepherd’s crook) 
next to the pool.

• Have, and practi ce, an emergency plan. If your child 
is missing, check the pool fi rst.

More safety ti ps around the pool
• Only swim in pools with water clear enough to see 

the bott om and main drains. If the bott om of the 
pool isn’t visible, you won’t be able to see a 
swimmer in trouble.

• Remove toys from in and around the pool when it is 
not in use. Toys att ract children to the pool.

• Make sure lawn furniture and landscape features 
are kept away from the pool fence so children can’t 
use them to climb into the pool area.

• To prevent being trapped underwater by the pool’s 
sucti on drains, use safety drain covers and other 
devices. 

• If swimmers have long hair, use hair bands to keep 
hair away from the sucti on drain covers.

• Teach swimmers not to play near sucti on 
drain covers.
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Install barriers and alarms 
• In many homes, the yard is fenced but doors open 

directly from the house onto the pool area (called 
three-sided fencing). This is not as safe as adding 
another fence to completely separate the 
swimming pool (called four-sided fencing). In fact, 
more than half of all swimming pool drownings 
among young children could be prevented by four-
sided fencing that completely separates the pool 
from the house and the yard.

• Install a four-sided pool fence that completely 
separates the pool area from the house and yard. 
The fence should be at least 4 feet high and not 
climbable. Gates should be lockable, open 
away from the pool and have self-closing and 
self-latching hardware. Latches must be out of the 
reach of children.

• Add a pool alarm and power safety cover for 
additi onal protecti on. (Safety covers are not a 
substi tute for a fence.)

• If you only have a three-sided fence, install alarms 
on all doors and windows that lead to the pool. 
Install self-closing, self-latching hinges on doors.

• Portable or infl atable above-ground pools also 
pose a drowning risk. Young children can get into 
them easily but have trouble getti  ng out. The same 
safety precauti ons to prevent access to the water 
should be followed as for in-ground pools, including 
four-sided fencing.

Enroll your children in swimming lessons
Formal swimming lessons and water-safety skills 
training can start at a young age. The American 
Academy of Pediatrics supports swimming lessons 
for children as young as 1 year of age. The decision to 
begin swimming lessons should be based on the indi-
vidual child’s exposure to water, emoti onal maturity, 
physical limitati ons and health concerns. Parti cipa-
ti on in formal swimming lessons may reduce the risk 
of drowning by as much as 88 percent among young 
children aged 1 to 4 years. 

Prepare for an emergency

• Learn cardiopulmonary resuscitati on (CPR) and fi rst 
aid. In the ti me it takes for paramedics to arrive, 
your CPR skills could save someone’s life. 

• Keep a phone right by the pool, with emergency 
phone numbers posted nearby.

For more informati on:

Pool Safe campaign  www.srhd.org/poolsafe.asp

Seatt le Children’s Hospital
www.seatt lechildrens.org/classes-community/
community-programs/drowning-preventi on/

Illustrati ons and some content derived from CDC.


