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As Victorians we continue our  
love affair with aquatic environments, 
whether it be recreation, training 
or therapeutic. Whilst there are 
immense benefits from participating 
in aquatic activity, the number of 
drowning incidents in the state  
must constantly be addressed. Upon 
reading this report, I am sure you will 
agree it is pleasing that the trend in 
drowning numbers is heading in the 
right direction. However, there are 
still too many water related deaths 
in our state and therefore we must 
maintain our efforts.

At 0.65 per 100,000 of the population we have 
reached the lowest drowning toll since records 
were established. This rate has come about as  
a result of the collective aquatic industry working 
together with government to deliver services, 
programs and public relations campaigns. The 
industry and government should be proud of  
their efforts in creating this downward trend. 

Statistics prove males are still three times  
more likely to drown than females. For the  
first time we have been able to identify 
drowning incidents of persons from culturally 
and linguistically diverse backgrounds. Sadly 
14% of drowning deaths were people from 
these communities. We need to continue to 
uncompromisingly address both of these two 
aspects. Research also indicates that whilst we 
have made progress in the area of toddler drowning, 
the number of non-fatal drowning incidents 
(admissions to hospital for non-fatal drowning)  
has remained the same as in previous years.  
These “close calls” are an area that can easily 
be forgotten if we only concentrate on the fatal 
drowning numbers. We need to ensure we take 
them into consideration when determining  
future actions. 

Finally, it is vital to remember that our  
continued success is due to the collective work  
of multiple agencies. Together, we have shown 
that we can make a difference in bringing down 
the state’s drowning toll. We welcome your  
views and interest.

Nigel Taylor ESM  
Chief Executive Officer  
Life Saving Victoria

METHODS
This report includes unintentional drowning 

incidents only. It does not include deaths due to 

natural causes, suicide, or homicide. Information 

for the report has been collected from the State 

Coroner’s Office of Victoria and the National 

Coroners Information System (NCIS). This 

information relates to both open and closed cases. 

While all care is taken to ensure that the results 

are as accurate as possible, these figures are 

provisional only, the report contains drowning 

deaths known as at 21 September 2009. Coronial 

investigations and findings relating to open cases 

may alter the reported drowning figures. The 

figures are also checked against drowning  

deaths reported in the media.

Detailed information on the incidence of  

drowning deaths in Victoria from July 2003 to 

June 2008 has been used to provide a 5-year 

average of drowning deaths in Victoria. This will 

be used throughout the current report to compare 

with drowning deaths that occurred this year 

(2008-2009). The incidence of drowning deaths 

occurring by location, activity, gender, age, etc. 

will be outlined as well as any trends or emerging 

issues. Non-fatal drowning incidents (requiring 

hospitalisation) and the overall cost of drowning  

in Victoria has also been included in this report.

Initiatives being undertaken by Life Saving 

Victoria and other water safety organisations 

for the prevention of drowning such as public 

awareness campaigns, aquatic education, aquatic 

risk management and lifesaving activities have 

been outlined within the document. These have 

been aligned to the various life stages through 

childhood, adolescence and adulthood. Life Saving 

Victoria believes that water safety education and 

awareness along with first aid training need to 

be continually updated, not just relying on skills 

learnt in the younger years.
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There were 35 drowning and 
immersion incidents in Victoria from 
1 July 2008 to 30 June 2009. This 
is a decrease of 6 drowning deaths 
compared to last year. Accounting 
for population growth, the crude 
unintentional drowning rate was 0.65 
per 100,000 population in 2008/2009 
(Figure 01). This is a decrease in the 
drowning rate of 17% compared to 
last year. This figure also represents a 
decrease in the drowning rate by over 
half following 11 years of the Play It 
Safe by the Water campaign (1.38 in 
1997/1998). 

Evidence suggests that the drowning prevention 

and education initiatives of Life Saving Victoria 

in conjunction with other key water safety 

organisations and agencies have had a positive 

influence on reducing the drowning rate, saving 

many lives in Victoria. However, more work is 

needed to achieve a zero drowning rate.

COST OF DROWNING
Accidental drowning and non-fatal drowning 

incidents place a tremendous burden on society. 

In human terms this translates to a loss of life, 

lost quality of life, pain and suffering. There are 

also the direct costs to society associated with 

treatment and ongoing care, along with  

lost productivity due to death or incapacity.  

The estimated direct cost of drowning deaths  

in Victoria in 2008/2009 is $56 million. 

NON-FATAL DROWNING 
To provide a more complete indicator of the 

problem of drowning, data on non-fatal drowning 

and immersion related injuries was provided from 

the Victorian Injury Surveillance Unit (VISU). Data 

from injured persons admitted to hospital and 

treated at hospital emergency departments over  

5 years from July 2003 to June 2008 were 

assessed.

Overall there were 509 persons admitted to 

hospital and treated at hospital emergency 

departments from 2003-2008, averaging 77  

cases per year or 2 non-fatal drowning incidents 

for every one fatal drowning. The disturbing trend 

of non-fatal drowning in infants and toddlers has 

not been arrested. Infants and toddlers aged  

0-4 years were over-represented in the statistics 

with 8 non-fatal drowning incidents for every 

one drowning death each year. In addition, for 

every child (5-14 years) that died from drowning 

another 3 were admitted to hospital for a non-fatal 

drowning incident. 

Of great concern with non-fatal 
incidents are the potential long-term 
effects, including brain damage.
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GENDER
Males are three times more likely to drown  

than females. This year 27 (77%) males and  

8 (23%) females drowned in Victoria. 

The rate of drowning deaths was also  

calculated per 100,000 population of males and 

females (Figure 01). Results show that the rate of 

drowning in males has declined by 20% compared 

to the average over the previous 5 year period 

(2003-2008) and the female drowning rate has 

declined by 27% over the same period.

AGE
The number of drowning deaths were lower  

across all age groups (Figure 02) except the 25-34 

year age group which increased by 2 this year 

compared to the 5-year average (6, 2003-2008). 

PEOPLE FROM NON-ENGLISH  
SPEAKING BACKGROUNDS (NESB) 
Limited information is available to determine 

the full extent of drowning in people from NESB. 

However, anecdotal evidence from the media 

and communities, combined with evidence from 

Victoria Police and the State Coroner’s Office 

indicates that 14% of drowning incidents in Victoria 

from 2007-2009 involved people from NESB.  

This is in line with National figures suggesting  

that 15% of drowning deaths in Australia involve 

people from NESB. 

This emphasises the need to  
expand on the education of people 
new to Australia and with those with 
little or no experience of Australian 
aquatic environments.
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DROWNING BY AGE 2003 – 2009
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SEASON
This year there were a similar number of  

drowning deaths occurring in Summer (9, 26%), 

Autumn (10, 29%) and Winter (10, 29%). The 

proportion of drowning deaths occurring in 

Summer and Spring were lower compared to 

previous years (Figure 03) while those occurring  

in Autumn and Winter were slightly higher this 

year compared to the previous 5 years (2003-2008). 

The spread of drowning deaths  
across all seasons highlights the need 
to ensure the continuing promotion  
of water safety year round. 

REGION
The trend of a higher incidence of drowning  

deaths in regional Victoria was reversed again this 

year with a greater proportion of deaths occurring 

in metropolitan areas (23, 66%). From 2003-2008 

there were on average 21 (50%) drowning deaths 

in regional areas.

The decrease in regional drowning incidents may 

be attributed to the decrease in boating drowning 

deaths over recent years which typically occurred 

in regional Victoria. 

WATERWAYS
A similar number of drowning deaths  

occurred along our coastline (15, 43%) and in 

inland waterways (14, 40%). These figures are 

also similar to those over the previous 5 years 

averaging 16 (38%) coastal and 14 (38%) inland 

drowning deaths per year from 2003-2008. The 

decrease in the overall number of drowning  

deaths this year was observed primarily in the 

home environment with half the number of 

incidents compared to previous years. 

WHERE &  
WHEN DID  
THEY DROWN?

figure 03
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ACTIVITY
Walking or playing near water, 
swimming, paddling or wading in 
water and boating are the three 
activity types that have typically 
represented the greatest proportion  
of drowning deaths. 

A reduction in drowning was observed in each 

of these areas. However, caution must be taken 

with these figures as there are a large number of 

cases (17) where the activity prior to the incident 

occurring is unknown (Figure 04).

WHAT WERE 
THEY DOING?
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CONTRIBUTING 
FACTORS

figure 06

DROWNING DEATHS  
& USE OF PFD 2000 – 2009
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ALCOHOL CONSUMPTION ASSOCIATED WITH DROWNING 2003 – 2009
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ALCOHOL INTOXICATION
Alcohol is often associated with drowning  

deaths and increases the likelihood of  

immersion resulting in drowning when  

recreating around water. Data on alcohol  

levels contributing to drowning deaths is  

available from 2000 onwards. 

Alcohol contributed to an average of 8 (19%) 

drowning deaths per year from 2000-2009.  

Males typically contribute to the majority of  

cases (82%) and the most at risk age groups  

are from 15-59 years (Figure 05). 

PERSONAL FLOTATION DEVICES (PFDs)
Not wearing a PFD or lifejacket has also been 

cited as a contributing factor in many drowning 

deaths, particularly relating to recreational 

boating activities.

Of all drowning deaths involving 
recreational boating or other  
activities where a PFD is required  
or recommended to be worn in 55 
(78%) cases from 2000-2009 a  
PFD was not worn (Figure 06).
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The safety of all visitors to our beaches  
is paramount and the presence of volunteer 
lifesavers and professional lifeguards allows 
families and individuals to enjoy going to the 
beach with a feeling of safety. Over 10,000 lives 
have been saved through rescues on Victorian 
beaches over the last 11 years of Play it Safe  
by the Water. 

10
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The high demand for lifesaving 
services continued this season  
both on the frontline and patrolling  
beaches but also in the provision of 
support services beyond the flags  
with Life Saving Victoria’s Air  
Marine and Rescue Services.

BEACH VISITATION
Over 2.6 million people visited Victoria’s 65 

patrolled beaches in 2008/2009. 

RESCUES
There were 572 rescues by professional lifeguards 

and volunteer lifesavers during the 2008/2009 

patrol season (Figure 08). This represents 2.18 

rescues per 10,000 people recorded on the beach. 

This is 26% less than the average over the previous 

4 years (2004-2008). This reduction may be due, in 

part, to additional lifeguard services, thanks to  

the support of SLSA Black Spot funding. Additional 

lifeguards being able to take a more proactive 

role and undertake more preventative actions has 

led to reduced rescues in certain locations. The 

location and number of rescues conducted by 

professional lifeguards and volunteer lifesavers  

is represented in (Figure 8).
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FIRST AID
Lifeguards and lifesavers attended to 126 

major first aid cases (requiring further medical 

assistance) and 1,983 minor first aid cases. Data 

for beach visitations recorded by lifeguards is 

available from 1998 onwards and therefore can 

be used to calculate a rate of first aid treatments 

per 10,000 beach visitations. The 634 first aid 

cases attended to by paid lifeguards during the 

2008/2009 season represents 5.64 cases per 

10,000 people recorded on the beach, at locations 

patrolled by lifeguards (Figure 09). This figure 

represents a 13% increase compared with the 

average number of first aid treatments per  

10,000 over the last 5 years.
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DROWNING INCIDENTS 
& RESCUES {08/09}

figure 10
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Three toddlers drowned this year, an increase  

of 2 compared to last year and a decrease of  

1 compared to the average over the past 5 years 

(2003-2008). In previous years, the locations 

where these incidents occurred were around 

the home environment, similarly this year one 

drowning occurred in a home pool and another 

in a dam in regional Victoria. However, differing 

from previous years one drowning occurred  

at the beach.

Of further concern in this age group is the 

continued high number of non-fatal drowning 

incidents with an average of 39 incidents requiring 

hospitalisation each year over the last 5 years 

(Figure 11). Thus for every infant or toddler that 

dies from drowning, another 8 receive emergency 

department care for non-fatal submersion 

injuries. Non-fatal drowning incidents can result 

in severe traumatisation, brain damage and 

permanent disability. 

At this stage of life and as they develop toddlers 

are very inquisitive and start to explore their 

environment. It only takes a few seconds, when 

a parent or carer is distracted, for a drowning to 

occur. 

In the majority of cases in this age group the child 

wandered into the water while their parent or 

carer was distracted. Also there was no barrier 

around either the water or between the child’s 

play area and the water or there was a faulty lock 

on the barrier that was present. 

While children cannot be watched 100% of  

the time, increased vigilance is important when 

around water, whether it be around the home, at 

the local swimming pool, or on a friend’s farm. 

Properly maintained barriers to water, such as  

a home pool fence with a self-closing and self-

latching gate, are a crucial first line of defence.

INFANTS &  
TODDLERS  
{0-4 YRS}

FATAL AND NON-FATAL DROWNING 0-4YRS 2003 – 2008

figure 11
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prevention

FIRST AID AND RESUSCITATION
Having the skills to act quickly and confidently in 

an emergency situation is critical and could save 

the life of someone you care about. Life Saving 

Victoria’s Cardio Pulmonary Resuscitation (CPR) 

programs provide individuals with the necessary 

skills to act confidently in an emergency situation. 

Over the past year, Life Saving Victoria has 

trained/educated in excess of 26,000 members 

of the community in various forms of first aid, 

resuscitation and general lifesaving awards.

KEEP WATCH 
The KEEP WATCH program is specifically  

targeted to parents and carers with the aim of 

preventing infant and toddler drowning deaths. 

This program has been successful in raising 

public awareness of toddler drowning through 

several key activities such as, community service 

announcements, workshops and information 

brochures. It is vital that this important water 

safety message reach all parents and carers 

through continual communication as people move 

in and out of this life stage quickly. More recently 

the Keep Watch program in Victoria has been 

adapted to cater for those from culturally and 

linguistically diverse communities. 

INFANT AQUATICS
Infant Aquatics is an early introduction to the 

water environment for children aged 6 months 

to 5 years, providing an opportunity for children 

to experience water with their parent/guardian 

in a safe and enjoyable manner. The program 

introduces infants and toddlers to the excitement 

of water and provides them the opportunity to 

develop socially, emotionally, cognitively and 

physically in a safe, structured and multi-sensory 

environment. This program is popular with parents 

wanting their toddlers to be more aware around 

the water.

WATCH AROUND WATER
An education and awareness raising campaign, 

Watch Around Water was developed to address 

the growing concern regarding the supervision of 

children at public aquatic facilities. Developed with 

the intention of complementing and supporting 

existing guidelines already in Victorian facilities, 

the program is targeted at parents and carers 

of children under the age of 10 years. The 

program is used to educate the public about what 

adequate supervision is, and encourages parents/

guardians to take on the responsibility for actively 

supervising their children while visiting public 

aquatic facilities.

Developed by Leisure Institute of Western 

Australia (LIWA) and RLSSA Western Australia, 

Life Saving Victoria and Aquatics & Recreation 

Victoria are working together to deliver the 

program within Victoria. This year, 15 aquatic and 

recreation facilities implemented the program. 

This comprehensive initiative, which includes 

public education, professional development and 

support for facility staff, policies, environmental 

analysis and accreditation, has received very 

positive feedback and is a growing initiative to  

be expanded in the coming years. 
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Two children and adolescents in the 5-14yr age 

group drowned this year. This is the same as last 

year and similar also to the average over the 

previous 5 year period (Figure 12). 

The activities prior to drowning in 
this life stage are typically walking 
or playing near water, or swimming, 
paddling or wading. This year was 
similar and is therefore an important 
reminder that we need to provide all 
Victorian children with the appropriate 
skills and knowledge to enjoy the 
water safely. 

Differing from previous years both of the 

drowning incidents this year occurred in a river. 

Life Saving Victoria believes water safety is a 

vital life skill that all children should have and is 

committed to providing all Victorian children with 

water safety and survival skills in preparation 

for safe activity when in, on or around water, 

and promoting an awareness of water safety 

in different aquatic environments. Figure 16 

shows the reach of Life Saving Victoria education 

programs and Water Safety Week activities in 

2008/2009 which largely target this age group.

Behavioural patterns and habits are being formed 

in the childhood and adolescent years that will 

set the stage for a lifetime. Thus these years are 

crucial for intervention. 

This stage of life is the optimal time to provide 

children with swimming skills but also to instil 

in them an understanding of water safety along 

with the fun side of participation in water based 

activities. 

This period also provides a window of opportunity 

when children may pass on what they have learned 

to their parents and carers, reinforcing safety 

messages back to parents and carers.

CHILDREN & YOUNG  
ADOLESCENTS {5-14 YRS}
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prevention

RESUSCITATE A MATE
The Resuscitate a Mate program equips upper 
primary and lower secondary students with the 
skills and knowledge to know what to do in an 
emergency situation, including basic first aid and 
the importance of resuscitation techniques. This 
year the program reached over 8,700 students 

across Victoria. 

SWIM AND SURVIVE
Swim and Survive is a National program  
licensed to schools and facilities that provides 
a broad balance of swimming, water safety and 
survival skills which is essential for every child’s 
safety in aquatic environments. Almost 67,000 
participants across Victoria were educated in  
the program this year. 

JUNIOR LIFEGUARD CLUB
The Junior Lifeguard Club offers a unique aquatic 
alternative for those who love the water, need a 
challenge and want an alternative to traditional 
swimming lessons. This flexible program focuses 
on a broad spectrum of leadership, swimming, 
fitness and lifesaving skills and gives children 
aged 8 and over the ability to form pathways into 

future employment within the aquatic industry.

OPEN WATER LEARNING EXPERIENCE
The Open Water Learning Experience (OWLE), 
supported by the Play it Safe by the Water campaign, 
is a fun and educational program that provides a 
practical approach to familiarise students with open 
water environments. Activities, conducted in a range 
of open water environments including rivers, lakes, 
beaches and dams, reached over 7,300 students 
this year. The Surfing Victoria OWLE program also 
reached another 19,976 participants this year.  
This arm of the program uses learn to surf sessions 
to provide an open ocean water safety experience. 
In conjunction with the program is a professional 
development program for coaches, teachers and 
parents aimed at improving community surf and 
water safety skills. This year, six Level 1 Surf  
Riding Coaching courses and one Level 2 Surf Riding 
Coaching course, were conducted across the state.

TELSTRA BEACH TO BUSH
This Nationally sponsored program toured 
regional Victoria throughout December taking 
the beach to the bush by educating students in 
regional areas about aquatic hazards with a major 
emphasis on beach and surf safety and the role of 
a lifeguard. This year over 13,000 primary school 
students were visited by lifesavers across regional 

Victoria.

MEET A LIFEGUARD
Delivered to a diverse range of people from school 
and community groups, Meet a Lifeguard ensures 
participants receive information on signage, and 
important lifesaving messages to make safe 
aquatic related decisions when enjoying the inland, 
pool and coastal environments. This program 
reached over 7,400 participants in 2008/2009. 

NIPPERS
Surf lifesaving is an amazing activity for growing 
a child’s confidence, knowledge and skills in the 
beach environment. Open to children from the age 
of 5 through to 13 years old, Nipper programs are 
offered by every Victorian Lifesaving Club. All with 
various styles and sizes, Nipper programs provide 
participants the opportunity to meet new friends at 
the same time learning surf lifesaving education, 
personal safety and responsibility whilst enjoying 
the beach in a safe environment. The nipper 
program acts as a stepping stone for our juniors to 
become lifesavers whilst promoting a healthy and 
active lifestyle. In 2008/2009 there were over 7,700 
Nipper members in Victoria. 

SWIMMING VICTORIA:  
INDIGENOUS SWIMMING PROGRAM
Swimming Victoria’s Indigenous Swimming 
Program has expanded over the years with 
participation numbers growing steadily each year. 
Over 225 indigenous children have been exposed 
to quality learn to swim and coaching programs  
in 4 locations throughout regional and 
metropolitan Victoria.



There was a decrease in young adult (age  

15-24 years) drowning deaths this year compared 

to previous years. Four young adults (all males) 

drowned this year compared to an average of 6 

from 2003-2008. Males typically represent the 

majority of drowning deaths in this age group  

(84% from 2003-2009).

Following a similar pattern to previous years,  

this year 2 of the drowning deaths occurred along 

the coast at the beach, one in a river and one  

in a creek. Activities undertaken just prior to 

drowning by young men (age 15-24 years) are often 

swimming, paddling or wading in the water (30%)  

or walking/ playing near the water (22%), Figure 13. 

The influence of alcohol or illicit drugs is  

of concern in young adult drowning deaths.  

From 2000-2009 alcohol and/or illicit drugs  

were associated with 17 (36%) drowning deaths in  

young adults (primarily males) aged 15-24 years. 

Young men tend to place themselves in high 

risk situations and act impulsively which in turn 

increases their risk of drowning. Risk taking 

behaviours include: being in or around water while 

intoxicated or under the influence of illicit drugs, 

driving or a passenger in a vehicle whilst under the 

influence of alcohol or drugs, entering unknown 

waters, entering the water in an unsafe manner 

(eg. jumping from a height).
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YOUNG ADULT MALE DROWNING DEATHS BY ACTIVITY 2003 – 2009

figure 13
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prevention

Education programs and media 
campaigns aim to develop skills and 
attitudes to enable young adults to 
make better informed decisions, and 
react appropriately in an emergency 
situation.

BEACH PROGRAM
Life Saving Victoria’s tailor made summer  
Beach Program combines a mix of theoretical and 
practical activities to engage students from Grade 
3 to Year 12 in learning about beach safety and 
awareness along with a variety of lifesaving skills, 
encouraging students to enjoy the beach safely. 
Over the last year, this flexible program reached 
over 8,400 students.

VICSWIM
Aquatics & Recreation Victoria’s VICSWIM 
program has provided Victorians with fun and 
educational aquatic holiday programs since 1976. 
VICSWIM seeks to ensure that all Victorians have 
the opportunity to access water safety, survival 
and swimming programs (for both children and 
adults), whilst maximizing safety and developing 
attitudes that ensure personal confidence and 
the ability to enjoy aquatic environments. The 
VICSWIM Program was run in a range of pool and 
open water locations throughout Victoria in 2009 
and exposed over 4,000 children to learn to swim 

and water safety messages.

BRONZE RESCUE
Popular with schools and community groups, the 
awards within the Bronze Rescue structure give 
participants the knowledge and skills to be able 
to make the right survival decision and instinctive 
responses that may help them or those around 
them survive an aquatic emergency. 

COMMUNITY SURF  
LIFESAVING CERTIFICATE
Ideal for teachers and beach aquatic industry 
representatives, this course was developed from 
the Surf Life Saving Australia Bronze Medallion 
and takes into consideration the needs of school 
teachers, surf instructors and other outdoor 
recreation supervisors who are responsible for  
the safety of others in the beach environment.  
The Community Surf Lifesaving Certificate is  
the ideal qualification required to supervise 
students not only in the surf but in all natural 
water environments. Over 600 participants  

undertook this certificate in 2008/2009.

SURFING FOR GIRLS PROGRAM
The Surfing for Girls Program is a female 

participation program catering for surfers of 

all levels of ability and experience. The skill 

development program aims to help female  

surfers become more competent in the open 

ocean environment and develop strategies that will 

help participants be safe in the ocean and become 

better surfers. The Surfing Victoria team has many 

surfers who are not just great surfers but also 

fantastic role models for women’s surfing. The 

Play it Safe by the Water Campaign has supported 

the program since its inception in 1997, this year 

the program reached 462 participants over the 

summer season. 

BASE BOYS TOUR
The BASE Boys Tour program, presented by  

the Play it Safe by the Water campaign, is aimed 

at young male surfers who have passed through 

the learn-to-surf stage. This skill development 

program aims to help male surfers become more 

competent in the open ocean environment. The 

program, run at multiple locations across the 

state, uses positive role models and professional 

surf coaches from Surfing Victoria to pass on 

their skills and knowledge to the next generation. 

Participation numbers totalled 297 in this, the  

pilot year. 

INDIGENOUS SURFING PROGRAM
The Victorian Indigenous Surfing Program  

is a state-wide program that exposes and creates 

opportunities for young indigenous people to 

develop water safety skills and discover the sport 

of surfboard and bodyboard riding.  The evolution 

of the program over the past 7 years has seen 

the running of the Victorian Indigenous Surfing 

Titles. This year’s event saw 211 competitors from 

across the state participate.  The program has also 

provided a pathway for participants to further their 

skills with a number of indigenous participants 

completing Professional Development courses.



Eight drowning deaths (7 males  
and 1 female) occurred in adults aged  
25-34 years in 2008/2009. This figure 
is 3 more than last year and 2 more 
than the average over the previous 
5-year period 2003-2008. Males 
consistently represent the majority  
of drowning deaths in this age  
group (85% from 2003-2009).

Similar to previous years the drowning  

incidents this year were located at inland and 

coastal waterways in this age group, except for 

one drowning which involved free diving in a 

public swimming pool. 

In contrast to young adult males (15-24 years), 

and indicative of this stage of life, men aged 25-34 

years were involved in different types of activities 

prior to drowning (Figure 13). The majority of 

incidents in previous years occurred while boating 

(26%), swimming (15%), diving/skin diving (15%) 

or walking/recreating near water (11%).

From 2003-2009 those drowning incidents 

involving recreational boating or other activities 

where a PFD is required or recommended to be 

worn (e.g. rock fishing), over two thirds of victims 

were not wearing a PFD. Many incidents involve 

unexpected large waves, leaving insufficient time 

for the victim to put on a PFD. This emphasises 

the importance of always wearing a PFD when 

boating or rock fishing.

Alcohol consumption or being under the  

influence of illicit drugs was associated with 25 

(35%) drowning deaths in adults (25-34 years), 

from 2000-2009. 

Risk taking behaviours may also extend into 

the adult years. This includes the consumption 

of alcohol or being under the influence of illicit 

drugs. In addition, at this stage of life men often 

take up different activities depending on their 

interests. With the financial capacity to take up 

activities involving equipment such as jet skis, 

kayaks and motorised water craft, this can hold 

further dangers.

ADULTS  
{25-34 YRS}
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prevention

Education programs in the  
childhood and adolescent years  
aim to develop vital skills and water 
safety knowledge that individuals will 
take with them into the adult years. 
Safety programs and signage aim  
to promote increased awareness 
of water safety and the potential 
dangers around water. 

BOATING SAFETY FOR KIDS
The Boating Safety for Kids award-winning 

program, funded by Marine Safety Victoria, 

is run in conjunction with Yachting Victoria 

and is designed to educate students in safety 

considerations when boating and to encourage 

children to reinforce safety messages back to 

parents and grandparents. The program was 

delivered to over 10,000 students in 2008/2009. 

PERSONAL WATERCRAFT  
COURTESY RIDER PROGRAM
Marine Safety Victoria’s Personal Watercraft  

(PWC) Courtesy Rider program has been in 

operation for the past ten years and targets 

popular PWC locations around the State. The 

program aims to reduce the number of incidents 

and complaints related to the use of PWC 

by educating users on their operational and 

behavioural responsibilities and encouraging  

safe and courteous behaviour. This year, 2,857 

PWC audits were conducted in various inland  

and coastal waterways across Victoria.

DON’T LET INJURY  
CRAMP YOUR STYLE
Injuries sustained while taking part in towed 

sports are on the increase. Of those who presented 

to the Emergency Department  for towed sport 

related injuries, 62% were specifically related to 

waterskiing, 25% to wake, knee and ski boarding 

and 12% to biscuit and inflatable riding.

This year Marine Safety Victoria delivered  

the first phase of a public education campaign 

targeted at 15-30 year old males involved in  

towed water sports, such as wakeboarding  

and water skiing. Combined with promotion  

by peak bodies, such as Wakeboard Victoria and 

the Victorian Waterski Federation, messages  

were disseminated across the state and were 

reinforced through an intensive online  

advertising campaign and various websites. 

AQUATIC SAFETY SIGNAGE
Life Saving Victoria continues to play an active 

role in the development of both Australian and 

International Standards for water safety signage. 

After extensive work, Life Saving Victoria is now 

providing signage for commercial and natural 

aquatic environments. The benefits of this project 

in the years ahead will be increased signage, 

recognition, uniformity and quality across Victoria.

AUSTSWIM TEACHER COURSES
Swimming Victoria and Aquatics & Recreation 

Victoria continue to deliver the nationally 

recognised AUSTSWIM Teacher of Swimming 

& Water Safety Courses throughout the state. 

In combination, these courses have assisted in 

qualifying over 2,000 swimming teachers with 

the knowledge and skills to teach swimming and 

water safety, assisting in drowning prevention  

and improving water safety awareness within  

the community.

 

COMMUNITY PROGRAMS
In 2008/9 Swimming Victoria delivered swimming 

coaching courses with a focus on water safety 

to provide valuable skills to members within 

communities that would otherwise not have 

access to such a program. Eight courses were 

delivered reaching over 160 participants within 

culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) 

communities across Victoria. 
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There were 11 drowning deaths in adults aged 

35-59 this year. This is a decrease of 8 compared 

to last year (2007/2008) and a decrease of 4 

compared with the average number of drowning 

deaths in this age group from 2003-2008 (15). 

Similar to previous years the locations of  

drowning deaths in the 35-59yr age group this 

year were primarily in inland (5, 45%) or coastal 

waterways (4, 36%), followed by 2 (18%) in the 

home environment (Figure 14). 

The decrease in boating fatalities in this age 

group continued this year as per the last few 

years. Lack of PFD use in recreational boating 

or other recommended activities is a high risk 

factor for drowning. From 2003-2009, 75% of 

drowning fatalities involving recreational boating 

or other activities where a PFD is required or 

recommended to be worn (e.g. rock fishing),  

a PFD was not worn. 

In a continuing trend, alcohol and/or illicit drugs 

were involved in almost one third of drowning 

incidents in this age group from 2000-2009. 

The consumption of alcohol when involved in 

aquatic activities, including boating, or when near 

water in this life stage is of continuing concern. 

Increased responsibilities, such as caring for a 

family, face adults at this stage of life. This brings 

with it the need to ensure parents or carers are 

aware of what to do in an aquatic emergency. Also 

at this stage other health conditions (eg. heart 

disease) begin to emerge as contributing factors  

to drowning incidents. 

Education, training and safety programs, aim 

to remind the community about water safety, 

increase the awareness of water safety messages 

and provide the skills that in an emergency 

situation could save a life.AD
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DROWNING DEATHS IN ADULTS 35-59YRS BY LOCATION 2003 – 2009
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ROCK FISHING SAFETY
Research into rock fishing safety expanded  

in 2008/2009 with the Coastal Safety Survey 

being delivered in New South Wales thanks to 

the support of Surf Life Saving Australia and the 

Australian National Sportfishing Association. 

Results from these surveys will provide greater 

evidence in regards to the perceptions and 

behaviours of anglers along Australia’s coastline 

and will assist with the development of Rock 

Fishing Safety Campaigns.

LIFESAVING CLUB TRAINING
In addition to public courses Life Saving Victoria 

offers lifesaving training in SLSA beach patrolling 

qualifications through its extensive club system. 

Volunteer club trainers conduct various courses 

in a variety of nationally recognised awards 

and formats; from intensive camps through to 

weekly training sessions. SLSA beach patrolling 

qualifications range from the Surf Rescue 

Certificate through to the Gold Medallion.

SLSA BRONZE MEDALLION
The SLSA Bronze Medallion is the most well 

known lifesaving qualification. In 2008/2009 over 

1,900 participants completed this award in Victoria. 

Candidates, 15 years and above, learn about first 

aid, resuscitation, radio communications and 

rescue techniques to develop the knowledge, 

judgement, technique and physical ability  

required to carry out safe water rescues  

and ensure safety on our beaches.   

BOATING EDUCATION
Yachting Victoria promotes the Play It Safe by  

the Water message amongst its 20,000 members 

from 90 clubs as well as across the boating 

community in general. Yachting Victoria oversees 

the operation of 40 Accredited Training Centres in 

Victoria that deliver a range of courses focussed 

on safe boating to members and the public. Close 

to 2,000 people per year participate in courses 

as varied as introductory small boat sailing for 

juniors and youth, to practical power boat handling 

and licensing, right through to sea  

safety and survival for those undertaking  

offshore ocean races. 

BOATSMART 
TAKING YOUNG BOATERS BEYOND THE BASICS

The Boat Smart program was launched in 2009. 

Aimed at improving the competency of 12 to 16 

year old boaters, this program provides students 

with the knowledge and practical skills they 

need for safe recreational boating. Successful 

completion of the program enables participants 

to receive a Marine Safety certificate, allowing 

participants to obtain a Victorian Boat Operators 

license from Vicroads. Established with funding 

from Marine Safety Victoria, the program 

continues to provide safe boating messages  

to young people throughout Victoria. 

prevention
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There were 7 older adult  
drowning deaths this year which  
is an increase of 1 compared to last 
year (2007/2008) and a decrease of  
1 compared to the average over the 
past 5 years (2003-2008). 

Incidents this year occurred at inland 

waterways (4), coastal waterways (2), or the  

home environment (1). This differs somewhat 

to the previous 5 years (2003-2008) where the 

majority of drowning deaths occurred in coastal 

waterways including the beach, bay or ocean 

(40%), the home environment (28%) including 

home pools, bathtubs or spa baths, or inland 

waterways (26%).

Similar to previous years, the activities victims 

were undertaking prior to the drowning incident 

included bathing or walking/recreating near water 

(Figure 15). The large number of cases where the 

activity prior to drowning is unknown (5) makes 

it difficult to provide significant conclusions. 

However, the reduction in boating fatalities was 

evident in this age group again this year with no 

boating drowning deaths occurring. This differs 

from the average of 3 boating related drowning 

incidents from 2003-2008. 

This stage in life holds different challenges  

with the likelihood that medical conditions 

associated with ageing may place older adults at 

increased risk of drowning. Certain pre-existing 

conditions and/or medications may affect one’s 

physical abilities or mental capacity. Thus it is 

important to always have someone around when 

participating in recreational aquatic pursuits. 

Many of the water safety awareness  

campaigns and preventative measures directed 

towards older adults also target the entire 

community. These initiatives aim to invoke an 

understanding of water safety that people will 

carry with them throughout their lifetime.

prevention
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figure 15

DROWNING DEATHS IN OLDER ADULTS BY ACTIVITY 2003 – 2009
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PLAY IT SAFE BY THE WATER
The Play it Safe by the Water campaign aims 

to promote water safety across the Victorian 

community, from the beach to inland waterways, 

the pool and in the home. This year is the eleventh 

year of the campaign, a Victorian Government 

funded partnership with Life Saving Victoria, 

Aquatics & Recreation Victoria, Surfing Victoria, 

Marine Safety Victoria, Yachting Victoria and 

Swimming Victoria. Each year the multifaceted 

campaign is evaluated to ensure continual 

targeting to those areas of greatest need.

Since the inception of the campaign, the overall 

number of drowning deaths has decreased from 

1.38 deaths per 100,000 in 1997/1998 to 0.65 

deaths per 100,000 in 2008/2009. This represents  

a halving of the drowning rate over 11 years.

WATER SAFETY WEEK
Water Safety Week, is a key initiative of the 

Play it Safe by the Water campaign. The 2008 

Water Safety Week received great support from 

the aquatics and recreation industry and as in 

previous years was a great success. Water Safety 

Week ensures that the ‘Play it Safe by the Water’ 

message is promoted via practical activities for  

the Victorian community.

A large variety of activities were offered in  

both regional and metropolitan areas. Water  

safety activities conducted during this Week were 

aimed at all sections of the community however 

many facilities specifically targeted parents of 

toddlers, school aged children and their local 

CALD communities. Over 170 organisations and 

facilities delivered water safety activities during 

the Week, exposing an estimated 227,750 people  

to water safety messages.

Water Safety Week plays a major 
part in the education of the wider 
community in delivering the water 
safety message. Activities run by 
the aquatic and recreation industry 
reiterate the importance of water 
safety awareness and provide  
the community with unique 
educational opportunities.

ACROSS  
THE LIFESPAN
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EDUCATION 
PROGRAMS {08-09}

figure 16

LEGEND
EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

No.of participants in postcode:

  1–292 

293–862 

863–1,750 

1,751–3,624 

3,625–7,058



Life Saving Victoria 

200 The Boulevard Port Melbourne VIC 3207

PO Box 353 South Melbourne DC VIC 3205

Tel (03) 9676 6900  

Fax (03) 9681 8211 

mail@lifesavingvictoria.com.au  

www.lifesavingvictoria.com.au
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