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We are working through several 
actions in response to these 
challenges, some that are 
progressing on track, and others 
that require focused attention from 
key stakeholders.

• Extending the lifesaving service season, 
including expanding lifeguard, rescue jet 
ski and aerial lifesaving services

• Refreshing COVIDSafe plans and 
resources across LSV and its 57 lifesaving 
clubs

• Working with the aquatics industry to 
implement early interventions to address 
the shortage of swim teachers

• Planning to enable recommencement of 
lifesaving membership and volunteer 
workforce feeder programs such as 
nippers and sporting events

• Providing support services, advocacy and 
resources to help reopen swimming pools 
following closures due to lockdowns

• Implementing the public safety on public 
land and waterways summer plan and 
influencing its adoption at state and local 
levels

• Coordinating and disseminating 
consistent and accessible water safety 
messaging across all relevant agencies

• Implementing catch-up programs for 
swimming and water safety education in 
schools
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In 2020–21, COVID-19 created the perfect storm for water 
safety that saw Victoria reach one of the worst drowning 
tolls on record, despite record levels of lifesaving services, 
preventative actions and rescue efforts. The risks and 
challenges of the past season are expected to continue into 
2021–22, requiring targeted actions to keep people safe 
around water. 

Actions requiring more  
focused attention 

Actions progressing on track

COVID-19’s continued impact on water safety | September 2021

Need to address 
crowding outdoors in 
case of Delta and other 
more virulent COVID-19 
strains

2 |  More people crowding  
at popular waterway 
locations

Need to respond to    
communities that are less 
prepared to be safe in 
and around the water

3 |  People missing out on 
gaining water safety 
knowledge and skills

Need to better coordinate  
and localise prevention, 
preparedness, and 
response arrangements

5 |  Pandemic fatigue 
impact on water safety 
risk management

Need for additional 
lifesaving services  
outside traditional 
locations and times

1 |  Significant increase in 
people recreating in 
and around water 

Need to support and 
sustain the lifesaving 
workforce of predominantly 
volunteers and casual 
staff

4 |  Greater demand and 
uncertainty for the  
lifesaving workforce

rip curre
nt

Case study: Avoiding a major drowning incident
On a weekday afternoon last summer, a group of six adults 
and five children were spotted at a remote unpatrolled beach 
by an LSV drone just as they were about to cross paths with 
a dangerous rip current. Using the drone’s loudspeaker, the 
drone pilot intervened, alerting the group to the impending 
danger and instructing them to move them away from the rip 
current. The drone pilot later arrived at the location and 
provided water safety advice to the group.

*See page 2 for contributing factors.
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B. TOP 5 INTERELATED CHALLENGES: CONTRIBUTING FACTORS                                                                                                       

1 |  Significant increase 
in people recreating 
in and around water 

a/ International border closures, uncertainty about interstate borders and pent-up demand for recreating and holidaying outdoors

b/ Increased tourism and advertising campaigns encouraging people to travel intrastate and visit the outdoors, including Victoria’s waterways

c/ People seeking a tree or sea change and moving to regional areas with a variety of waterways

d/ Boating infrastructure improvements and reduced fees resulting in increased use of unmotorised and motorised watercrafts 

e/ Increased access to new and different inland waterways with the opening of new camping areas adjoining waterways across the state

f/ Many people, with minimal experience participating in outdoor activities, recreating at a variety of coastal and inland waterways

g/ People seeking more remote locations to avoid crowding and ending up in areas with minimal lifesaving service coverage

2 |  More people 
crowding at popular 
waterway locations

a/ Mass gatherings at easily accessible and popular locations with public amenities, such as St Kilda, Torquay and Mornington

b/ Fewer overnight stay options in peak periods for holidaymakers, prompting more day trips to a concentrated number of locations

c/ People reluctant to travel far from home due to the likelihood of changes in COVID-19 restrictions and impact on travel plans

d/ Density limits imposed on public pools, making them more likely to reach capacity on hot days and prompting people to visit open waterways

3 |  People missing out 
on gaining water 
safety knowledge 
and skills

a/ More than 160,000 swimming lessons missed each week of lockdown, adding significantly to the 5.5 million lessons missed in 2020

b/ When lessons can be conducted, there is an inability to keep up with demand due to a shortage of an estimated 1,800 swim teachers

c/ Lockdowns resulting in significant cancellation of school incursions and excursions for learning swimming and water safety

d/ Financial uncertainty, staffing and other impacts from lockdowns resulting in temporary and permanent closure of public pools

4 |  Greater demand  
and uncertainty  
for the lifesaving 
workforce

a/ Lockdowns impeding travel, restricting large scale training events and limiting access to facilities for summer preparations

b/ Heightened state-wide demand for lifesaving services and a longer lifesaving service season

c/ Potential need to isolate locations or segments of the workforce based on emergence of exposure sites

d/ Potential for increase in other environmental events, such as storm surges, shark activity or consecutive days over 40°C

e/ Unclear and evolving vaccination approaches, time frame and targets to moderate COVID-19-related risks

5 |  Pandemic fatigue 
impact on water 
safety risk 
management

a/ Potential for complacency and risk taking in and around water, including reduced child supervision and increased alcohol consumption

b/ Potential for less cooperation with lifesavers and lifeguards, and misconceptions of their ability to enforce compliance with COVID-19 restrictions 

c/ Potential for inconsistent, mixed and competing messaging from multiple agencies to the community


