Risks to health and safety of outdoor swimming, and how to mitigate them
This note outlines the risks to health and to safety of people taking part in outdoor swimming (or other activities involving getting into the water or being near water), and how they can be mitigated. 
Introduction

Benefits and risks

There are many benefits for health and well-being from outdoor swimming and other watery recreation, and these activities are less dangerous to health than travelling or driving a car or sitting on the sofa and taking no exercise. Swimming and being by water is not risk-free, and many people, parents, landowners and authorities are concerned about the risks. These risks are sometimes presented as being so great that it is better to keep out of the water, but banning swimming can be counter-productive – driving people to less safe places, losing the chance to influence behaviour. 
Responsibility and liability 

People swim at their own risk and take responsibility for their own safety. Parents are responsible for supervising children. The Outdoor Swimming Society (OSS) publishes the swimmers code: https://www.outdoorswimmingsociety.com/outdoor-swimmers-code/, and has a guide to landowners about access and liability issues related to outdoor swimming: read about and download at https://www.outdoorswimmingsociety.com/access-all-areas/. RoSPA's guidance, ‘Managing safety at inland waters guidance’ has detailed advice on the law and practical guidance for landowners: sign up to get the PDF for download here: https://www.rospa.com/leisure-safety/water/inland/.

The Visitor Safety Group guidance, 'Managing Visitor Safety in the Countryside: Principles and Practice', also gives detailed advice (£20 from  

https://www.ypdbooks.com/misc/2089-managing-visitor-safety-in-the-countryside-principles-and-practice-YPD02361.html; Chapter 2, 'Guiding Principles', http://vscg.org/guiding-principles/).

My summary of key points in RoSPA and others, https://www.imogensriverswims.co.uk/blog/issues/landowner-liability-and-swimmers/ 

In summary, landowners are not liable if people choose to take on the risks of entering water, but should warn about risks that are not obvious.
Advice on safe swimming

It is possible to swim and enjoy the waters safely; the risks can be mitigated by following advice – explained concisely in these website articles: http://riverandlakeswimming.org.uk/information/swimming-safely/; https://www.outdoorswimmingsociety.com/summer-safety/; a bit more fully here (with links to further advice): https://www.imogensriverswims.co.uk/blog/issues/swim-safety/.

The Outdoor Swimming Society has on its website a whole range of guidance on swimming risks and how to mitigate them, https://www.outdoorswimmingsociety.com/category/features/survive/.

There are a number of other organisations giving advice, including the River and Lake Swimming Association, Wild Swimming, Outdoor Swimmer, and safety organisations such as RoSPA, RLSS and RNLI. There is guidance from organisations involved in water safety, https://www.nationalwatersafety.org.uk/advice-and-information/open-water-swimming/.
Risks when swimming or entering water, and how individuals and parents/carers can mitigate them

	
	Risk
	How to prevent/mitigate

	1
	Cold – including cold shock gasp reflex and hyperventilation, cold incapacitation, hypothermia, after drop – is the biggest issue, so is discussed here in some detail, with mitigation advice for each risk and in general. 
	Advice from OSS: https://www.outdoorswimmingsociety.com/category/survive/cold/


	2
	Swimming and cold: introduction

Swimming outdoors in cool or cold water has many reported positive benefits, including enjoyment, benefits to mental health, reduced blood pressure, increased immunity to colds and other infections, and increased energy and general fitness.

Many people can and do swim safely in cool water at any time of year. If they are generally fit and healthy, understand how the body reacts to cold water, and follow advice then they can mitigate the risks.


	And see below

	3
	Cold Water Shock

This is the body’s reaction to sudden immersion in water that is significantly cooler than someone is used to. It causes, among other things, a sharp intake of breath, an increase in breathing rate and an increase in blood pressure. It typically lasts up to a couple of minutes. For the unwary, cold water shock can be deadly, especially if that sharp intake of breath occurs under water. If you’ve jumped or dived in, or you’re in rough water, water can enter the lungs, and you will quickly drown.


	Prevention and mitigation and of cold water shock

· Always get in to cold water slowly and in a controlled manner – don't jump in until used to the temperature. Keep your face clear and don’t swim until your breathing is under control. This will usually take 1-2 minutes. It can help to splash water on your face. 

· The cold water response decreases with acclimatisation and swimming experience and being mentally prepared, and can be less of an issue if the water is warm.

· Be aware that the top layer of water can be much warmer than the layer below, especially on sunny days (called thermoclimes/thermal layers).



	4
	Cold Incapacitation or Swim Failure

This is a result of the natural response of the body to cold. To protect vital organs in the core, the body restricts blood flow to the limbs when in cold water. Muscles lose power, limbs become slow and heavy, and swimming becomes increasingly difficult. This can lead to drowning. In addition, it can lead to a loss of coordination, meaning that the bank that previously seemed a safe exit point might now be difficult or even impossible to climb and struggle to grip, while limbs are clumsy and numb. 

It can happen regardless of ability and fitness, though swimmers who are acclimatised and experienced in swimming in cold water are less likely to be affected. 


	Prevention and mitigation of cold incapacitation

· swim close to the bank or shore, and make sure you have an easy place to get out

· know your limits and avoid overconfidence
· don't stay in too long; get out if you feel yourself slowing down or struggling to swim

· if you can't get out immediately, float on your back and try not to panic 

· call for help; raise one arm if you can



	5
	Hypothermia
This occurs when you suffer a significant drop in core body temperature, and can eventually lead to loss of consciousness and heart failure. It can occur after you have come out of the water. The amount of time you can swim in cold water without suffering from hypothermia is determined by many factors, including the temperature, your body size and shape and your experience. 


	Prevention and mitigation of hypothermia

· If your stroke rate slows down or you start to shiver, get out and warm up.

· Start with short swims to learn what your limits are. Always swim with other people.

· Learn about after drop and how to mitigate it.



	6
	After drop
This happens when you get out of the water and begin to warm up. Cool blood from extremities starts circulating through your body again, lowering your core temperature. It can cause you to shiver a few minutes after you finish swimming, which is the body’s attempt to generate heat. It can occur 10 to 15 minutes after you get dressed.


	Mitigation and prevention of after drop

· Don't stay in too long; learn your limits by increasing time in the water gradually.

· Get dry and dress immediately starting with the top half of your body. Put on extra layers even in summer, and in winter a hat and gloves
· Have a warm (non-alcoholic) drink and something to eat.

· Don't have a hot shower, as this can speed up the process of cooling your core.



	7
	Other effects of cold


	See general advice below.

	
	Cramp can strike anywhere; it is possible that you're more likely to get it in cold water, though that is contested. It is a myth that you need to wait 30 minutes after eating to avoid it.


	Keep close to shore or bank, don't swim alone. If it happens, don't panic, but float or stand up until it passes

	
	Cold water urticaria is a disorder where hives (urticaria) or large red welts form on the skin after exposure to a cold stimulus. The welts are usually itchy and often the hands and feet will become itchy and swollen as well. This is a rare allergy but can be dangerous.


	Seek advice. Treatment includes antihistamines and management of the condition.

	
	For someone with an underlying heart condition or hypertension the sudden change in blood pressure can cause complications. 

Asthma attacks can be triggered by cold in some asthmatics


	Get expert medical advice, especially before winter swimming, if you have a heart condition, high blood pressure, asthma, or are pregnant. Check if any prescription drugs might have an impact.

	8
	Negative effects and risks of cold 


	Mitigation and prevention of the negative effects and risks of cold in general 

In addition to the measures listed above:
· Don't dive or jump in until you are used to the cold

· Only swim or jump if you want to; do not be influenced in your decision to swim or jump by friends or family.

· It is always best to swim with other people (in the water or on the bank).

· Increase your time in open water gradually, and acclimatise to the cold. The acclimatisation phase takes time.

· Know your limits: water temperature, conditions, fitness and swimming ability.

· Get out of the water before you get too cold as you will continue to get colder after swimming – give your body a margin of safety.

· You can get colder if you have not slept well or eaten enough

· Swim sober, and avoid cold water if you have a hangover.

· Consider wearing neoprene costumes, short wetsuit or other neoprene garments, or a full wetsuit. Although they don't prevent you getting cold, they can increase time in the water before you get too cold, and can also help you to float. 

· Consider investing in swim gloves and booties for winter swimming, as hands and feet can feel the bite of cold the most. It is often a good idea to wear something on your feet to avoid injury. 

· Wear a swim hat or two.

· After your swim, do not stand around in your swimming gear after your swim chatting especially when the air temperature is low and/or there is a breeze or strong wind blowing. Get changed quickly into warm clothes

· Keep an eye on your fellow swimmers. Someone who appears completely fine getting out of the water may be in trouble 10 minutes later and may need help.



	9
	Risks of injury from obstructions in the water
	Mitigate by not diving or jumping in until you have checked whether the water is deep enough and that there are no obstructions where you plan to jump or dive.



	10
	Injury from falling, cutting feet


	Mitigate by being careful, and by careful supervision of children. Wear something on your feet, such as old plimsolls, sandals or swim shoes.


	11
	Currents, weirs, deep water, and inability to swim


	Be aware of the current, make sure you know where you can get out if swept down further than you expect, and don't panic. Avoid weirs. Keep away from deep water if you are a weak swimmer or cannot swim, and always supervise children and non-swimmers anywhere with deep water.


	12
	Weeds are much overstated as a risk, but it is possible to get stuck in them.
	Don't dive or jump into an area thick with weeds. If you are swimming and becoming entangled in weeds then stop moving your arms especially in a circular motion, but instead gently float downstream or use your feet to propel you. Don't panic. Many people don't like swimming where there is vegetation, but in summer it might be hard to avoid it.



	13
	Some blue-green algae can produce toxins, which can kill domestic pets, and in humans, can cause rashes after skin contact and illnesses if swallowed. 


	Do a visual check for it. If present, keep animals and children out of water, and swimming is not advised. https://www.lakedistrict.gov.uk/caringfor/policies/algae


	14
	Bacteria can be present, especially after heavy rain, downstream from cattle grazing and water recycling (sewage) outfalls if not properly treated. 

	Either don't swim and keep children out of water, or keep head out of water in these circumstances. If there hasn't been rain and these risks are not present, if the water looks clean and smells clean it is very likely it is clean (OSS: Is It Clean?). 

It's generally best to cover any cuts with waterproof plasters, to wash hands before eating, and have a shower as soon as possible.
Look up water recycling (sewage) outfalls on The Rivers Trust map and avoid swimming immediately downstream after heavy rain http://bit.ly/RTSewagePts 



	15
	Leptospirosis is a waterborne bacteria, present almost everywhere, which can, rarely, cause an infection, which even more rarely can lead to Weil's disease. This risk is massively overstated, but it is real. 


	To mitigate it cover any cuts with waterproof plaster, wash hands before eating, and have a shower as soon as possible. If develop any flu-like symptoms within 4 weeks after swimming, see a doctor, tell them about swimming outdoors, and make sure they test for the infection. If necessary, antibiotics can deal with the problem. Advice here https://www.outdoorswimmingsociety.com/understanding-weirs/ 


	16
	Swimmer's itch is a rash usually caused by an allergic reaction to parasites that burrow into your skin while swimming or wading in shallow warm water.

	It can usually be mitigated by rinsing with clean water after swimming and/or immediately briskly towelling dry, though this does not always work. Avoid scratching bites, as they can become infected. Advice here https://outdoorswimmer.com/blogs/swimmers-itch 


	17
	Boats can be a hazard 


	Look out for them and make sure they can see you.


	18
	If someone is in trouble in the water, rescuing them by going into the water yourself is the last resort, and can be dangerous as a drowning person can pull you under with unexpected strength. 


	What to do if someone is in trouble in the water – don't jump in unless you are fully trained!

Instead immediately call for help, throw something or reach out with something they can grab onto, tell them to float on their back and to avoid panicking.



	19
	Other risks to health and safety from recreation near water: 
Unexpected fall into water


	Take extra care outdoors, especially when near water.

If you fall into the water, float on your back, don't panic, call for help (RNLI advice: https://www.respectthewater.com/ )


	20
	Trips, falls, other injuries

Problems from the heat of the sun, including dehydration, heatstroke, sunstroke, skin disease

Insect bites and stings, ticks, rashes from vegetation, falling trees/branches


	Take extra care outdoors, especially when near water, or on uneven ground. 

Use sunscreen, clothing or shading, insect repellent, check yourself for ticks, drink enough water. Useful advice, including on ticks,
https://www.forestryengland.uk/safety-the-forest 
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