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              Lifeguarding Services Australia 
                        Aquatic Rescue, Water Safety & Lifeguard Training 
 
                   We’re Watching Over You...   

 



Aquatic safety for organised events 
Water Rescue Guidelines 

 
 
 This guidance document outlines what event organisers should be considering with 
 respect to water safety and aquatic rescue procedures for sporting or public events. 
 
  Every event on the water possesses some form of risk, requiring event organisers to 
 provide some form of professional water safety.  It is the event organiser, organising 
 committee, or sporting association’s responsibility to ensure they have fulfilled their 
 “duty of care”. 
 
 
 Event Risk Assessment  
 
 A full risk assessment should be carried out for all events. This is a legal   
 requirement; sporting organizations, committees and individuals have the same  
 legal requirements to ensure “due diligence” in adhering to the duty of care to the 
 participants has been met. 
 
 The following guidance should aid you in carrying out your risk assessment.  
 
 
 Identifying the Hazards in an aquatic environment:   
 
 All hazards should be identified including those relating to the individual activities 
 and any equipment.  A hazard is something with the potential to cause harm. 
 
 Examples of things that should be taken into account include: 

· Drowning 
· Medical conditions (heart attack, asthma, stroke, etc.) 
· Hazards relating to use of vessels (especially without prop guards) 
· Dangerous creatures (including but not limited to sharks or crocodiles) 
· Water currents 
· Sinking of vessels, both competitive and support  
· Entry & exit points into the water 
· Pollution and environmental conditions (lightning, fuel spillage, etc) 
· Poor lighting (fog, overcast conditions) 
· Any possible risk from the participants 
· Crowd intensity and pinch points, turning points (marker buoys) etc. 

 
 
 Identifying those at risk:  
 
 For each hazard identified, list all groups of people who may be affected.  For  
 example: employees, volunteers, contractors, vendors, exhibitors, performers, 
 members of the public (including children, elderly persons, expectant mothers, and 
 disabled persons), local residents and potential trespassers. 
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 Assessing the risk:  
 
 The extent of the risk arising from the hazards identified must be evaluated and  
 existing control measures taken into account. The risk is the likelihood of harm 
 arising from the hazard.  
 
 You should list the existing controls and assess whether or not any further controls 
 are required.  Organizers should always keep in mind compliance with: legislative 
 standards, Local Government Practice Note 15, and Australian Standards and  
 industry codes of practice. 
 
 
 Further action necessary to control the risk:  
 
 For each risk consider whether or not it can be eliminated completely. If it cannot, 
 then decide what must be done to reduce it to an acceptable level. Only use  
 personal protective equipment as a last resort when there is nothing else you can 
 reasonably do.  
 
 Consider the following options: 

· Remove the hazard 
· Find a substitute for that activity/course outline, location etc. 
· Prevent access to the hazard (e.g. guarding of machinery, providing fencing) 
· Implement procedures to reduce exposure to the hazard by using pre-event 

questionnaires, and have publicized and enforced standards for entry 
· The use of personal protective equipment;  

 
 

 Record the risk assessment findings:  
 
 Use the attached Risk Assessment Form to record all significant hazards, the nature 
 and extent of the risks, and the action required to control them. Keep this for future 
 reference and use. You could also refer to other documents you may have, such as 
 manuals, codes of practice etc.  
 
 If the nature of the risks changes during the planning of the event, the risk   
 assessments will need to be reviewed and updated. Where the risk assessment has 
 identified significant risks, you must provide information to all those affected,  
 regarding the nature of the risk and the control measures to be implemented. 
 
 
 Appoint a Water Safety Coordinator   
 
 The Water safety Coordinator’s/ organiser’s core responsibilities with respect to  
 water safety and aquatic safety is to: 

· Contract a qualified and insured water safety lifeguard team 
· Work with the Lifeguard team to ensure compliance to numbers of lifeguards, 

rescue coordination and appropriate equipment 
· Work with the lifeguard team to develop the aquatic safety and rescue plan 
· Comply to best practice, but at least ensure that minimum standards are met, i.e. 

in terms of recruitment, selection and training of staff 
· Submit the appropriate event safety plan to the State Maritime agency  for an 

aquatic licence (required for all open water events) 
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 When developing the Water Safety & Aquatic Rescue plan consideration should be 
 given to the size and potential risk with that particular event.  This might be done as 
 part of the overall risk assessment for the event. 
 
 1.   Contact details -  There should be a clear, brief notice at a point where 

  participants are most likely to see it, giving a contact number or location 
  for the following with a brief explanation of the event reporting procedures 
  for such concerns. 

 
   Other Contact details, the Water Safety Coordinator should provide their 

  contact details to the organisers, on documents for the participants and 
  for the local government agencies e.g. council, maritime and police. 

 
 2.   Ensure there is a clear reporting structure for any water safety concerns 

  are raised.  The first point of contact should be the Water safety  
  Coordinator.  They should ensure that the Water Safety Coordinator has 
  the authority to cancel the event if required. 

 
 3.   All participants and individuals attending the event abide by the rules of 

  the event and by good sportsmanship.  Clear codes of conduct should be 
  published - this might be via website or enrolment forms.  These codes 
  should include participants, coaches, volunteers, parents, and guardians. 

 
 4.   An appropriate number of lifeguards should be available whilst the event 

  is being run. The lifeguards, rescue boats, divers, and safety personnel 
  should be calculated to ensure compliance and MUST be insured and 
  qualified. 

 
 Who is responsible for water safety?  

 

Type of issue Actions Equipment, training or  
requirements 

Awareness of risk Ensure Competitors are made 
aware of possible hazards and the 
risks associated with participating in 
the event 

Make sure risk and  specific hazards 
are passed onto participants, this can 
be achieved via websites, fact sheets 
or signage 

First Aid Ensure land based first aid are in 
communication with the water safety 
and aquatic rescue personal 

Provide a copy of the aquatic safety 
plan and put in radio contact with the 
lifeguard supervisor 

Appropriate level of water 
safety 

Use the calculation tool to obtain a 
base level 

Conduct a risk assessment and justify 
any changes to numbers (especially  if 
you provide less qualified personal or 
numbers documented in this guide) 

Environmental Conditions Have a procedure for poor water 
quality and other environmental 
issues 

Brief all personnel, volunteers, water 
safety on actions to be completed 

Emergency Action Plan Have the water safety provider    
develop emergency plans to deal 
with the potential emergencies that 
could occur 

Issues such as drowning, sharks,   
boating accidents, missing person, 
medical emergency all need to be  
addressed 

Recovery Ensure the water safety provider 
has the resources required to       
recover an injured participant or 
body in case of a fatality 

Water deeper than 5m will require a 
dive team to be on stand by 

Dangerous Creatures Lifeguards trained in  surveillance 
should be used as shark spotters in 
areas that are known to have       
attacks or  increased numbers of             
dangerous creatures 

Information can be gathered from     
National Parks and Wildlife or             
Department of Fisheries, Environment, 
etc. 
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 Calculating the required number of lifeguards 
 
 The biggest risk comes from not having the right safety personnel; just providing a 
 volunteer to sit in a boat is not addressing the safety risk.  Use the specific sport 
 information guideline* to calculate your required water safety personnel. 
 
 *Note: this is a guide ONLY and should be used to establish your minimum  
 requirements.  Each location is unique and needs to be addressed, as this could
 increase your required number of lifeguards provided. 
 
 Open Water Swimming (triathlons, ocean swims etc.)  
 In harbours, rivers or lakes 
 
Lifeguards on Rescue Boards  A minimum of 1 lifeguard on a rescue board no more 

than 75m apart; lifeguards are to be highly visible and 
positioned throughout the course. 

 
 High level events, e.g. world championships: lifeguards 

can form an escort and paddle the course on the       
outside as a buffer between the swimmers and the 
safety boats 

 
Inflatable Rescue Boats  Rescue boats should have a crew minimum of two: one 

lifeguard crew and one lifeguard driver. Drivers should 
have accredited training in rescue boat driving and 
carry required safety, resuscitation, and rescue       
equipment. 

 
 There should be a minimum of one rescue boat for 

every 500m of the course. Official boats DO NOT count 
as safety boats. 

 
Rescue Watercraft  RWCs (i.e. jetskis) should be used for dangerous       

locations or as a high speed rescue craft in high risk 
events 

 
Rescue Divers   Are required in locations were the water depth is 

greater than 5M and or were visibility is poor.  Divers 
must work in teams of 3, with 2 fully equipped divers 
ready for deployment and a dive supervisor on site in 
case of a diver emergency (see Occupational Health & 
safety Act for further details: qualifications and numbers 
required)   

 
Lifeguards at entry/exit points  The entry and exit points require a minimum of 1 life-

guard to be present to watch entry and exit, and assist 
in moving a casualty out of a boat/rescue craft in case 
of a recovery 

 
 
 
 

Guidelines for safe aquatic events  Page 4 



In beach & surf zones     Beach and surf zones events require: 
· Lifeguards on boards to be no more than 

50m apart 
· May not require rescue divers 
· Need lifeguards with rescue tubes to be 

based in the water at the surf zone 
· IRB can be interchanged with RWC 

 
 
Rowing, dragon boat, open water canoeing, and saili ng events 
 
Inflatable Rescue Boats  These events require a boat-borne water safety team.  

Lifeguards can be positioned in a range of ways, either 
a boat escort following the race or positioned in and 
around the course. 

 
 As above a minimum of two lifeguards must staff each 

rescue boat. 
 
 Should the boats be positioned, one should be posi-

tioned at each of the finish line, the start line, and at 
least one other part of the course.  In areas where the 
course is on a curve, rescue craft must be in visual 
sight of each other and use communication devices 
such as two-way radios. 

 
 Note: The size and number of boats must be able to 

hold the entire crew of a craft, e.g. rowing 4 passen-
gers, dragon boating up to 12 passengers. 

 
 
Water skiing  
Inflatable Rescue Boats      As above rescue boats can be stationary or follow the  
Rescue Watercraft  event. Lifeguards must carry aquatic spinal injury 

equipment, as the chance of cervical spine damage 
and trauma is increased in water skiing events. 

 
 Advanced training in aquatic spinal management is a 

necessity.  Boats must be fitted with prop guards. 
 
 
High Speed Boat Racing  
Inflatable Rescue Boats     As above rescue boats can be stationary or follow the . 
Rescue Watercraft  event. Lifeguards must carry aquatic spinal injury 

equipment, as the chance of cervical spine damage 
and trauma is increased in high speed boating races. 

 
 Advanced training in aquatic spinal management is a 

necessity. 
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Rescue Divers   Appropriate Divers are required to be on a fast            
response boat in case of entrapment.  The use of spare 
air or SCUBA equipment constitutes “commercial        
diving”. 

 
 Commercial diver qualifications are governed by the 

Occupational Health & Safety legislation. Recreational 
diver qualifications do not meet this legislative                
requirements  

 
Helicopters   Offshore boat races may require helicopter-borne 

safety teams; this requires certification by CASA         
approval (CAO 29.11).   

 
 Lifeguard/ Helicopter Rescue Swimmers with specific 

aviation training are required to perform these technical 
water and hoisting operations. 

 
 Reference  
 
 The following legislation and standards were referenced when this docu-

ment was developed.  
 

· Occupational health & safety Act 2000 
· Occupational Health & safety regulation 2001 
· Guidelines for Safe Pool Operation 
· NSW Local Government Practice Note 15 
· AS/NZ 4801 Risk management  
· Civil Aviation Authority  
· ACT Dragon Boat risk management document  

 
Disclaimer 

   This document has been designed as a tool for event organisers to understand what 
   their requirements are when it comes to organising any activity on the water. This advice 
   given is not designed to replace your own due diligence; when organising an event 
   contact a professional water safety provider to give current advice.  
 
   Copyright  
   © Lifeguarding Services Australia 2010 
   This material is copyright and remains the property of Lifeguarding Services Australia. 
   This document is designed for use as an advisory tool only and can not be used in any 
   event planning documentation without the written consent of the Chief executive Officer 
   from Lifeguarding Services Australia.  
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