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Introduction:  

  

The National Aquatic Safety Company was founded in 1974 by 
Dr. John Hunsucker with the mission: 

To Reduce The Loss Of Life Due To Drowning. 
During its history, NASCO has taught tens of thousands of 

students in their effort to fulfill this mission. The programs of the 
company were developed over many years of research and 
contributions from individuals too numerous to name. It goes 
without saying that their contributions have made NASCO what it is 
today, a leader and innovator in safety for the aquatics and 
amusement park industry. As a leader and innovator in safety for the 
aquatics and amusement park industry, NASCO will continue 
introducing innovative courses, safety techniques, procedures, and 
training into the new millennium. 
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CHAPTER 1: DROWNING AND AQUATIC 
EMERGENCIES 
Drowning Statistics 

In general, about 5 to 7 thousand Americans drown each year.  This doesnõt seem like a very large 
number until you realize that about one seventh as many people drown as die in automobile accidents.  
Add to this the fact that according to the National Safety Council drowning is the second leading cause of 
accidental death in young Americans and the third leading cause for older Americans.  As the reader is 
probably aware, automobile accidents are the leading cause of death and slips and falls are either number 2 
or 3 depending on age.  So drowning is a serious problem 

In a 1984 survey of Texas public pools, NASCO found that approximately 1 person drowns for 
every 142,000 guests statewide.  Since most public pools average about 20,000 guests per season, this 
equates to an average of 1 drowning every 7 years.  Therefore, the probability of a lifeguard being involved 
in a rescue sometime in their career is relatively high. 

According to a Michigan State Police study, about 350 people drown per year in vehicles.  This 
constitutes approximately 5% of those people who drown annually.  The magnitude of this number is such 
that, again, a professional responder has a high probability of being involved with a vehicle immersion 
drowning. 

It should be noted that these statistics are probably conservative.  Many times the cause of death 
will be listed as heart failure or some other cause and the mechanism of death, for example drowning, may 
not be mentioned.  While the data reporting system is improving, there is still a long way to go before the 
numbers become reliable. 
The Definition of Drowning 

Webster defines the word drown as follows: òsuffocate in wateró.  For many authorities, unless the 
victim dies, it is not considered a drowning.  Much in agreement with Websterõs definition, NASCO 
defines drowning as the loss of spontaneous respiration due to the presence of fluid.  Note that this 
definition is similar to the definition of clinical death, which is defined as the loss of respiration and 
circulation.  The reason for this definition is to encourage people to separate the mechanism of injury, in 
this case drowning, from the result, which in many cases is death.  If a victim is pulled from the water and 
is not breathing, then under the NASCO definition, they have drowned, regardless if respiration is restored. 

The reader should be cautioned again that many authorities still do not use this definition.  
Therefore, all drowning victims who were resuscitated may not make it into the database.  

Another related definition is that of a drowning event.  If a rescuer revives the victim, many 
authorities define this as a drowning event.  NASCO, on the other hand, defines a drowning event as a life-
threatening emergency that has a high potential for becoming a drowning, particularly unless some 
intervention occurs.  This intervention could involve the actions of another party, such as a trained rescuer, 
other swimmers in the vicinity or even perhaps the victim being able to help himself. 

While the definition of a drowning event is relative to interpretation that of drowning is very clearly 
defined under the NASCO guidelines.  We at NASCO feel the primary focus of the lifeguard is the 
prevention of the loss of spontaneous respiration, in other words the prevention of drowning. 
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Location 
While location is discussed in further detail elsewhere in this text, it should be noted that many if 

not most drowning occur very close to safety.  Someone stepping into a hole or falling into deep water is 
quite common.  The victimõs survival depends on the rescuer or even the victim himself understanding 
how and being capable of performing the rescue. 

Many drownings occur in shallow water.  Here shallow water is defined as water less than 5 feet 
deep.  It is not uncommon to hear of infants drowning in dog dishes or mop buckets.  People fall while in 
the water and panic or are just unable to recover their balance and standing.  They can be entrapped in an 
automobile or sewer.  As you can see, there are numerous ways people can and do drown in shallow water 
and it happens far too often. 

As we all know, one of the most dangerous places around the home is the back yard pool.  
Almost everyone knows of at least one family who has lost a child in their home pool.  Fences, protective 
barriers, alarms are good as a secondary guardian; however, none of these can replace the watchful eye of a 
parent/guardian. 
The Mechanism of Drowning 

The epiglottis is a valve in the airway that closes when it comes into contact with anything that has 
a greater consistency than air.  When water or any other foreign matter goes into the airway, the epiglottis 
seals the airway to prevent its entrance into the lungs.  During a drowning there may or may not be water 
in the lungs depending on which quits first, the desire to breathe or the ability of the epiglottis to effectively 
seal off the lungs.  If there is water in the lungs the drowning is referred to as òa wet drowningó, if no water 
is present it is referred to as a òdry drowningó.  Water can also enter the lungs during the victims struggle to 
survive.  Wet drowning is more common and unfortunately more severe.  Water in the lungs damages the 
tissue of the lungs and adversely affects their function.  At best, this can lead to pneumonia; at worst it can 
cause death up to 6 weeks after the incident. 

Due to the potential of water having entered the lungs, medical intervention is required if there 
was a loss of respiration; the victim struggled for a long period of time or if the victim was under water for 
a significant amount of time.  Remember, even if normal breathing is restored, delayed death can occur due 
to the presence and/or continual build up of fluid in the lungs. 

The victim can be deprived of oxygen in one of two ways: fluid or a foreign body in the airway 
preventing the epiglottis from opening or fluid in the lungs preventing adequate absorption of oxygen.  
The fluid may be water, vomit or a combination thereof and the foreign body could be vomit, gum etc. 

In all drowning victims, the obstruction must be cleared from the airway before the victim can 
breathe.  By using chest compressions the obstruction is moved away from the epiglottis allowing it to 
open.  This action shows the importance of chest compressions as part of the rescue sequence for a non-
breathing victim.  This procedure will be discussed in detail in the rescue portion of this text. 
Several Victims 

Quite often more than one victim is involved in a single drowning incident.  This multiple victim 
scenario may have resulted from the failed attempts of would be rescuers.  This is one of the reasons 
crowd control is so important at a rescue scene.  The typical scenario is someone gets into trouble, quite 
often a child, then one or more would be rescuers enters the water in an attempt to help.  Because of their 
inability to swim, lack of formal training or no knowledge of the environment, such as currents, waves, etc., 
these well-intentioned òrescuersó become victims. 
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Other Aquatic Emergencies 
People can become injured in countless ways while in or around the water.  Cuts, bruises, 

fractures, electrocution, exposure to natural and man-made poisons just to mention a few, can occur in the 
aquatic environment.  As the lifeguard, you must first try to identify any situation that might cause injury, 
prevent it if possible and secondly, you should be prepared to handle the emergencies that are presented to 
you. 
The Next Victim 

Remember, without training, practice and conditioning the rescuer has a very good chance of 
becoming the next victim.  Water rescues, particularly the bad ones, are among the most physically and 
sometimes emotionally demanding rescues  

Any water rescue is done at risk to the lifeguardõs life. How much the lifeguard is at risk is 
determined by the ability of the lifeguard and the environment in which the rescue is performed.  To this 
end, the professional lifeguard is encouraged to get as much training from as many different agencies and 
people as possible.  As an additional comment, there is not just one right way to rescue a victim.  Different 
agencies and different programs will teach different techniques and methods.  The more of these you know 
the safer you the lifeguard will become and the chances of the victimõs survival will increase. 
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CHAPTER 2: GENERAL PRINCIPLES 
The intention of this chapter is to discuss some general principles, which, for the most part will be 

discussed in greater detail throughout the rest of the text.  However, they are set aside here for emphasis 
and to remind the guard of some of the more important concepts in water rescue. The rest of the material 
should be read to provide greater comprehension and definition to the concepts. 
Responsibilities of a Lifeguard ð Ethical, Professional, and Legal 

Once a person becomes a lifeguard there are several responsibilities imposed on them by both 
being a guard and by working at a job for pay.  The first, and perhaps the most important of these, is that a 
guard has a moral responsibility to act in a manner that protects the people under their care and 
supervision.  This imposes a higher code of conduct on lifeguards, particularly around the water.  One of 
the definitions of moral is to be operant on oneõs conscience.  Another way to think of moral responsibility 
is to do what is basically right or appropriate.  If people get hurt while under a guardõs care or supervision 
due to inappropriate action on the guardõs part, the conscience of the guard may be severely affected. 

Lifeguards also have a professional responsibility.  This responsibility is imposed on them both by 
the profession of guarding and by the fact that a lifeguard is working for wages.  This responsibility 
includes concepts that are related to having a good work ethic such as being on time and being in the right 
uniform.  However, it includes much more.  When you work for wages, you have a responsibility to follow 
the procedures, policies, and protocols established by your employer.  To do otherwise is, in some sense, 
cheating your employer out of what they paid you for.  Perhaps deeper than this is the concept of being 
true to the profession of lifeguarding.  As one lifeguard instructor once said, òLifeguarding is not just our 
job, it is what we areó.   

Lifeguards also have a legal responsibility to act in the proper and prescribed manner.  If a 
lifeguard chooses not to act or acts in a way that could be harmful to another person then there is the 
possibility of legal action being taken against the guard.  While everyone is responsible for their actions in 
both a moral and legal sense, guards have a higher responsibility imposed on them by both their profession 
and by their status as being paid to be a lifeguard.  Different states, provinces, and countries have different 
legal codes and laws.  All of these laws impose on the guard the burden to follow the established 
procedures. 

Perhaps the responsibilities of a guard might be summed up as saying, we all have the 
responsibility to do our best at the job of lifeguarding.  If a lifeguard does their best, then most of the 
ethical, professional, and legal issues will take care of themselves.   
Adapt the Course to Your Facility 

All a lifeguard course can teach are the skills and theory of lifeguarding and perhaps a bit of what 
we will call the right attitude or mind set.  Once you learn the skills they have to be adapted to your facility 
and its procedures, to the type of people who attend your facility, to your equipment and to the abilities of 
the rest of the staff.  A lifeguard course is the beginning of the learning cycle, not the end. Expect to see 
some major changes in what you learned in the course when you get to the actual application of the skills. 




