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Swim

safety

Take steps to keep your YOUTH
GROUP safe In the water

On a warm, sunny morning at Pine Ridge Bible Camp, students
were just beginning a day of swimming and other water activities
when an alarm alerted staff to a missing student.
“Code Blue. We have a Code Blue,” a counselor’s radio squawked. Immediately,
waterfront staff at the camp in Cedar Springs, Michigan, went into search-andrescue mode.
After a few tense minutes of head counts and checking names against sign-in
logs, a counselor found the “missing” student—safe and sound—and announced
a relieved “all-clear” over the radio. Instead of checking out at the gate leading
from the lake, the young man had ducked out of the fenced waterfront area to
catch up with a friend. A potentially scary situation was simply a mix-up, but the
staff’s response showed that youth safety is its top priority.

Swim Safety (continued)
“Following the code system helps our entire staff spring into
action right away,” says Becca Compston, director of experiential programs at Pine Ridge. “When someone’s missing
on the waterfront, every second counts.”

on the clock. Many states have regulations that require
a certain swimmer-to-lifeguard ratio, and some states
mandate that spotters be on duty to assist lifeguards.
Confirm that the facility you choose follows all
applicable safety laws and regulations.

While lifeguards and counselors generally are the first line
of defense during a swimming trip, youth leaders also can
play a critical role in keeping students safe in the water.
By choosing a safe destination, communicating plans with
students and their parents, and accompanying the group on
the trip, youth leaders can help to provide the safest possible environment for fun and fellowship.

Camp Tadmor in Lebanon, Oregon, rotates five
lifeguards among four stations. “Our lifeguards switch
positions every 20 minutes, with one taking a break,”
says Dave Bertz, administrator at Camp Tadmor.
“That way, they stay fresh and alert.”

As you plan your next swimming excursion, keep these
safety tips in mind:

1. Do your homework
Each swimming location comes with its own set of activity
options, hazards, and supervision procedures, so choosing
a facility is an important step in planning a safe trip to the
water. To make a better-informed decision, consider asking
the following questions about each potential destination:
• What are the lifeguard policies? At least one certified
lifeguard should be on duty at all times. As more
swimmers and activities take to the water, make sure
there are policies in place to put additional lifeguards

Experienced lifeguards are trained in water rescue,
first aid, and CPR, and are familiar with the hazards
of their body of water. They also should be provided
with necessary equipment such as back boards, rescue
tubes, and first aid kits.
• What is the swim testing procedure? Swim testing is
a good way to find out who should—and shouldn’t—be
allowed into deeper water. Swim tests often include
swimming a distance and treading water under a
lifeguard’s supervision. For example, at Pine Ridge Bible
Camp, swimmers must first swim out to a lifeguard in
chest-deep water. If they pass the first test, students
must complete the same test in deeper water, then
tread water for 30 seconds and backstroke back to
the starting point. Swimmers who pass both tests
earn a brightly colored wristband. A wristband shows
lifeguards that the swimmer is permitted to swim
in deeper water. It may be a good idea to require
inexperienced swimmers to wear life jackets (for
more on life jackets, see the article on page 3).
• Is the swimming area clearly marked? Make sure all
drop-offs and deeper areas of the water are marked by
buoys, ropes, or flags. These landmarks help lifeguards
and spotters recognize when less experienced
swimmers venture into water that’s too deep.
• Could water conditions pose a safety threat? Larger
bodies of water are often more hazardous than small
ponds or lakes. Ask about waves or currents that could
turn dangerous.
• Is the water clean? Keep an eye out for water quality
advisories, as high levels of bacteria can be harmful. If
you’re headed to a pool, verify that the facility enforces
hygiene procedures, such as showering
before swimming.
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Swim testing is a good way
to find out who should—and
shouldn’t—be allowed into
deeper water.

Life Jackets

• How do administrators keep track of students? It’s best
to have a check-in/check-out system to help lifeguards
and spotters know how many people are in the water.
Whatever the system, lifeguards should perform routine
counts to make sure everyone is accounted for.
• Are swimmers required to take breaks? When
swimmers are too tired, too cold, too far from safety,
or are exposed to too much sun, they are more likely to
end up in danger. It’s a good idea to schedule regular
swim breaks (for example, 10 minutes at the top of
every hour) and strictly enforce them.
• Are staff members trained to handle emergencies?
It takes a team effort to respond effectively to an
emergency. Ask about the staff’s response plans for
events such as missing individuals, severe weather,
suspicious visitors, and other situations.
• Can medical professionals arrive quickly if needed?
While close supervision helps to keep swimmers
safe, there’s always a chance that young people can
sustain serious injuries in the water. Make sure medical
personnel are nearby. “Our lifeguards have radios that
can reach nurses and EMTs right away,” Bertz says.
“We can get our medical person to the lake within
2-3 minutes.”
• Has the area been inspected recently? Some facilities
must pass government inspections to stay in operation.
Check inspection information to find out how the facility
measures up to government standards.
• What do other ministry leaders say? Asking for
customer referrals can be a good way to get an
independent review of a facility.
Putting several destinations through the vetting process may
be time-consuming, but asking the right questions can help
you select the safest option for the young people in your
ministry.

How to choose the right
personal flotation device
If students wear life jackets while in the water,
it’s critical that they use the right kind of flotation
device. Consider these suggestions for choosing a
life jacket:
• Use a flotation device that’s approved by the U.S.
Coast Guard. Water toys like inner tubes and
foam noodles may float, but they shouldn’t be
relied on for safety.
• Check the manufacturer’s label to ensure that life
jackets properly fit each swimmer’s height and
weight. Test the fit by having swimmers wear a
life jacket and hold their arms straight up. Gently
pull up on the tops of the arm openings. If there’s
excess room above the openings, or if the jacket
rides up over a swimmer’s face or chin, choose a
smaller jacket.
• Try life jackets in shallow water under careful
supervision. If a jacket doesn’t properly keep
the swimmer afloat, opt for a different one that
provides better support.
Life jackets are designed to help keep swimmers
and boaters safe, but they do not guarantee safety.
Always have a certified lifeguard on duty when
people are in the water, and follow all swim and
boating safety laws and regulations.

(continued on next page)
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Swim Safety (continued)

2. Host a planning meeting
Once you decide where to go, it’s time to communicate
your plans. Set a “safety first” tone by hosting a planning
meeting with students and parents. At the meeting, you
may want to address:
• The trip itinerary. Discuss where you’ll go, what you’ll
do, and when.
• Safety precautions. What’s being done to help keep
students safe, in and out of the water? Share details
about lifeguards, swim test
procedures, and anything
else that’s designed to
help protect young people.
You should have this
information from your
previous research.
• Behavior expectations.
Clearly lay out the ground
rules that will apply
during the trip, and the
consequences for
violating them.
• Clothing guidelines. Make sure everyone is aware of
the clothing they need to bring along. Students’ attire
should meet safety and modesty standards.
• Questions from parents. Even if you’ve done your due
diligence in preparing for the trip, parents can offer
additional helpful input. If there’s a question that you
don’t know the answer to, say so. Then, be sure to find
the answer and follow up with the parent who asked
the question as soon as possible.
A planning meeting is a good time to pass out activity
participation agreements to each student and parent.
These agreements should be signed by students and
parents and returned before leaving for the trip.
A well-written agreement:
• Describes the activity, so everyone understands the
risks involved.
• Documents emergency contact information, medical
information such as allergies, and permission to obtain
emergency medical treatment.

4

The Deacon’s Bench, Summer 2014

• Establishes a covenant. In exchange for the church
allowing their child to participate in the activity, parents
agree not to sue the church, and to reimburse the
church for any legal damages.
The agreement can explain the rules and behavior expectations that were addressed at the meeting. Keep two copies
of each person’s signed agreement. Place one copy in a folder you take on the trip, and file the other in a secure place
for the ministry’s records.

3. Accompany students on the trip
After a long planning process,
it’s a good idea for youth leaders
to go with their students on the
swimming trip. Though lifeguards
and spotters generally take the
lead on water supervision, youth
leaders know the students and
can play a role in keeping them
safe. Remember the following
suggestions during your trip:
• Keep tabs on the conditions.
Check the weather
forecast (and water quality, if necessary) in the days
leading up to the swimming excursion. Then, during
your day on the water, have a smartphone handy to
keep an eye on the conditions. If weather, waves, or
bacteria levels seem potentially hazardous, err on the
side of caution and get students out of the water. For
more information, read “Eyes on the Sky” on page 5.
• Share information with lifeguards. If something—like
asthma or a daredevil personality—could affect a
student’s safety, pass this information along to those
who need to know. It may help lifeguards and spotters
supervise more effectively.
• Be an extra pair of eyes. There’s nothing wrong with
checking to make sure that swim supervisors are
following the policies and procedures discussed during
the planning process. If something doesn’t look right,
speak up.
Ultimately, youth leaders are responsible for students’ safety
during swimming trips. By choosing a safe venue, communicating plans, and supervising throughout the trip, you can
feel more confident that a fun day on the water will also be
a safe one.
Brotherhood Mutual Insurance Company

Eyes on the Sky
Watch the weather before and during swim trips

While everyone hopes for a sunny day on the water, weather can be unpredictable.
Prepare for a variety of conditions and keep the following weather safety tips in mind:
1. Check the forecast ahead of time. A look at the
forecast may give a good idea of what to expect during
the trip. If storms are predicted, reschedule your trip or
form a backup plan that includes indoor activities.
2. Know where to go. Before the swimming starts, make
sure there’s a storm shelter nearby and show everyone
how to get there. Fully enclosed buildings with wiring
and plumbing provide the best protection. If there are
no substantial buildings nearby, an enclosed vehicle
with a metal roof and sides is an acceptable second
choice to avoid lightning. Open structures, such as
picnic pavilions, do not provide adequate protection.
3. Use the right equipment. Skies can go from sunny
to stormy in a matter of minutes. Check for weather
updates throughout the day and adjust accordingly. It’s
best to follow the radar using a smartphone or TV. In
areas where reception is spotty, a lightning detector
may be a worthwhile option, as they offer precise
readings for your specific location without relying on
a radio or phone signal.
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4. Err on the side of caution. Lightning can strike as far
as 10 miles from the nearest rainfall, according to
the Federal Emergency Management Agency.1 When
weather threatens, send everyone to shelter sooner
rather than later. Inner rooms are generally the safest
part of a building during a storm.
5. Let the storm fully pass. According to the American
Meteorological Society, more people are struck by
lightning after rain stops than before or during the rain.2
Stay indoors for at least 30 minutes after the last sign
of lightning or thunder.
When weather turns dangerous, it helps to be prepared.
Following a plan can help minimize uncertainty and keep
swimmers safe.

1
Thunderstorms & Lightning, by the Federal Emergency Management Agency. Posted March 24,
2013, http://www.ready.gov/thunderstorms-lightning. Accessed March 25, 2014.

2
Updated AMS Recommendations for Lightning Safety, by the American Meteorological Society.
Posted April 29, 2002, http://www.lightningsafety.noaa.gov/ams_lightning_rec.htm.
Accessed March 25, 2014.
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Floating, Inflatable Fun
Water amusements require extra care, supervision
Water inflatables such as blobs, climbing towers, slides, and
trampolines are popping up in lakes and ponds across the
country. These inflatables may add an extra level of excitement for swimmers, but they also bring an increased risk
of drowning and injury. Youth leaders who supervise water
activities need to understand how to protect young people
who will be using inflatable water amusements.

What’s the Problem?
Water inflatables’ soft and bouncy appearance may lead to a
perception that they’re safe, but there are no national safety
standards governing their use. Manufacturers generally provide basic safety guidelines for each apparatus, and it’s the
owner’s responsibility to maintain and inspect them.
While the frequency of injury on inflatables is not as common as something like a rolled ankle in a kickball game, the
potential for severe injuries is greater. Collisions with other
swimmers, falls, entrapment, and a number of other issues
can result in various serious injuries, including spinal cord
damage and drowning.

role when it comes to keeping students safe. While lifeguards are
trained to look for trouble across large areas, they probably don’t
know individual swimmers well. Youth leaders, who know the
students in their youth groups personally, can team up with lifeguards and help decrease the chance of a struggling swimmer
going unnoticed.
The advantages of alert youth leaders include:
• Supervising smaller sets of swimmers.
• Knowing group members by sight and name.

In addition, inflatables can form a visual barrier between
lifeguards and swimmers. This can lead to a slower lifeguard
response if a swimmer is trapped or injured in an
obscured area.

Also, young people may be less likely to misbehave under direct
supervision from their own church leaders.

Research Activities in Advance

Speak Up about Safety

Before taking a youth group to a swimming destination, it’s
a good idea to find out what type of water activities will
be provided and educate the group on how to participate
safely. Every camp or recreational area offers different water
amusements, but many of the same safety principles apply.
Ask the supervisor of the camp or recreational area for safety instructions. Youth leaders also can look for the information online or contact a company that sells a particular type
of water amusement.

If something about an inflatable doesn’t look right, it’s best to
address it before swimmers head into the water. Here are a few
issues leaders can bring up about any water-based inflatable:

The More Eyes, the Better
A well-trained lifeguard staff is an important part of water
safety, but church youth leaders also can play an important
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• Understanding swimmers’ individual personalities.

1. Setup and positioning
The manufacturer’s guidelines often are printed on the structure
for anyone to see. Common things to look for include:
• Proper anchoring. Is the structure being moved around too
much by either water or wind?
• Suitable water depth. Is there any possibility that the
inflatable is anchored in water that’s too shallow or too deep?

(continued on next page)
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Floating, Inflatable Fun (continued)
• Appropriately marked areas. Is there any
risk of a collision with swimmers who are
participating in another activity?
• Unnecessary risks. Are platforms too high?
Are inflatables being used for anything other
than their intended purpose?
• Visual barriers. Are there enough lifeguards
on duty? Are they positioned in a way that
they can see all swimmers at all times?
Inflatables often are tall enough to obstruct
lifeguards’ views, making it necessary to
deploy multiple lifeguards.
2. Maintenance
Water inflatables require regular inspections—
especially when the swimming area has experienced inclement weather. Youth leaders should
notify a camp director or site manager if they
suspect improper storage or maintenance.

Want to discuss challenging issues
in a fun, engaging way? Order free
comic books today!
The Complicated World
of Charlie Valor:
Visit CharlieValor.com
for a closer look at
Charlie and his friends,
and to download free
copies of the comic
books and other
resources.

For example, one camp decided to leave its inflatable trampoline in the water despite the threat of
evening thunderstorms. The next day, the camp
allowed students to jump on it without inspecting
the trampoline for damage. Logs and debris were
trapped underneath by storm currents and eventually tore through the material while campers
were jumping.
Inflatable toys can add to the fun of a day in
the water, but they also may present hazards.
Preparation and supervision help keep swimmers
safe, so they go home with memories of a carefree day.

Learn How to Handle Church Auto Accidents
Would you know what to do if the church van
or bus were involved in an accident?
Watch this four minute video today to learn how to protect passengers and
capture information in those frightening first moments after a collision.
Find more information about staying safe on the road online at
BrotherhoodMutual.com. Plus, ask your Brotherhood Mutual agent about
obtaining free access to online driver training.
Search for risk management videos on BrotherhoodMutual.com.
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