
             
 

10 December 2022 

Rise in drowning incidents prompts summer warning 

With a year on year increase1 in child drowning incidents, experts from Sydney Children’s 
Hospitals Network and NSW Ambulance are urging parents to remain vigilant this summer. 

Already this year, 47 children have presented to The Children’s Hospital at Westmead and 
Sydney Children’s Hospital, Randwick following a drowning incident. In 2021 there were 49 
presentations to both hospitals. 

“While even one drowning is too many, the increased incidence of child drownings to date this 
year is concerning”, Dr SV Soundappan, Trauma Surgeon, said. 

“Children are naturally curious around water, however they don’t understand the dangers it 
can pose. Active adult supervision is vital when children are in or around any body of water. 
For young children, this means a responsible adult being in the water and within arm’s reach.” 

Drowning is one of the leading causes of death and injury in children aged zero to five years 
in Australia; it is also one of the most preventable. Of the 49 drowning incidents seen by both 
hospitals in 2021, 60 percent of children were under the age of five. 

Dr Susan Adams, Trauma Surgeon, has warned parents that even a momentary lapse in 
supervision to perform everyday tasks such as replying to a text message or grabbing a towel 
can be detrimental.  

“A child can drown in just 20 seconds, in as little as five centimetres of water, and in absolute 
silence. Children who survive drowning can suffer long-term brain damage, developmental 
delays and other health problems, so prevention is crucial,” Dr Adams said. 

This summer, parents and caregivers are encouraged to designate a ‘Water Watcher’ to 
supervise children, and to ensure that there is clear communication between adults about 
supervision. 

Those with pools are also being urged to take extra measures to ensure pool fencing barriers 
are compliant with regulations and are not accidentally propped open, to reduce the chances 
of a child accessing the pool.  

NSW Ambulance Inspector Andrew McAlpine said the service received about 30 Triple Zero 
(000) calls a week over summer for water-related accidents. 

“This makes it one of the busiest periods for NSW Ambulance, with nearly half of all yearly 

calls outs for drowning and water related incidents occurring in December to February,” he 

said. 

“Knowing CPR and how to respond in case of an emergency can be the difference between 

life and death. The quick actions of bystanders and loved ones can help save lives and 

                                                           
1 NSW Health data, October 2022. Comparisons based on data from January to December 2021 and January to 
October 2022.  



             
reduce serious or long-term injuries before medical professionals arrive on the scene”, 

Inspector McAlpine said. 

“It is most often a family member who finds the child in a drowning incident, so every parent 
and carer needs to know the lifesaving skills of CPR. Any attempt at CPR is better than no 
attempt.”  

For further information on drowning prevention and water safety, visit the Kids Health 
Promotion SCHN website. 
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