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Drowning remains a significant, preventable cause of death worldwide, particularly among children and young 

adults. The World Health Organization (WHO) has now consolidated a set of seven strategies, aiming to provide 

a clear framework for countries to implement effective prevention programs.

K E Y  TA K E AWAY S

º The Pivot: The WHO has released a comprehensive, evidence-based framework of seven strategies to 

tackle drowning, a leading cause of injury death.

º The Data: Drowning claims over 236,000 lives annually, with children aged 1-4 years and 5-9 years at 

highest risk.

º The Action: Clinicians should advocate for community-level drowning prevention programs, including 

supervised childcare and swimming lessons, and educate patients on water safety.

Unintentional injury deaths are a persistent public health challenge, and drowning accounts for a substantial portion of 

this burden. Globally, more than 236,000 people die from drowning each year, making it a leading cause of death for 

children aged 1-4 years and 5-9 years. These figures underscore a critical need for structured, scalable interventions 

beyond individual awareness campaigns.

The World Health Organization's new framework outlines seven key strategies, drawing on established public health 

principles and interventions proven effective in various settings. These strategies address a spectrum of risk factors, 

from direct exposure to water to broader societal determinants. The WHO emphasizes a multi-sectoral approach, 

acknowledging that effective prevention requires coordination across health, education, and infrastructure sectors.

The Seven Strategies for Prevention
The WHO's framework begins with the establishment of supervised childcare for pre-school children. This includes 

crèches and day-care facilities, which reduce unsupervised access to water bodies. Providing safe, supervised 

environments for young children during critical hours directly mitigates a primary risk factor for drowning in this 

vulnerable age group.

Teaching school-aged children basic swimming, water safety, and safe rescue skills forms another cornerstone. Formal 

instruction in these areas equips children with essential competencies to navigate aquatic environments more safely. This 

strategy moves beyond passive supervision, empowering individuals with practical skills.

Installing barriers to control access to water is a third critical intervention. This includes fencing around swimming pools, 

ponds, and other domestic water hazards. Physical barriers are a straightforward, effective method to prevent accidental 
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entry, particularly for toddlers and young children who may wander unsupervised.

Training bystanders in safe rescue and resuscitation is also highlighted. Equipping community members with basic 

life support skills, specifically cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR), can significantly improve outcomes for drowning 

victims. Rapid intervention following a drowning incident is often the difference between survival with minimal 

neurological damage and severe disability or death.

Enforcing safe boating regulations, including mandatory use of life-jackets, constitutes a fifth strategy. Many drowning 

incidents occur during recreational or occupational activities on water. Strict adherence to safety protocols and the 

consistent use of personal flotation devices can drastically reduce fatalities in these contexts.

Implementing flood risk management is a broader, but equally vital, strategy. Flooding, whether from natural disasters or 

inadequate infrastructure, poses a substantial drowning risk, especially in low-income settings. Early warning systems, 

land-use planning, and improved drainage can mitigate these environmental hazards.

The final strategy involves developing and implementing comprehensive public awareness campaigns. These campaigns 

educate communities about drowning risks and promote safe behaviors. While individual campaigns alone are often 

insufficient, they complement structural and skill-based interventions by fostering a culture of water safety. For clinicians, 

understanding these broad public health initiatives is as important as individual patient care, as many of these strategies 

are outlined in resources such as the Oxford Handbook of Clinical Medicine.

Where the Focus Must Lie
The WHO's emphasis on community-level interventions, rather than solely individual responsibility, marks a pragmatic 

shift. While personal vigilance is important, systemic changes in infrastructure, education, and regulation offer more 

sustainable and equitable prevention. The strategies are not mutually exclusive; their combined implementation offers 

the greatest potential for impact.

Still, the success of these strategies hinges on political will and adequate resource allocation. Many countries, particularly 

those with high drowning burdens, face significant challenges in funding and implementing large-scale public health 

programs. The framework provides the blueprint, but local adaptation and sustained investment are essential for tangible 

reductions in mortality.

The framework does not detail specific funding mechanisms or implementation timelines for each country, which remains 

a practical limitation. Each nation must assess its unique risk profile and resource availability to prioritize and tailor 

these interventions. The WHO's role is to provide the evidence-based guidance; the execution falls to national and local 

authorities.

CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS

GPs and specialists often encounter the devastating aftermath of drowning incidents, but their role extends to 

prevention. Understanding the WHO's strategies allows clinicians to advocate for community-level programs 

and reinforce water safety messages during patient consultations. A simple conversation about pool fencing 

or life-jacket use can have a profound impact.

The focus on supervised childcare for young children is particularly relevant. Clinicians should be aware of 

local resources for early childhood education and care, advising parents on the importance of these safe 

environments. This is not merely a social service; it is a direct public health intervention against preventable 
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injury.

But, the responsibility for drowning prevention cannot rest solely on individual families. Health systems must 

engage with local government and educational bodies to support the implementation of swimming lessons 

and safe rescue training in schools. These are population-level interventions that require a coordinated effort 

beyond the clinic walls.

Ultimately, reducing drowning deaths requires a shift from reactive emergency care to proactive prevention. 

The WHO framework provides a clear, actionable path. Clinicians, as trusted health authorities, play a vital role 

in championing these strategies and ensuring they translate into tangible reductions in injury and mortality.
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