
 1 

FLORIDA  

WATER SAFETY STRATEGY 

Celebrating Water Safely 

2026—2032 



 2 

How we got here—The US National Water Safety Action Plan 

The U.S. National Water Safety Action Plan (USNWSAP), published in 2023, provides guidelines and tools to 
reduce drowning across the country. Hundreds of volunteer drowning prevention experts and partners creat-
ed the plan over four years. A Steering Committee of representatives of organizations with a common goal to 
prevent drowning led this effort. This collaboration gives communities the tools they need to develop local 
water safety plans. Moreover, it calls all states to action to create unique plans aimed at reducing non-fatal 
and fatal drowning based on the circumstances within the state.  
 
The mission of the USNWSAP is to prevent drowning in the United States by utilizing evidence and making 
water safety a part of daily life. The plan includes 99 action recommendations, as well as a list of national im-
plications or suggestions. These are then intended to support organizations to carry out the 99 recommenda-
tions at the community, county, and state levels. The plan also contains templates that can help organiza-
tions initiate drowning prevention strategies in their local communities. 
 
The priorities, spectrum levels and subsequent action steps are based off of the format of the national plan. 
We are extremely thankful for the guidance of these documents and the USNWSAP team. We also want to 
thank those states that have gone before us hence providing us with a valuable resource: California and Ha-
wai’i. 
 
For resources: Water Safety USA - Home  

For US plan:  United States National Water Safety Action Plan (USNWSAP)  

The Key Areas of Action from the US National Water Safety Action Plan are incorporated into the Florida Wa-

ter Safety Strategy.  To learn more about each key area from the USNWSAP go to the following:  Key Areas of 

Action – United States National Water Safety Action Plan (USNWSAP)  

 
Cover photo credit: Dayna Musser, Daytona Beach. 

https://www.watersafetyusa.org/nwsap.html
https://www.watersafetyusa.org/
https://watersafetyplan.us/
https://watersafetyplan.us/tools-for-action/key-areas-of-action
https://watersafetyplan.us/tools-for-action/key-areas-of-action
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The Florida Strategy 

  

 When the United States put forth the 

US National Water Safety Action Plan 2023-2032 

in June of 2023, they issued a call to action for all 

states to develop their own plan. This was the 

first national cohesive plan for our country, and 

it encouraged states “to come together to 

change things—to transform this country into a 

nation where water safety is a natural part of 

everyday life and everyone can enjoy the bene-

fits of water, safely.” 

 Florida definitely needs to be part of that 

transformation as, unfortunately, we consistent-

ly rank #1 in the nation for fatal drowning 

counts.  And what is even worse news, we are 

not counting all the fatalities. We lack a central-

ized database to collect this information. The 

good news is that Florida has experts already an-

alyzing data, bringing forth initiatives, and part-

nering to help combat non-fatal and fatal drown-

ing and promote water competency and safety. 

 The progression towards this Strategy has 

been similar to other states - with many agen-

cies, task forces, and coalitions doing independ-

ent projects and awareness campaigns. Starting 

in 2021 many agencies connected and started to 

reach a broader audience and effect a greater 

change. The path has not been easy, and it is not 

perfect, but we are a lot more unified now and 

we are not done. 

 Ultimately, this Strategy is meant for all 

to reflect upon, pull relevant pieces from for 

your community, and add to the general dia-

logue of water competency. Together we can 

make a difference in the lives of residents and 

visitors, and stop another preventable death. To-

gether we can celebrate water safely. 

The Florida Water Safety Strategy  

Steering Committee Team Members 

 

 The Florida Department of Children and 

Families Central Region staff members, Tina Mor-

gan and Kirby Morgan, led the collaborative team, 

bringing together multiple agencies, coalitions and 

task forces to help pull together and guide the 

Florida Water Safety Strategy.  In addition, Tina 

Morgan took on the role of writing the document. 

 The writer and all of the team members 

involved in the Steering Committee want to ex-

press that the development of priorities and ac-

tion steps are the collective thoughts and recom-

mendations of the Steering Committee members 

and many other water safety experts across the 

State.  The information contained in this strategy  

is not a recitation of any State agency’s opinion, 

view or written policy.  Instead it is a reflection 

and collection from an array of providers, agencies 

and family members affected by a drowning loss 

to help steer Florida in the direction to end non-

fatal and fatal drowning incidents. 

 
Photo credit: Tina Morgan, Coast to Coast Trail, Volusia County.
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Photo credit:  Tina Morgan, New Smyrna Beach
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A Word from the Chairs  

 This journey started many years ago when we started to gather the data on child fatalities, but it 

has only been within the last five years that we have started to delve deeper into that data and try to in-

corporate more data for a true (better) picture of this public health crisis.  The need for us to work togeth-

er to find a solution is greater now than ever as Florida continues to have approximately 500 fatal drown-

ings a year, of those almost one fifth are children.  The most vulnerable, those under the age of 4, make 

up 75% of the fatal drownings.  Florida has led the country in pediatric fatal drownings for the last three 

years and in 2024 had the highest number of fatal drownings in the Florida Department of Children and 

Families database (since 2009). Coincidentally, Florida leads the nation in the number of backyard pools 

(1,590,000), which is the number one location for pediatric fatal drowning (66%).  The majority of those 

fatal drownings (85%) occurring during non-swim times.   

 We know that these numbers do not reflect the entire picture of fatal drownings in the State and 

we haven’t even scratched the surface of the bigger picture of non-fatal drowning incidents.  These events 

are tragic and significantly impact the lives of family members and friends forever.  Our goal is to prevent 

as many non-fatal and fatal drowning incidents as possible by creating a strategy that the various counties 

in Florida can adapt to meet their myriad of needs, use as a tool to spark ideas for communities, and serve 

a stepping stone for cross-agency collaboration and legislative analysis.   

 It has taken us (well) over a year to put all of this information into one place, and what we share 

here is the “great”, the “good”, and the “needs to be improved.”  The issue of water safety is multi-

faceted and complex, so the Florida Water Safety Strategy is intended to be a fluid plan, one that repre-

sents Florida’s priorities and provides data and actions steps for ongoing dialogue. Through collaboration 

with WaterSmart FL, there will be a structure to report new information, house data and initiatives, and 

continue partnerships across communities and agencies.  This is a beginning, not the end of the road.  We 

will continue to analyze, dig deeper, edit and revise as we move forward in celebrating water safety.   

 We want to pause a moment for all who have lost loved ones, may your voices be echoed through-

out this strategy.  We also want to thank all of the advocates who have helped us to inspire this docu-

ment. This is a monumental first step for Florida and the United States toward ending preventable fatali-

ties. As we move ahead, we welcome your feedback and thoughts.   

Tina Morgan, Florida Depart-

ment of Children and Families, 

Circuit 9 Community Develop-

ment Administrator 

tina.morgan@myflfamilies.com 

Celebrate Water Safely 

Kirby Morgan, Florida Depart-

ment of Children and Families, 

Statewide Child Fatality Data 

Specialist 

kirby.morgan@myflfamilies.com 
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 Above photo credit: Kirby Morgan, St. Augustine Beach
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 In addition to the 
more than 1.59 million 
residential pools in Flori-
da, the State has approx-
imately 825 miles of 
beaches, over 30,000 
lakes, and approximately 
26,000 miles of rivers. 
Florida has the longest 
coastline of the contigu-
ous U.S. states, and Flori-
da boasts warm temper-
atures all year which al-
lows residents and visi-
tors to participate in wa-
ter activities year round. 

 Tourism reached an all-time high in 2023  with 129.1 million domestic visitors choosing to come to 
Florida, along with 8.3 million overseas visitors and 3.2 million Canadian visitors. Records marked an increase 
of 2.3% from 2022's record-breaking figure and established a new benchmark for visitation to the state. This 
momentum of unprecedented visits carried into the first quarter of 2024, with domestic visitation hitting a 
new high of 37.2 million, the highest ever recorded for a single quarter. Overseas visitation stood at 2.1 mil-
lion, and Canadian visitation rose to 1.3 million.* 

 

 Visitors have easy access to the Sunshine State—Orlando International Airport is the busiest airport in 
Florida and in the top ten for the U.S. (Miami coming in at #11).** 

 

 Florida has been experiencing steady growth in population for many years, climate and jobs making 
Florida a top relocation destination. The population of Florida in 2024 was 23,372,215, a 2.04% increase from 
2023.*** This trend is likely to continue with several areas continuing to rank high among the fastest-
growing communities in the U.S.  

 

 Whether coming to stay or coming to play, Floridians and our visitors love the water and with this 

Strategy we can all Celebrate Water Safely! 
 

*Article Details (visitflorida.org)  
**https://www.businessinsider.com/top-10-busiest-airports-us-atlanta-jfk-dfw-lax-chicago-2023-12. 
***Florida Population 1900-2024 | MacroTrends  
 
Above photo credit: Tina Morgan, St. Augustine Beach 

Florida, The Sunshine State  

https://www.visitflorida.org/about-us/media/news-releases/article-details/?releaseId=21166#:~:text=According%20to%20revised%20figures%20for%202023%2C%20Florida%20welcomed,a%20new%20benchmark%20for%20visitation%20to%20the%20state.
https://www.macrotrends.net/global-metrics/states/Florida/population#google_vignette
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 This plan uses the Florida Department of 

Children and Families’ regions to separate parts 

of the state. The regions are comprised of Judi-

cial Circuits.  Each region has unique qualities 

that will be highlighted on the following pages as 

we breakdown the regions into their circuits and 

corresponding counties. 

 You will see several things repeated 

throughout the Strategy.  

 The vision of the Florida Water Safety 

Steering Committee is that all residents and visi-

tors have fun and enjoy themselves when they 

are out and about in Florida water and that they 

Celebrate Water Safely. 

 The goal is to achieve this through our 

values of equity, collaboration, evaluation, and 

local context, understanding that Florida has a 

multi-faceted landscape.  

 The Strategy is highlighted with a sun-

shine logo and many, many photos! 

This chart shows 

the number of child 

and adult fatal 

drownings for chil-

dren and adults  by 

Region from 2009 

to 2023. 

Florida, The Sunshine State  

 
Child Count: 
2009 -2023 

Adult Count: 
2009 - 2023 

Northwest 58 242 

Northeast 109 446 

Central 208 671 

Suncoast 181 985 

Southeast 141 754 

Southern 55 297 

State 752 3,395 
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Circuit 1: Escambia, Santa Rosa, 

Okaloosa, and Walton Counties 

Circuit 14: Holmes, Washington, 

Bay, Gulf, Jackson, and Calhoun 

Counties Circuit 2: Gadsden, Leon, 

Liberty, Franklin, Wakulla, 

and Jefferson Counties 

The Northwest Region 

Northwest Florida is often referred to as the Panhandle. This area is 

known for its wide, white sandy beaches, rural demographics, south-

ern culture and mild winters, and it encompasses the State Capitol, Tallahassee.  The Panhandle stretches 

across 200 miles of beach along the Gulf of Mexico and has numerous lakes and rivers, including the Apala-

chicola River.  

There are 1,384,413 residents in the Florida Panhandle, with a median age of 40. Of this, 50.11% are males 

and 49.89% are females. U.S.-born citizens make up 91.42% of the residents  in Florida Panhandle, while non

-U.S.-born citizens account for 5.68% (from Florida Panhandle, FL Household Income, Population & De-

mographics | Point2Homes).  

According to a database at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, 26 storms that were rec-

orded as a category 2 or above made landfall between the western edge of Florida and just east of Tallahas-

see.  Being set on the northern most Gulf edge, there is always the possibility of a hurricane.  Being water 

competent here has many facets! 

Water safety task forces here are working on: Community swim lessons at public pools and swimming safety 

education in public schools. Current initiatives include water competency education at community events 

and on social media. 

 
Photo credit: Tina Morgan, Destin Beach

 
Photo credit: Kirby Morgan, St. Mark’s National Wildlife Refuge

https://www.point2homes.com/US/Neighborhood/FL/Florida-Panhandle-Demographics.html#:~:text=What%20is%20the%20population%20of%20Florida%20Panhandle%3F%20There,Florida%20Panhandle%2C%20while%20non-US-born%20citizens%20account%20for%205.68%25.
https://www.point2homes.com/US/Neighborhood/FL/Florida-Panhandle-Demographics.html#:~:text=What%20is%20the%20population%20of%20Florida%20Panhandle%3F%20There,Florida%20Panhandle%2C%20while%20non-US-born%20citizens%20account%20for%205.68%25.
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=c93312f7d23adc8aa7e4a21d5e422ac32b7cf2d00e3fd5b522d7dea48a5f4289JmltdHM9MTc1MDAzMjAwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=016b5782-2052-69f0-3118-418224526228&psq=how+many+hurricanes+hit+the+panhandle+florida&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cubXlwYW5oYW
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=c93312f7d23adc8aa7e4a21d5e422ac32b7cf2d00e3fd5b522d7dea48a5f4289JmltdHM9MTc1MDAzMjAwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=016b5782-2052-69f0-3118-418224526228&psq=how+many+hurricanes+hit+the+panhandle+florida&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cubXlwYW5oYW
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=c93312f7d23adc8aa7e4a21d5e422ac32b7cf2d00e3fd5b522d7dea48a5f4289JmltdHM9MTc1MDAzMjAwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=016b5782-2052-69f0-3118-418224526228&psq=how+many+hurricanes+hit+the+panhandle+florida&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cubXlwYW5oYW
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The Northeast Region  

Circuit 3: Madison, 

Taylor, Hamilton, Su-

wanee, Lafayette, Co-

lumbia, and Dixie 

Counties 

Circuit 4: Nassau, Duval, 

and Clay Counties 

Circuit 7: St. Johns, Put-

nam, Flagler, and Volu-

sia Counties 

Circuit 8: Baker, Union, 

Bradford, Levy, Alachua, 

and Gilchrist Counties 

 
Photo credit: Tina Morgan, Gemini Springs (top) and Blue 
Springs (lower)

Northeast Florida is rich in history. From the rural areas snuggled up to the Panhandle to the historic Saint 

Augustine to the popular spring break destination of Daytona Beach, this area sees as many “staycationers” 

as vacationers.  This geographic area has over 135 miles of beach along the Atlantic Ocean and a plethora of 

lakes, springs, and rivers, including the St. Johns River mentioned above and Blue Springs which is a great 

place to watch manatees in the winter.  

There are numerous events that draw Florida residents and visitors to this area such as the Daytona 500, Bike 

Week, spring break, and many school field trips.  

There are 3,104,815 residents in this Region (Florida Demographics). 

Water safety task forces here are working on: Providing statistics and information to both the vacation rental 

association and hotel and lodging association. Beach Patrol along this coast keeps the beaches safe and pro-

vides education to the community. 

Founded in 1565 by Spanish settlers, Saint Augustine is the old-

est continuously inhabited European-established settlement in 

the contiguous United States. It is south of here in Jacksonville 

that the St. Johns River begins. It is the longest river in Florida 

and is 310 miles long.  



 12 

The Central Region 

Circuit 10:  Polk, Hardee, 

and Highlands Counties 

Circuit 5: Marion, Lake, Sum-

ter, Citrus and  Hernando 

Counties 

Circuit 9: Orange and Osceola 

Counties 

Circuit 18: Brevard and 

Seminole Counties 

Photo credit: Tina Morgan, Lake Hamilton

In 2024, Orlando welcomed 75,333,800 visitors, with 68,840,300 being domestic and 6,493,500 being inter-

national. The Orlando International Airport saw 57,258,504 visitors (Data and Trends VisitOrlando.org). 

Plenty of hurricanes cross the state through this area, and in the 2024 hurricane season, this area was im-

pacted by flooding that lasted for several months demonstrating that even the inland counties have to pre-

pare for water emergencies.  

Water safety task forces here are working on: Water safety presentations, providing grant funded free swim 

lessons along with hands only CPR to parents, and providing drowning prevention educational materials to 

families.  Marion County is at the beginning phase of developing a life vest loaner station at Lake Weir.  

Photo credit: Kirby Morgan, Blowing Rocks

Central Florida is showcases theme parks, incredible lakes and 

springs, and the intercoastal waterway.  While Cape Canaveral is 

known for NASA’s Kenndy Space Center, Port Canaveral has re-

cently become a hub with the cruise industry. Though only about 

70 miles of Atlantic coastline, this area is the focal point for fatal 

drownings in Florida for children. There are 5,354,643 resi-

dents in this Region (Florida Demographics). 

https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=78b418130ef4423b189af481eef9daf939c6d36f144c28b7c70182d0b597f3e5JmltdHM9MTc1MDAzMjAwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=016b5782-2052-69f0-3118-418224526228&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cudmlzaXRvcmxhbmRvLm9yZy9hYm91dC9yZXNvdXJjZXMvZGF0YS10cmVuZHMv
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=78b418130ef4423b189af481eef9daf939c6d36f144c28b7c70182d0b597f3e5JmltdHM9MTc1MDAzMjAwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=016b5782-2052-69f0-3118-418224526228&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cudmlzaXRvcmxhbmRvLm9yZy9hYm91dC9yZXNvdXJjZXMvZGF0YS10cmVuZHMv
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=78b418130ef4423b189af481eef9daf939c6d36f144c28b7c70182d0b597f3e5JmltdHM9MTc1MDAzMjAwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=016b5782-2052-69f0-3118-418224526228&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cudmlzaXRvcmxhbmRvLm9yZy9hYm91dC9yZXNvdXJjZXMvZGF0YS10cmVuZHMv
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=78b418130ef4423b189af481eef9daf939c6d36f144c28b7c70182d0b597f3e5JmltdHM9MTc1MDAzMjAwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=016b5782-2052-69f0-3118-418224526228&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cudmlzaXRvcmxhbmRvLm9yZy9hYm91dC9yZXNvdXJjZXMvZGF0YS10cmVuZHMv
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=78b418130ef4423b189af481eef9daf939c6d36f144c28b7c70182d0b597f3e5JmltdHM9MTc1MDAzMjAwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=016b5782-2052-69f0-3118-418224526228&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cudmlzaXRvcmxhbmRvLm9yZy9hYm91dC9yZXNvdXJjZXMvZGF0YS10cmVuZHMv
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=78b418130ef4423b189af481eef9daf939c6d36f144c28b7c70182d0b597f3e5JmltdHM9MTc1MDAzMjAwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=016b5782-2052-69f0-3118-418224526228&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cudmlzaXRvcmxhbmRvLm9yZy9hYm91dC9yZXNvdXJjZXMvZGF0YS10cmVuZHMv
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=78b418130ef4423b189af481eef9daf939c6d36f144c28b7c70182d0b597f3e5JmltdHM9MTc1MDAzMjAwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=016b5782-2052-69f0-3118-418224526228&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cudmlzaXRvcmxhbmRvLm9yZy9hYm91dC9yZXNvdXJjZXMvZGF0YS10cmVuZHMv
https://www.visitorlando.org/about/resources/data-trends/
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The Suncoast Region 

Photo credit: Tina Morgan, Clearwater Beach (both)

The Suncoast Region encompasses all the Gulf beaches 

from the Tampa/St. Petersburg area to the bottom of 

the state.  This includes Pinellas County which has the 

highest population density in the state, 3,500 people 

per square mile and Hillsborough County with over 1.5 

million residents. There are 5,577,379 residents in this 

Region (Florida Demographics). 

There were over 28 million visitors to 

Hillsborough County alone in 2024 

(axios.com). 

This area has been hit by 17 major hurricanes.  

Circuit 20: Charlotte, Glades, 

Hendry, Lee, and Collier Counties 

Circuit 13:  

Hillsborough County 

Circuit 12: 

Manatee, DeSoto, and Sarasota 

Circuit 6: Pasco and Pinellas 

Counties 

This area has over 180 miles of beaches, Tampa Bay, numerous islands, rivers, and 

lakes including the Caloosahatchee River and the Hillsborough River, both approxi-

mately 60 miles long. The beaches of Tampa/Clearwater and Siesta Key were rated 

as some of the top beaches for Spring Break 2025 (guidedbydestiny.com). While 

islands like Sanibel and Marco Island pull family visitors for incredible shelling. 

Water safety task forces here are working on: Offering free swim lessons to kids in need 

through a program called DUKS. Continued education in the school to include dry land water 

competency.  

Suncoast Region 
Child Count: 
2009 -2023 

Adult Count: 
2009 - 2023 

 181 985 
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The Southeast Region 

Circuit 19: Indian 

River, St. Lucie, 

Okeechobee, and 

Martin Counties 

Circuit 15: Palm 

Beach County 

Circuit 17: Broward 

County 

Photo credit: Traci  Schweitzer, Davie, FL

This Region has over 110 miles of Atlantic coast. Sitting in the middle of the State is Lake Okeechobee spread-

ing over 730 square miles, the eastern section of which falls into this area. 

Broward County has pioneered water safety initiatives for the state in trying to counter it’s standing as the 

number one county for fatal drownings in the state.   

Water safety task forces here are working on: Continuing to provide free swim lesson information to all stu-

dents in the area as well working on providing pathways for individuals to become lifeguards.  

This area begins with the Treasure Coast, the top three coun-

ties in this region. Named the Treasure Coast due to the 

shipwreck of the Spanish Treasure Fleet and numerous sub-

sequent treasure-filled shipwrecks (Wikipedia).  

Whether it’s the beaches or the zero 

state income tax, billionaires love Palm 

Beach County as it lays claim to 18 of the 

state’s 42 wealthiest, according to 

Forbes . Additionally Broward County 

and Palm Beach County are Florida sec-

ond and third most populous counties. 

There are 4,244,455 residents in this re-

gion with almost 2 million alone in Broward 

County and roughly 1.5 million in Palm Beach 

County (Florida Demographics,). 

The National Center for Disaster Preparedness rated 

Broward and Palm Beach Counties as the two most hurri-

cane-vulnerable counties in the country (The Palm Beach 

Post). 

Photo credit: Kirby Morgan, Blue Heron 
Bridge, Palm Beach County
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The Southern Region 

Circuit 16: Monroe 

County 

Circuit 11: Miami-

Dade County 

Photo credit: Delaynee Morgan, Miami Beach 
and (above) Port of Miami inlet

The Southern Region encompasses two counties: Mi-

ami-Dade County and Monroe County, though most 

people know of Monroe County as “The Keys.”  Known 

around the globe for many things, this area does not 

disappoint with popular beaches (only about 50 miles 

but some of them truly iconic), amazing sunsets, cul-

tural diversity, and long bridges.  

Miami-Dade County is the most populous county in Flori-

da with over 2.6 million residents.  There are 2,767,481 

residents in this Region  (Florida Demographics). 

There were over 28 million visitors to Miami-Dade Coun-

ty alone in 2024 (miamilivingmagazine.com) and over 1 

million visitors to Key West thanks in part to both coun-

ties having major cruise ships ports (roadgenius.com). 

Monroe County has been hit by 117 tropical storms or 

hurricanes.   

This area has Ocean Patrol and Beach Patrol due to the 

beaches and the plethora of water activities available 

such as fishing, boating, parasailing, kayaking, and more. 

Photo credit: Tina Morgan, Seven Mile Bridge, Marathon, FL
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Considerations 

While working toward a common goal of water 

competency, we want to recognize that the da-

ta we have does not show the entire picture.  To 

better understand the data, we need to look at 

the larger context of Florida.  Below are a few 

areas for consideration. 

Definition of drowning: The internationally ac-

cepted definition of drowning is: “The process of 

experiencing respiratory impairment from sub-

mersion or immersion in liquid.”  There are three 

possible outcomes for a person who experiences 

drowning: death, survival with morbidity, or sur-

vival with no morbidity.  We encourage con-

sistency in using the terms “non-fatal drowning” 

or “fatal-drowning”. 

Understanding “count” versus “rates”: Counts 

represent the number of events that happen 

within a defined parameter (i.e. time or loca-

tion). Counts are useful in understanding the 

scope of a problem and the scale needed for ser-

vices and response.  Rates take into account pop-

ulation. Rates help to “equalize the playing field” 

by comparing the issue across equal populations 

(i.e. often “per 100,000”).  Both count and rate 

are important to see the entire problem and to 

guide prevention efforts.   

Please note the data included in here may en-

compass both counts and rates. 

Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 

reports: “Drowning death rates vary from state 

to state. The annual age-adjusted drowning 

death rate in the United States during 2018-2021 

was 1.31 deaths per 100,000 people (including 

boating-related drowning deaths).”  Per the CDC, 

the top four states with the highest drowning 

rates (data from 2015-2019), per 100,000 peo-

ple, are Alaska (4.97), Hawaii (2.90), Louisiana 

(2.20) and Florida (2.01). 

Florida is the only state in the top four regardless 

of whether the data is “count” or “rate”. 

Understanding access or exposure to water:  

With the largest coastline in the contiguous U.S. 

and the largest number of backyard pools (not to 

mention lakes, rivers, springs, canals, and ponds) 

combined with year-round warm weather, expo-

sure to water is extremely high in all areas and 

for all ages of residents and visitors.    

Understanding access to water safety opportu-

nities:  Some areas have greater difficulty access-

ing the services needed to increase water com-

petency and ensure skills for water safety due to 

a multitude of factors including, but not limited 

to, geographic location, socioeconomic factors, 

and disability. Additionally, some areas have 

better infrastructure with aquatic facilities that 

open to the public with certified lifeguards and 

swim instructors. 

Understanding some data constraints:  Though 

we will share with you many data points, there 

are constraints on all of those data points, and, 

at this time, the State does not have a data re-

porting system that connects data from multiple 

agencies. 

Florida Department of Children and Families’ 

data: The child data is from the Florida Depart-

ment of Children and Families and reports ac-

cepted by the Florida Abuse Hotline.  In order for 

a report to be accepted, there has to be a nexus 

between caregiver doing or not doing something 

and harm to a minor child (0 to 17).  For all death 

cases accepted by the Florida Abuse Hotline 

there has to be a causal maltreatment assigned 

to the death maltreatment (typically for fatal 

drownings that causal maltreatment is inade-

quate supervision). Due to the need for this nex-

us, the majority of fatal drownings accepted in-

volve younger children, those in need of supervi-
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sion.  

However this data is available in real-time and can be broken down into various data points such as, but not 

limited to, age and fatal drowning location. 

Florida Department of Health’s data: Additional data has been provided by the Florida Department of Health 

on all fatal drownings withing the state. This data provides information for all ages but is limited in other data 

points like location of the drowning and is only presented for Florida residents. Additionally, this data lags by 

at least a year. Due to changes with coding for death certificates, the most accurate data starts in 2016. 

However, the Department of Health also has access to additional data systems that provides information on 

information such as, but not limited to, emergency room visits and drowning hospitalizations.   

Additionally, the data on intentional drowning (suicide and homicide) is not captured here, but access to this 

information would aid in compiling a robust strategy targeted at reducing those numbers. 

The data that will be presented next will be a high level data snapshot. 

 

 
 Above photo credit: Chance Morgan, Crystal River, FL
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Despite year-round warm tempera-

ture and access to water, Florida has 

similar yearly patterns as other less 

temperate states. 
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Drowning Hospitalizations and ER Visits are Agency for Healthcare Administration (AHCA) data provided by Department of Health. 
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Payer For ED Visits 2016 - 2023 
Total Rate per 
100,000  

Medicare 2.87% 

Medicare Managed Care 2.61% 

Medicaid 3.15% 

Medicaid Managed Care 36.93% 

Commercial Health Insurance 33.98% 

Workers Compensation 0.61% 

Tricare or Other Federal Gov-
ernment 3.22% 

VA 0.43% 

Other State/Local Government 0.42% 

Self Pay 13.19% 

Other 0.53% 

Non Payment 1.08% 

Kidcare 0.61% 

Commercial Liability Coverage 0.37%  

Payer for Drowning Hospitalizations Total Rate per 

Medicare 5.89% 

Medicare Managed Care 3.73% 

Medicaid 6.10% 

Medicaid Managed Care 32.93% 

Commercial Insurance 31.71% 

Workers Compensation 0.68% 

Tricare or Other Federal Government 2.44% 

VE 0.34% 

Other State/Local Government 0.14% 

Self Pay 12.26% 

Other 0.54% 

Non-Payment 2.17% 

Kidcare 0.47% 

Commercial Liability Coverage 0.61%  

Top 10 Counties 
Total 
Rate 

Monroe 7.71 

Franklin 5.57 

Gulf 4.58 

Charlotte 4.08 

Putnam 3.9 

Hamilton 3.68 

Glades 3.61 

Citrus 3.52 

Washington 3.46  

Gilchrist 3.44 

Top 10 Counties 
Total 
Count  

Broward 763 

Miami-Dade 609 

Palm Beach 582 

Pinellas 437 

Hillsborough 403 

Orange 346 

Duval 329 

Lee 309 

Brevard 296 

Pasco 192 
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 There is a story that the data tells, but it is not the whole story   

 First, let us acknowledge that each data point represents a life, a son, a daughter, a sister, a brother, 

and there is no way to convey the loss through data.   

 Moreover, the data does not connect all the prevention 

activities of Beach Patrol lifeguard, Fire and EMS staff, family 

efforts, and more, and it does not connect the non-fatal drown-

ing emergency room visits, hospital stays or long term care facili-

ties.  You are truly seeing just the tip of the iceberg, just imagine 

what you would see if all the data was collected and connected. 

 

 Over to the right are numbers from the United States Lifesaving Association (USLA) website - 

www.usla.org.  

 This data does not reflect the entire number, it is voluntary 

for agencies to input the data. The data we have to the right high-

lights one County from each of the Regions we viewed earlier.  This 

data is from information entered from 2009 through 2024. 

 Lifeguards play a vital role in reducing drowning fatalities by 

up to 88% and are essential in areas where people swim. The 

chance of drowning at a beach protected by lifeguards trained un-

der USLA standards is estimated to be less than one in 18 million 

per year. This statistic is based on data from the United States Life-

saving Association (and the Centers for Disease Control and Preven-

tion (CDC) (www.usla.org/statistics).   

 
 Above photo credit: Volusia County Beach Rescue

Bay County 

Visitors Rescues Prevention 

2,798,389 3,206 760,979 

   

Brevard County 

Visitors Rescues Prevention 

79,176,438 9,901 1,800,802 

   

Broward County 

Visitors Rescues Prevention 

237,255,291 8,256 3,622,317 

   

Duval County 

Visitors Rescues Prevention 

5,461,931 912 7,058 

   

Miami-Dade County 

Visitors Rescues Prevention 

253,103,319 17,271 6,684,274 

   

Sarasota County 

Visitors Rescues Prevention 

84,256,415 3,788 735,392 

   

Volusia County 

Visitors Rescues Prevention 

148,438,611 35,680 852,526 

*Prevention above refers to any action that helps to 

prevent an issue or call for service. 

https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=864b95043298ed4cc92cd603c00419db07231f5539d7015d62e5eacef4bcb54dJmltdHM9MTc1MDcyMzIwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=016b5782-2052-69f0-3118-418224526228&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cudXNsYS5vcmcvcGFnZS9TdGF0aXN0aWNz&ntb=1
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=864b95043298ed4cc92cd603c00419db07231f5539d7015d62e5eacef4bcb54dJmltdHM9MTc1MDcyMzIwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=016b5782-2052-69f0-3118-418224526228&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cudXNsYS5vcmcvcGFnZS9TdGF0aXN0aWNz&ntb=1
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=864b95043298ed4cc92cd603c00419db07231f5539d7015d62e5eacef4bcb54dJmltdHM9MTc1MDcyMzIwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=016b5782-2052-69f0-3118-418224526228&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cudXNsYS5vcmcvcGFnZS9TdGF0aXN0aWNz&ntb=1
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=864b95043298ed4cc92cd603c00419db07231f5539d7015d62e5eacef4bcb54dJmltdHM9MTc1MDcyMzIwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=016b5782-2052-69f0-3118-418224526228&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cudXNsYS5vcmcvcGFnZS9TdGF0aXN0aWNz&ntb=1
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=864b95043298ed4cc92cd603c00419db07231f5539d7015d62e5eacef4bcb54dJmltdHM9MTc1MDcyMzIwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=016b5782-2052-69f0-3118-418224526228&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cudXNsYS5vcmcvcGFnZS9TdGF0aXN0aWNz&ntb=1
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=864b95043298ed4cc92cd603c00419db07231f5539d7015d62e5eacef4bcb54dJmltdHM9MTc1MDcyMzIwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=016b5782-2052-69f0-3118-418224526228&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cudXNsYS5vcmcvcGFnZS9TdGF0aXN0aWNz&ntb=1
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 Above photo credit: Kirby Morgan, St. Augustine  Beach
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tegic plans knowing this team is here to support 

them in their effort in reducing fatal drowning. 

 The Florida Water Safety Strategy is de-

signed to be an organic document that changes, 

grows, and enhances as our work progresses, as 

our data gets cohesive, as issues emerge, and as 

our networks expand.  The document is not a one-

size-fits-all, it is here to offer guidance and support 

as we identify areas that are important for cele-

brating best practices, focusing attention on barri-

ers, and enhancing cross-sector alignment.  

 The next few pages provide a glimpse at the 

work behind what you will see in the subsequent 

pages on the priorities and hopefully help you to 

understand the process behind the priorities. 

Photo credit: Traci  Schweitzer, top, Miami-Dade County pool; Tina Morgan, 
middle on left, Clearwater Beach; Tina Morgan, middle on right; and Bing online, 
bottom.

 Listed above are the nine priorities within 

this plan, this framework is drawn from the US 

Water Safety Action Plan. 

 As you go through this and the next sec-

tion, you will see that each priority has a goal and 

many action steps. All action items are filtered 

through spectrum levels, that provide a starting 

point for local or regional coalitions and task forc-

es and for our governmental leaders to start the 

conversation on celebrating water safely.  In 

short, the action items will help us achieve the 

goal of reducing non-fatal and fatal drownings.. 

 Our hope is that whoever reviews the 

Florida Strategy uses it to guide their future stra-
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The Goal of Each Priority  

1. Public Significance:  To elevate drowning preven-

tion and water safety as an issue of public signifi-

cance with special focus on some specific 

groups.  

2. Data and Public Health Surveillance: To establish 

a comprehensive data surveillance system which 

can communicate valid, timely, and accessible 

information across State agencies on non-fatal 

drowning and fatal drownings.  

3. Pools: To improve the safety of everyone in 

pools in Florida.  

4. Open Water: To improve the safety of everyone 

at the coast, lakes, rivers, canals and any other 

open body of water in Florida. 

5. Lifeguards and Supervision:  To create sustaina-

ble and adaptable systems for lifeguards in Flori-

da and to ensure that everyone is able to enjoy 

themselves and make positive memories around 

water. 

6. Life Jacket and Personal Flotation Devices: To 

ensure that safe and appropriate flotation devic-

es are accessible to all in or around water. 

7. Rescue and CPR: To ensure that everyone has 

the opportunity to learn skills to be safer in and 

around the water.  

8. Water Competency: To ensure resources, pro-

grams, and competencies exist for all life stages 

across the age and developmental spectrum.  

9. Water Emergency Preparedness: To ensure indi-

viduals and systems are prepared to prevent and 

respond to drowning incidents and community-

level water-related disasters.  

 
 Above photo credit: Chance Morgan, Gasparilla Island
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Each Priority Examined 
 
As part of the process to develop the Florida Strategy, workgroups looked at each priority and completed a 
SWOT Analysis, looked at gaps, and helped to identify ways in which to make the system better. 
 
Here is what was considered during the SWOT Analysis process: 
 
Strengths are attributes or resources helpful in achieving our goal and supports success.  

What do we do well?  
What have other people said they like about us?  
In what ways do we outpace competitors?  
What’s unique about Florida (and/or programs, services, products)?  

 
Weaknesses are attributes or resource harmful to achieving our goals or work against success.  

What can we improve?  
What do we want changed?  
In what areas do we fall behind other states?  
What resources are we missing?  

 
Opportunities are factors which can be leveraged and used toward success.  

What emerging trends can we leverage?  
What is a strength that is potentially valuable or attractive to other stakeholders?  
What other areas/markets can we tap in to?  

 
Threats are factors that stand in the way of success. 

Do we have weaknesses that make us vulnerable?  
What has happened in the past that we were unprepared for?  
What political and economic issues impact our success?  
 

 The next steps were assisted by The Zac Foundation, Matthew Barnes and Mike Inganamort.  Their 
team led individual sub-workgroups. Each sub-workgroup was able to talk about each priority and discuss 
“What would a perfect Florida look like?”  This step brought to light that a lot of things may crossover be-
tween different priorities.  In those instances, a topic maybe either be covered in depth in one area or 
touched on in multiple priorities. 

 
 Above photo credits: Volusia County Beach Rescue
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Through efforts by the Florida Department of Children and Families, The Zac Foundation, Swim Global Pro-
ject, and WaterSmartFL/Florida Department of Health, an in person meeting was held in which members 
from the individual sub-workgroups had the opportunity to dive further into their priority with the focus on 
organizing, synthesizing and prioritizing the actions within spectrum level categories (these categories are 
defined in the U.S. National Water Safety Plan). 
 
Our Spectrum Level Categories or action levels are: 

Please note that each priority 

has been reviewed to ensure 

that the respective priority, 

spectrum level and action step 

within the Florida Water Safety 

Strategy moves forward fo-

cused on the values of equity, 

collaboration, evidence and 

evaluation, and local context. 

Photo credit: Kirby Morgan, Blowing Rocks



 27 

Florida Water Safety Strategy Planning Session 
Sub-Workgroups Intensive

May 28, 2025

Eatonville, FL
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 Above photo credit: Tina Morgan, Sanibel Island
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My name is Casey McGovern, and I’m Edna Mae’s mom. 

 

On August 3, 2009, our world changed forever when we lost our 
beautiful daughter, Edna Mae—lovingly called “Em”—to a pre-
ventable drowning. She was full of life, joy, and endless love. Her 
beautiful blue eyes were mesmerizing and her giggle was conta-
gious, her hugs unforgettable. Losing her shattered us in a way 
words will never fully capture. 

In the depths of that grief, I made her a promise: I would spend 
the rest of my life helping others avoid the unimaginable heart-
ache we endured. 

That promise became my purpose. 

Today, I serve as the Executive Director of Every Child a Swimmer, 
a national initiative focused on expanding access to swim lessons 
and water safety education. Through partnerships, legislation, and 
community outreach, we’re working to ensure that no family 
suffers the same tragedy. 

 

Edna Mae’s story became a ripple. It stirred our family, our community, 
and now thousands of others who’ve heard her name and taken ac-
tion—enrolling in swim lessons, learning CPR, or simply choosing to be 
more vigilant around water. 

I carry her with me every day. Her life continues to save others, and 
through Every Child a Swimmer, her legacy grows with every child who 
learns to swim, every life that’s protected, and every family that stays 
whole. 

Until every child can swim, I won’t stop. 

 

https:\\everychildaswimmer.org  

Working to make Every Child a Swimmer 

 

 

Follow Every Child a Swimmer on 

 

 
Photo credit: All photos provided by Casey McGovern, Every Child A Swimmer
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Florida Water Safety Strategy Priority 1: 

Public Significance 

Goal: To elevate drowning prevention and water safety as an issue of public significance with special focus on 

some specific groups.  

______________________________________ 

WHY IS THIS A PRIORITY? 

Water safety is not just an issue for young children. An approach is needed for all populations and for all wa-

ter environments. A public health approach allows for a multitude of stakeholders to view this complex issue 

from an array of lenses while collaborating and presenting the issue with urgency and consistency to the pub-

lic. Water competency needs to be acknowledged as of the utmost public importance to governments, busi-

nesses, communities, and our citizens in reducing non-fatal and fatal drowning incidents. 

SWOT ANALYSIS 

S STRENGTHS 
  W WEAKNESSES 

1 
The Autism Society of Florida has strong leadership 
that connects to many coalitions and agencies. 

1 
No method of collecting information to determine 
where strategies could be most effective. 

2 

A very active State Tourism agency and many region-
al or localized tourism agencies that have funding to 
promote coming to Florida. 

2 No stratified data on adults. 

3 

Many State agencies and local governments already 
recognize the needs for a more comprehensive plan 
for water competency. 

3 
No statewide tracking system to identify in what bod-
ies of water non-fatal and fatal drowning occur 

4  4 
No funding support to get education and awareness to 
special populations or typical tourist venues. 

5  5 
No statewide campaigns or initiatives that target spe-
cial needs populations. 

6  
  

6 
Inconsistent collection of data on race, ethnicity and 
special needs. 

  
  

  

O OPPORTUNITIES 
  T THREATS 

1 
Use tourism messages to show proper water safety 
(i.e. using life jackets on boats). 

1 
Providers and communities not knowing how to con-
nect to or use the Medicaid or State vouchers. 

2 

Map out swim programs that offer lessons for all 
children with ways to delineate who accepts Medi-
caid or State vouchers or has free or reduced rates. 

2 Not enough funding – forced to prioritize. 

3 
Engage communities by providing opportunities for 
parents to learn to swim with their children. 

3 No regulation on vacation rental pools. 

4 
Using a multiagency approach encourage consistent 
verbiage throughout agencies and providers. 

4 
Not having enough data to promote proper water 
safety messages. 

5 

Support the positive message of celebrating water 
while promoting water safety throughout tourism 
ads. 

5  

6    6   
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Florida Water Safety Strategy Priority 1: 

Public Significance: Key Action Areas 

Influencing Policy and Legislation 

Fostering Coalitions and Networks 

Changing Organizational Practices 

Educating Providers 

Strengthening Individual Knowledge and Skills 

Promoting Community Education and Awareness 

Integrate water competency throughout state and local 

laws with a focus on education, adaptive swim instructor 

certification and vacation property regulation, etc. 

Establish a multi-agency group to create an advocacy plan  

rooted in equity and collaboration, based on evidence, and 

inclusive of local context from multiple stakeholders. 

Cultivate diverse regional and local coalitions with a wide 

array of stakeholders to fully address non-fatal and fatal 

drowning. 

Partner with stakeholders to create and deploy consistent 

messaging and that engages at-risk communities. 

Ensure collaboration with families affected by non-fatal 

and fatal drownings to elevate the pursuit of water compe-

tency and education to providers and the public. 

Educate the community on various resources such as, but 

not limited to, Medicaid swim lesson vouchers and types 

of swim instruction. 

Educate community providers working with individuals and 

families with special needs including, but not limited to, 

pediatricians and law enforcement officers. 

Plan to communicate the need for all citizens to be water 

competent and provide means to be so (including, but no 

limited to, funding, resources, education, and data). 

SPOTLIGHT : Key Public Significance Activity 

Reassess regulatory process and laws to be inclusive of all individuals and to establish a process 
that elevates water competency throughout the State. 

Parameters to consider: Identify current laws and regulations. Who should be at the table for further discus-
sion of these laws and regulations? Are we operating under the guiding values of equity, collaboration, evi-
dence and evaluation, and local context? Can funding sources be linked to create a stronger pipeline for 
vouchers and scholarships? Identify specific needs and map providers and services, look for geographic and 
other access gaps. 
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Florida Water Safety Strategy Priority 2: 

Data and Public Health Surveillance 

Goal: To establish a comprehensive data surveillance system which can communicate valid, timely, and ac-

cessible information across state agencies on non-fatal drowning and fatal drownings.  

______________________________________ 

WHY IS THIS A PRIORITY? 

Currently there is no mechanism in place for agencies to share data, nor are there multiple ways to stratify 

the non-integrated data.  If a system could connect an incident through initial call to first responder arrival to 

hospital stay to conclusion, a more robust picture of the size, scale and scope of the non-fatal and fatal 

drowning burden could be seen.  A system could help demonstrate current associated costs and move fund-

ing to where it would be most effective as it drives prevention initiatives locally and statewide. 

SWOT ANALYSIS 

S STRENGTHS 
  W WEAKNESSES 

1 

Department of Children and Families has real time 
access to child fatality data and data specialists to 
help provide more in-depth data dives. 

1 
No statewide tracking system for 911 calls to track 
drownings. 

2 

Limited access from the Department of Health and 
Agency for Health Care Administration to population 
level data, emergency department visits, and hospi-
talization data. 

2 
No centralized dashboard to track an incident across 
multiple systems. 

3 
Department of Health has data on commercial swim-
ming pools. 

3 It is not easy to get data across agencies. 

4 

Existence of local and statewide drowning preven-
tion coalitions made up of multidisciplinary stake-
holders. 

4 

No funding support to get education and awareness 
materials out to all areas within the State, for citizens 
as well as visitors. 

5 
Autism Society/Centers for Autism and Related Dis-
orders active in task force and conduct research. 

5 

Lack of data among children with Autism and the need 
to establish ways to identify Autism Spectrum Disorder 
(ASD) symptoms in children under 5. 

6 
Some Beach Rescues input data into a tracking sys-
tem. 

  
6 

Need access to more educational materials for open 
water areas. 

  
  

  

O OPPORTUNITIES 
  T THREATS 

1 
Determine risk factors and target populations for 
prevention activities. 

1 Rise of drownings since COVID. 

2 Expand use of EMS and ESSENCE data. 2 Not enough funding – forced to prioritize. 

3 
Involve beach rescue, fire departments, and EMS 
personnel. 

3 No regulation on vacation rental pools. 

4 
Acknowledgement from governor and legislature 
that drowning is a major problem statewide. 

4 
 Not having enough data to promote proper water 
safety messages. 

5 Promote consistent messages and language. 5  

6 Expand Florida Health CHARTS.   6   



 33 

Florida Water Safety Strategy Priority 2: 

Data and Public Health Surveillance: Key Action Areas 

SPOTLIGHT : Key Data Activity 

To establish and communicate valid, timely, and accessible information on the burden of drowning, 
a primary focus is to identify and map existing data sources for non-fatal and fatal drowning data. The map 
would provide a baseline understanding on what data currently exists, where it is stored, how it is collected, 
and the barriers to sharing. A multiagency team at the state level will improve communication, analysis, and 
will help prioritize and guide prevention efforts. Information sources that provide scene and circumstantial 
context beyond vital statistics should be prioritized.  

Parameters to consider: How could a multiagency team be established? What would be needed to share the 
data? What would be the best method for data distribution? Should there be two teams: adult and child? 

Influencing Policy and Legislation 

Fostering Coalitions and Networks 

Changing Organizational Practices 

Educating Providers 

Strengthening Individual Knowledge and Skills 

Promoting Community Education and Awareness 

Create and maintain a multiagency database on non-fatal 

and fatal drowning for all ages that captures all incidents in 

Florida. 

Collaborate with foundations or organizations to do 

presentation, publish papers and create effective legisla-

tion and to look at effective strategies from other states. 

Engage agencies and companies that are not already par-

ticipating in coalitions such as, but not limited to, aquatic 

centers, boat rentals, insurance, state parks, daycares, etc. 

Ensure agencies involved with non-fatal and fatal drowning 

incidents are capturing data and collecting data that gaug-

es the effectiveness of offered services. 

Provide training and data to partners so they can provide 

consistent and effective training to parents. 

Create products (i.e. infographics) for providers and com-

munities on data and trends for distribution. Ensure prod-

ucts are culturally appropriate and in multiple languages. 

Educate and ensure agencies involved with non-fatal and 

fatal drowning incidents know how to capture incident 

data and data on the effectiveness of offered services. 

Use data to identify specific areas that can be targeted to 

grow individual knowledge and skills (i.e. targeting areas 

for CPR classes or show areas that need swim lessons). 
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Florida Water Safety Strategy Priority 3: 

Pools 

Goal: To improve the safety of everyone in pools in Florida.  

______________________________________ 

WHY IS THIS A PRIORITY? 

Florida has the highest number of backyard pools in the nation.  Given the climate and access to pools, they 

need to be recognized for their recreation and for their risk. Children represent about 100 fatal drownings 

per year, and sources say there are about 8 non-fatal incidents to each fatality. There are barriers that can be 

put in place by home owners, apartment/condo owners, HOAs, and hotel or rental properties to limit access 

to the pool area during non-swim times. Despite the access to a variety of barriers, it is unknown why those 

barriers are not being used or why they fail. Messaging needs to address a positive behavioral change that 

encourages use of the barriers that are available. This priority overlaps with Public Significance, Lifeguards 

and Supervision, and  Water Competency.  

SWOT ANALYSIS 

S STRENGTHS 
  W WEAKNESSES 

1 
There are different types of barriers with different 
price points  1 

There are little or no regulations on older homes or 
above ground pools. 

2 
Barriers are an industry standard supported by con-
tractors.  2 

Lack of consistency with code enforcement for chang-
es to the pool area and pool.  

3 

Florida has checks in place for minimizing drain en-
trapment including commercial use of gravity sys-
tems . 

3 

Barriers are not aesthetically pleasing and as a result 
there may be reluctance to add signage, posts for 
rings, barriers, etc.  

4 

Florida has the child data that demonstrates the 
need to have and use barriers especially during non-
swim times. 

4 
Repairs often require only minimal inspection and less 
permitting. 

5 
Florida has a very active message on Water Watch-
ers. 

5 
Not all fencing is easy to use, and some fencing allows 
the child to slip through easily. 

6 
Many areas in Florida provide free Water Watchers 
lanyards and/or door alarms for those with pools. 

  
6  

  
  

  

O OPPORTUNITIES 
  T THREATS 

1 

Increase the number of pool and spa contractors 
that provide education on water safety to pool build-
ers and buyers. 

1 Rise of drownings since COVID. 

2 
Partner with above ground pool suppliers to provide 
water safety education for buyers. 

2 Not enough funding – forced to prioritize. 

3 
Increase the number of partners that can provide 
barriers and help with installation. 

3 No regulation on vacation rental pools. 

4 
Educate the providers and the public on non-active 
swim statistics. 

4 
Children having increasing access to pools with de-
creasing education on water safety. 

5  5 Need to create behavioral change to use barriers. 

6  
  

6 
Continued focus on active swim time in prevention 
messaging. 



 35 

Florida Water Safety Strategy Priority 3: 

Pools: Key Action Areas 

SPOTLIGHT : Key Pool Activity 

To establish a multiple touchpoint approach to water competency that involve every facet touch-
ing children and adult life including, but not limited to, the medical profession, realtors, contrac-
tors, educational institutions, media, community organizations, and governmental agencies that 

provide consistent messaging and resources for all citizens and visitors. Provide those touchpoints the ability 
to provide underserved populations or families with children that have special needs free resources for door 
alarms and/or air tags. 

Parameters to consider: How could this information be distributed? Who would create the message and in 
what format, i.e. videos, flyers, checklists? What is the best way to engage these touchpoints?  

Influencing Policy and Legislation 

Fostering Coalitions and Networks 

Changing Organizational Practices 

Educating Providers 

Strengthening Individual Knowledge and Skills 

Promoting Community Education and Awareness 

Standardize pool inspections being completed before pools 

are filled with no exceptions and before sale of a property. 

Regulate vacation rental properties with pools to ensure 

multiple working barriers in place, guidelines for use, and 

annual inspections. 

Engage theme parks and other key players such as, but not 

limited to, FSPA, to collaborate with local or regional coali-

tions and on water competency efforts. 

Advocate for agencies involved in the selling/purchasing or 

insuring of homes and/or pools, or renting homes, to pro-

vide water safety resources to customers. 

Connect providers to grants and funds that would allow 

them to provide free or reduced prices for swim lessons  

and CPR for all individuals. 

Continue education to the community on assigning water 

watchers and use of barriers. Provide statistics and trends 

on distractions as part of the education. 

Engage HOAs and communities to create a network of 

community members to volunteer to teach water compe-

tency skills. 

Expand education to be ongoing, pre-school through adult-

hood, and focused on water competency in a variety of 

environments and among diverse populations. 

Advocate for the maintenance and upkeep of public and 

private pools with a focus on scholarships or grants for 

owners that can not afford to update safety equipment. 

Increase community pool operating hours and ensure year-

round availability and provide water safety education as 

part of age appropriate swim lessons and/or for caregivers. 
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Gunner Martin was a joy of a child. He loved following his mom, Christi-
na, around the house, always asking to hold his new baby sister, Jada, 
and waiting for his next snack time with his dad, Chris. He loved wres-
tling with his dogs, driving his electric car, but he especially loved his 
family. Everywhere he went, people would stop and smile at him, talk to 
him, and comment how he was such a beautiful boy. Physically, he was 
beautiful; but inside, he was just something too special for words. 

April 6, 2016, started out like any other Wednesday. Chris was in his off 
season as a professional football player and they were excited to attend 
a church event followed by a family dinner. Chris and Christina put Gun-
ner down for a nap in his room right next to theirs, and they went to their room with Jada to watch a movie.  

A few minutes after settling into their room, Jada had a messy spit up. Christina cleaned her up and walked 
out of their room to put Jada’s outfit and other clothes in the laundry, noticing that her sons door was still 
closed (leaving no reason for concern). After the movie was over however, and upon exiting their room to-
gether, both Chris and Christina noticed that Gunner’s door was cracked open. After walking further, they 
realized the sliding glass door which leads to the pool – the one that had both a top lock which normally re-
mained locked, and an alarm on the door which they did not hear during the movie- was open. By the time 
they made it outside, they saw their little boy in the bottom of their backyard pool, despite the prevention 
measures they had in place in their home. 

Chris immediately jumped into the pool to grab Gunner and begin performing CPR while Christina ran back 
inside to dial 911. It was only minutes before the ambulance arrived and the medics took over, and all Chris 
and Christina could do was give it to God. The police shut down the main streets between their house and 
the hospital as the ambulance was en route, ensuring that they arrived there as quickly as possible. The doc-
tors worked for over an hour pumping water, performing CPR, and switching their positions over and over 
until they finally called his death; leaving Chris and Christina angry and shocked. 

Chris and Christina didn’t want to see anyone, they just wanted their son. No words were enough. Nothing 
was enough, except God. He knew their pain; His son had also died. After hours and hours of crying, being 
silent, thinking, touching his hair, yelling, hugging, holding his hand, feeling nothing but pain, and more crying
- they entered Gunners hospital room one last time. They held their little boy’s hand and tried to understand 
what just took place over the 10 hours since they found him, trying to see how they could ever feel normal 
again. 

This foundation was created so that the Martins can keep their sweet 
Gunner’s memory alive by helping prevent this same tragedy among any 
other family. 

https://thegunnermartinfoundation.org/  

 

Photo credit: All photos provided by Christina Martin, The Gunner Martin 
Foundation

https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fthegunnermartinfoundation.org%2F&data=05%7C02%7CTina.Morgan%40myflfamilies.com%7C20d34f8592834e587e0608ddbf2caf1c%7Cf70dba48b2834c578831cb411445a94c%7C0%7C0%7C638876920833725753%7CUnknown%7CTWF
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SPOTLIGHT: Education 

This section is to SPOTLIGHT an idea on what an educational focus could look like across the lifespan of an individual in 

the hopes of creating a State that celebrates water safely and has a pipeline for job creation around water safety. 

Create resource 

materials to give to 

new parents.  

Develop curriculum 

to learn to float, 

not to swim alone, 

and how to get 

help for someone 

in distress in the 

water. 

Summer programs 

for teens on life-

guarding basics 

and swim instruc-

tion. 

Summer programs 

for teens on life-

guarding basics 

and swim instruc-

tion. 

Increased water 

competency and 

decreased fatal 

drownings. 

Increase in jobs. 

Collaborative 

efforts and robust 

data collection. 
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Florida Water Safety Strategy Priority 4: 

Open Water 

Goal: To improve the safety of everyone at the coast, lakes, rivers, canals and any other open body of water 

in Florida. 

______________________________________ 

WHY IS THIS A PRIORITY? 

Florida has a diverse ecosystem that includes coastal areas, low lying wetlands, mangroves, rivers, lakes, 

pond, inlets, canals, and springs. Not only do Florida residents take advantage of these natural resources year

-round but it is also enticing for visitors. Research indicates that older children and young adults frequently 

have non-fatal and fatal drowning incidents in open water environments. However, Florida does not have 

enough data on those incidents (see Priority1: Data).  This Priority will also overlap with additional priorities. 

 

SWOT ANALYSIS 

S STRENGTHS 
  W WEAKNESSES 

1 
Many coastal areas have Beach Patrol units and life-
guards on duty. 

1 
No statewide tracking system to identify in what bod-
ies of water non-fatal and fatal drowning occur. 

2 
Water conditions are documented and can be refer-
enced for non-fatal and fatal drowning incidents. 

2 No stratified data on adults. 

3 

Many State agencies and local governments already 
recognize the needs for a more comprehensive plan 
for water competency. 

3 

No cross-over between agencies collecting data and 
Parks, Beach Patrol, or other open water agencies to 
collect data and share information. 

4 
There are personal flotation device stations at multi-
ple parks, rivers and beaches. 

4 

Lack of knowledge of visitors to open water environ-
ments and on water conditions impacting swimming 
conditions. 

5 
Media provides messages on water conditions and 
rip currents. 

5 

Lack of data on how best to target diverse populations 
and for messaging around specific events like spring 
break. 

6    6  

    

O OPPORTUNITIES 
  T THREATS 

1 

Use tourism messages to show proper water safety 
(i.e. where personal flotation device stations are 
located). 

1 
Lack of funding for a cohesive system to collect infor-
mation on all water environments. 

2 
Funding to expand current beach patrol staff and 
hours of operation.  

2 Decrease in number of prospective lifeguards. 

3 
Utilize technology, like geofencing, to get messages 
to open water visitors. 

3 
Myths surrounding what drowning looks like, water 
conditions, and more. 

4 
Ensure staff working in water environments are 
trained and certified in CPR. 

4 
Not having enough data to promote proper water 
safety messages. 

5 
Engage tourism and hotel industries to help adver-
tise with water competent messages. 

5  

6 

Ensure messaging is available in multiple languages 
or has the ability to be translated by popular transla-
tion applications. 

  

6   
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Florida Water Safety Strategy Priority 4: 

Open Water: Key Action Areas 

Influencing Policy and Legislation 

Fostering Coalitions and Networks 

Changing Organizational Practices 

Educating Providers 

Strengthening Individual Knowledge and Skills 

Promoting Community Education and Awareness 

Develop standards guiding life jacket loaner programs, 

incorporating inclusive sizing and best practices guided by 

evidence. Incorporate locations into geofencing messages. 

Implement standards with companies that sell and/or rent 

products used in open water environments such as, but 

not limited to, boats, kayaks, paddleboards, or surfboards. 

Leverage interest in voucher programs to expand the advo-

cacy of non-fatal and fatal drowning prevention infor-

mation. 

Organizational emphasis on training and staff development 

on water competency. 

Create inclusive community education programs and cam-

paigns focused on educating about open water risks, rip 

currents, surf hazards, river safety, and boating safety.  

Establish a broad technology based messaging system that 

can be used to educate visitors, residents, and service pro-

viders on necessary water safety information. 

Improve capacity of non-lifeguard first responders by 

providing training on water conditions and hazards in their 

areas. 

Provide means for the public to gain awareness on all 

types of water environments, conditions, and risks and 

what to do in case of an emergency. 

SPOTLIGHT : Key Open Water Activity 

To create geofencing domains for all public access points for all water environments. The messages 
could target current water conditions or issues, where lifeguards are stationed, and where lifejacket loaner 
stations are located. This could be supplemented by local, regional and state messaging from websites that 
individuals register to receive messages. During water emergencies, county or state Emergency Operation 
Centers could use call technology to provide urgent messages.  

Parameters to consider: How best to overlay systems to provide messages? What other areas could be part 
of this process (i.e. parking passes)? What strategies would work best for various groups, i.e. vacationers, 
adults, young adults? How to ensure the messaging can be easily translated and is culturally competent? 

Incorporate definitions for open water data collections 

such as grouping like exterior, interior, and other to aid in 

data collection and analysis across diverse organizations. 

Promote all forms of open water drowning prevention in-

cluding promoting swimming near a lifeguard, use of per-

sonal flotation devices and lifejacket loaner programs. 
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Florida Water Safety Strategy Priority 5: 

Lifeguard and Supervision 

Goal: To create sustainable and adaptable systems for lifeguards in Florida and to ensure that everyone is 

able to enjoy themselves and make positive memories around water. 

______________________________________ 

WHY IS THIS A PRIORITY? 

Lifeguards play a critical role in helping to keep people safe in a variety of situations throughout Florida; how-

ever, there has to be avenues of continued support and education to ensure there are enough lifeguards for 

all water environments. Florida needs to ensure that lifeguards and first responders are highly trained provid-

ing them with the proper tools to engage in education and prevention opportunities in their communities. 

Lifeguards can be engaged to help communities further the conversation on supervision, specifically supervi-

sion around water environments that do not have lifeguards. Working collaboratively with lifeguards and first 

responders consistent messages and initiatives can be passed along to caregivers. 

SWOT ANALYSIS 

S STRENGTHS 
  W WEAKNESSES 

1 
Access to water watcher programs and free re-
sources. 

1 
State parks need lifeguards particularly during high 
volume times such as summer and holidays. 

2 

Availability of tracking devices on smart watch or 
phone that allow caregivers to track children, specifi-
cally children with special needs, and alerts caregiv-
ers when children leave predefined locations. 

2 

Alarms inconvenient or not easy to integrate into peo-
ples’ daily living (batteries get taken out, forget to set, 
alarm too loud) which hinders usage. 

3 
Local agencies provide lifeguard training free to indi-
viduals interested through grants. 

3 
Too many water environments and shortage of life-
guards. 

4 Enhanced training available to lifeguards. 4 Not enough certification courses being offered. 

5  5 

There is a need to develop an educational curriculum 
that fosters wanting to become a lifeguard through 
training for lifeguards. 

6    6  

    

O OPPORTUNITIES 
  T THREATS 

1 

Use tourism messages to show proper water safety 
(i.e. which beaches have lifeguards and where per-
sonal flotation device stations are located). 

1 Decrease in the number of prospective lifeguards. 

2 
Funding to expand current beach patrol staff and 
hours of operation.  

2 
Myths surrounding what drowning looks like, water 
conditions, and more. 

3 
Utilize technology, like geofencing, to get messages 
to open water visitors. 

3 
Lack of understanding of what supervision around wa-
ter means. 

4 
Ensure staff working in water environments are 
trained on CPR and more intensive scenarios. 

4 
Often safety requires a behavior change and that is 
difficult to message. 

5 
Access to swim lessons across the lifespan, culturally 
competent and in multiple languages. 

5 
Current legislation doesn’t contemplate use of tech-
nology. 

6 
Ensure messaging reiterates the need for behavior 
changes such as supervision and what that means. 

  
6   
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Florida Water Safety Strategy Priority 5: 

Lifeguards and Supervision: Key Action Areas 

Influencing Policy and Legislation 

Fostering Coalitions and Networks 

Changing Organizational Practices 

Educating Providers 

Strengthening Individual Knowledge and Skills 

Promoting Community Education and Awareness 

Advocate for policies and programs that elevate lifeguards 

and first responders making the careers competitive. Col-

laborate to address issues of recruitment and retention. 

Create an advocacy group for policy change that focuses 

on funding, resources, data collection and evaluation, and 

equity. 

Pursue coalition participation from water parks, state 

parks, and lifeguards. Leverage this participation to create 

education and marketing materials. 

Develop consistent reporting requirements for lifeguards 

and first responders. 

Training for lifeguards that emphasize the seriousness of 

their role as first responders to include data and statistics, 

parent stories and real life scenarios. 

Promote behavioral change for caregivers, define what 

supervision means, and education on celebrating water 

safely. 

Comply with lifeguard on duty audits to ensure active su-

pervision of environment.  

Market community education that is clear and consistent 

and is culturally and linguistically appropriate. 

SPOTLIGHT : Key Lifeguards and Supervision Activity 

Support educational campaigns about the role of lifeguards and their impact on community safety. 
Utilize lifeguards to educate the community on drowning prevention and the importance of supervision at 
all water environments. Investigate ways to diversify the lifeguard workforce and promote a junior lifeguard 
or mentor program that educate youth on water competency and beginners first aid.  

Parameters to consider: What support is provided to lifeguards on mental health and wellbeing? Can stand-
ardized training programs be developed that are recognized across various agencies? How can high risk pop-
ulations be prioritized for education? 

Develop collaborative teams to de-silo information and 

create initiatives that focus on prevention that provide 

clear and consistent messages explaining the “why”. 

Conduct gap analysis on where there are no lifeguards and 

ensure education around appropriate supervision. 
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Florida Water Safety Strategy Priority 6: 

Life Jackets and Personal Flotation Devices 

Goal: To ensure safe and appropriate flotation devices are accessible to all in or around water. 

______________________________________ 

WHY IS THIS A PRIORITY? 

Outdoor water sports are extremely popular in Florida. Most of these activities include using life jackets or 

personal flotation devices, however, there is a stigma engrained in popular opinion that life jackets are for 

non-swimmers. There is a need to decrease this stigma and promote safety. Part of that promotion means to 

ensure all media campaigns ensure proper personal flotation devices are pictured and discussed, making sure 

to avoid the vast number of unsafe devices that are often seen on children.  Florida needs to compare best 

practices across the country and adopt safer, more stringent requirements on life jacket usage . As a leader in 

water competency, Florida needs to promote regulations for life jackets and support efforts on developing 

national standards. 

SWOT ANALYSIS 

S STRENGTHS 
  W WEAKNESSES 

1 
Access to life jackets and other safety equipment, 
especially at state parks have increased. 

1 

Assumptions that the life jacket will keep kids safe 
which provides a false sense of security whenever us-
ing inappropriate flotation devices. 

2 Law requires life jackets for each person on boat. 2 Adults also need to wear life jackets. 

3 

Most commercial pools allow for the wearing of life 
jackets; many have them on hand for people to bor-
row. 

3 

Kids get “rewarded” once they can swim by not having 
to wear life jackets (stigma of life jackets being for 
“non-swimmers”). 

4 
Kayak, paddle board and canoe rentals at state parks 
have life jackets available. 

4 Water wings are thought of as a “safety” tool 

5 

Coast guard and marine patrol does check to make 
sure boaters are wearing life jackets (both on water 
and at dock) and conduct education. 

5 

Florida law requires children under 6 to have life jack-
ets on whereas many other states require this up to 
age 12. 

 6  
  

6 
Not all media campaigns highlight correct usage of life 
jackets. 

     

O OPPORTUNITIES 
  T THREATS 

1 
Use tourism messages to show proper water safety 
(i.e. using life jackets on boats). 

1 Negative connotation to wear life jackets. 

2 
Advocate to increase age required to wear life jack-
ets on boats at all times to 12 years . 

2 
Variety of non-US Coast Guard approved devices avail-
able to the public at a lower cost. 

3 Expand programs for life jacket loaner stations. 3 
No regulation on safety equipment at vacation rental 
pools. 

4 
Develop standards for teaching life jacket fit, type 
and style and educate providers on the standards. 

4 
Not having enough data to promote proper water 
safety messages. 

5 
Integrate swim lessons with water competency and 
provide education on the importance of life jackets. 

5  

6 

Target diverse populations that are known to un-
derutilize life jackets in media and messaging cam-
paigns. 

  

6   
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Florida Water Safety Strategy Priority 6: 

Life Jackets and Personal Flotation Devices: Key Action Areas 

Influencing Policy and Legislation 

Fostering Coalitions and Networks 

Changing Organizational Practices 

Educating Providers 

Strengthening Individual Knowledge and Skills 

Promoting Community Education and Awareness 

Implement minimum educational standards for teaching 

life jacket fit, type, and style; when to wear; and demon-

strations, to include all forms of water recreation. 

Mandate media campaigns demonstrate proper usage and 

adherence to safety standards. 

Invite manufacturers to collaborate on affordable and 

comfortable life jackets are available for individuals in vari-

ety of sizes. 

Integrate education that meets national standards on life 

jacket usage into existing swim programs, for healthcare 

providers, childcare providers, camp staff, boat clubs, etc. 

Educate on access to life jackets for all ages through life 

jacket loaner stations at boat ramps, open water swim-

ming areas, and applicable water access points. 

Engage the community to share real life examples detailing 

the need to wear life jackets and use personal flotation 

devices. 

Ensure water activity rental locations provide appropriate 

training on life jacket fit and usage. 

Target campaigns to adults and to kids with appropriate 

messaging geared to the demographic that is available in a 

multitude of languages and culturally appropriate. 

SPOTLIGHT : Key Life Jackets and Personal Flotation Devices Activity 

To establish and communicate appropriate standards on fit and usage for life jackets and personal 
flotation devices. Develop clear and consistent language to help media and legislators develop successful 
initiatives. Reverse the stigma associated with using life jackets and personal flotation devices. 

Parameters to consider: Conduct a diverse public assessment on reasons why life jackets are used or not? 
Identify ways that Florida, regional or local teams can inform national groups working towards standardiza-
tion? Consider different water environments: exterior, interior and other.  Are there gaps where life jacket 
stations and lifeguards exist? Is there sufficient funding to fill the gaps? 

Develop or encourage development of new life jacket and 

personal flotation devices that adhere to safety standards 

but are affordable and appealing. 

Increase access to lifesaving equipment, with instructions 

on usage, at key locations. Provide community education 

on proper use of equipment, CPR and first aid. 
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Kareem was a happy child who always loved to 

smile. His smile was infectious. Just looking at his 
picture makes you smile. Then just like that, one 
day he was here, and same day gone.  
 
I miss him so much! - mom, Arkeisha Reese 
 
Kareem's untimely passing, resulting from a preventable drowning acci-
dent during a field trip, has deeply affected his mother, Arkeisha Reese. 
Determined to transform her grief into a force for positive change, 
Arkeisha channeled her pain and love for her son into creating the 
Team Kareem Memorial Foundation. Kareem loved dinosaurs, so with 
the strong dino logo Arkeisha set out on a mission to provide a vital re-
source for children and families in her community. 
 
At the core of our foundation's mission is a commitment to water safe-

ty and education. Understanding the crucial importance of swimming skills and drowning prevention, Team 
Kareem offers free swimming lessons and related services to children of all backgrounds. We believe that 
every child deserves the opportunity to learn how to swim in a safe and supportive environment. By equip-
ping children with this essential life skill, we aim to prevent accidents and empower families to enjoy water 
activities with confidence. 
 
It doesn’t stop there, Arkeisha’s advocacy extends to legislative efforts, notably championing the “Kareem 
Angel Green Act” (SB274), which seeks to enhance water safety protocols in schools and childcare facilities by 
requiring parental consent for water activities and mandating life jackets. Her commitment to drowning pre-
vention has been recognized through multiple awards and honors. 
 
Arkeisha continues to lead community outreach initiatives across Florida, em-
phasizing her “SEE” approach: Supervision, Education, and Environment, to 
promote water safety awareness. As she forges ahead, the Team Kareem Me-
morial Foundation remains committed to making an enduring impact on the 
lives of children and families. Through education, support, and outreach, we 
honor Kareem's memory and create a legacy of safety and empowerment.  
 
You are invited to learn more about our journey and to help turn this tragedy 
into triumph, ensuring that no mother will 
have to endure the pain of losing a child in 
preventable circumstances. 
 

Team Kareem Memorial Foundation INC 
Arkeisha Reese President 
Ph: (786-346-8910) 
fb:team Kareem memorial foundation  

email: info@teamkareem.org 

 
Photo credit: All photos provided by Arkeisha Reese, Team Kareem 
Memorial Foundation
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The Lifejacket Loaner Program with 17 Life Jackets Loaner Stations in Collier County  

In June 2013 a two-year-old was found floating face down in the water at Sugden Regional Park. A mere 
five minutes had elapsed without adult supervision. Had this child been wearing a life jacket, it would not 
have been a life altering event. The Coalition reacted to this child’s death by organizing a life jacket loaner 
program entitled “Kids Don’t Float— Give Them Something That Does” modeled after an initiative adopted 
in Alaska in 1997. The goal of the program is to save children’s lives by making loaner life jackets available 
at popular beach/lake sites for children and adults to borrow and return.  

 

Life jackets, funded and supplied through the NCH Coalition Partners, are checked weekly by US Coast 
Guard Auxiliarists from Flotilla 93, Naples, Flotilla 95, Marco Island, and Flotilla 96, Wiggins Pass, to ensure 
proper working condition and replace life jackets, when necessary. 

Life jackets are available on each stand in infant, child, youth, and adult sizes. Each features logos from the 
Coalition as well as the Stew Leonard III Water Safety Foundation and the Naples Children & Education 
Foundation who provide program funding, in addition to the “Kids Don't Float, Life Jackets Do!” program 
logo. Information about proper sizing is available to the borrower by scanning a Quick Response (QR) code. 

 

Since the program’s inception, Scouts have built life jacket loaner stands as their Eagle Scout Project and 
recently, Collier County Parks and Recreation personnel have built replacement stands for those lost in Hur-
ricanes Helene and Milton as well as additional stands that enable expansion of the program to new beach 
locations.   

There is an interactive goggle map for life jacket loaner stations at https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?
mid=zm88lpF9DW1k.kYx5lcIJPYs8. 

For more information on the Lifejacket Loaner Program, visit 
the NCH Safe & Healthy Coalition’s website at https://
watersmartcollier.com/lifejacket-loaner-program 

To learn more about the U S Coast Guard Auxiliary, visit 
https://www.cgaux.org/ and U S Coast Guard, District 7, Divi-
sion 9 Southwest Florida, visit https://wow.uscgaux.info/
content.php?unit=070-09 

 

Information provided by Theresa Hansen, Associate Director at NCH and 
Chair of the Collier County Drowning Prevention Committee. 

SPOTLIGHT: Loaner Stations 

This section is to SPOTLIGHT, to demonstrate and ponder, how having life jacket loaner stations at 

every water access point across the state will help to reduce the stigma of life jacket and personal flotation 

device usage. 
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Florida Water Safety Strategy Priority 7: 

Rescue and CPR 

Goal: To ensure that everyone has the opportunity to learn skills to be safer in and around the water. 

______________________________________ 

WHY IS THIS A PRIORITY? 

Seconds matter in times of crisis and Florida needs to ensure communities have access to affordable, quality 

CPR, AED and basic first aid classes that are offered at various times, days, and locations which are culturally 

and linguistically appropriate. Giving the community access to these tools helps in water competency and 

many other situations. Florida needs to continue to protect good Samaritans and first responders and pro-

mote and improve rescue and resuscitation efforts by laypersons, lifeguards, first responders and other medi-

cal providers.  

 

SWOT ANALYSIS 

S STRENGTHS 
  W WEAKNESSES 

1 

Many agencies provide training and certification 
courses for CPR and beginners first aid. (Red Cross 
Trainings) 

1 Lifeguard shortage in state. 

2 
Many high schools provide training opportunities in 
physical education. 

2 Not all beaches/state parks have lifeguards 

3 Phone applications that show AED locations. 3 There is nothing to encourage recertification. 

4 

Any high school with a career and technical educa-
tion curriculum (CTE) program to become a Certified 
Nursing Assistant (CNA), the students also undergo 
CPR AED certification. 

4 Cost – fees can be substantial ($75-$100). 

5 Laws protecting Good Samaritans. 5 
Not everyone knows to ask locally where they can find 
training opportunities. 

6    6  

  
  

  

O OPPORTUNITIES 
  T THREATS 

1 
Require parents to learn CPR as part of swim lessons 
for children. 

1 Rise of drownings since COVID. 

2 
Mandate that high school students have CPR certifi-
cation to graduate. 

2 Not enough funding – forced to prioritize. 

3 
Work with hospitals and doulas to provide resources 
on CPR certification programs. 

3 
Misunderstanding techniques to learn CPR (or think-
ing/fear of it as mouth to mouth). 

4 
Partner with daycares and preschools to provide 
education and resources for staff and caregivers. 

4 
Not having enough data to promote proper water 
safety messages. 

5 
Ensure all foster parents are trained in CPR, AED and 
beginners first aid and recertified annually. 

5  

6 

Athletes required to take heat illness and concus-
sions protocol trainings should be required to learn  
CPR (annually to enroll in sports). 

  

6   
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Florida Water Safety Strategy Priority 7: 

Rescue and CPR: Key Action Areas 

Influencing Policy and Legislation 

Fostering Coalitions and Networks 

Changing Organizational Practices 

Educating Providers 

Strengthening Individual Knowledge and Skills 

Promoting Community Education and Awareness 

Develop and implement a centralized resource to house 

and provide access to policies, standards, guidelines, and 

water rescue training for professionals.  

Require public safety personnel receive training on the 

risks, benefits, and alternatives in performing safe water 

rescues in varied conditions. 

Consolidate the various coalitions and networks to specific 

regions or counties and provide connection to larger 

meetings to ensure no/minimal duplication of efforts.  

Make water competency a part of the discussion around 

events in or near water including dryland opportunities, 

activities, and events. 

Consider all stakeholders and their voices.  

Promote community-based learning opportunities on wa-

ter rescue for laypersons. 

Ensure CPR, AED and first aid classes can be offered at a 

variety of times and locations and in many languages in-

cluding ASL. 

Provide scholarships to individuals interested in rescue 

training and CPR in high risk areas.  

SPOTLIGHT : Key Data Activity 

To establish and communicate valid, timely, and accessible information on the burden of drowning 
a primary focus is to identify and map existing data sources for fatal and non-fatal drowning data. The map 
would provide a baseline understanding on what data currently exists, where they are stored, and how 
these data are collected. A multiagency team at the state level will improve communication, analysis, and 
will help prioritize and guide prevention efforts. Information sources that provide scene and circumstantial 
context beyond vital statistics should be prioritized.  

Parameters to consider: How could a multiagency team be established? What would be needed to share the 

Incentivize staff to learn CPR, AED and beginners first aid. 

Accept a hierarchy of CPR training, starting with hands only 

to full CPR. 

Engage community leaders as well as media and social 

media influencers to help spread the education and aware-

ness. 

Welcome volunteers who have knowledge, skills, and real 

life experience to be part of teaching programs and oppor-

tunities. 
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Florida Water Safety Strategy Priority 8: 

Water Competency 

Goal: To ensure resources, programs, and competencies exist for all life stages and the developmental spec-

trum to learn how to be safe in and around the water. 

______________________________________ 

WHY IS THIS A PRIORITY? 

Florida should encourage individuals to learn to swim, it is a skill that reduces risk for a wide array of recrea-

tion and sport activities. Currently there are gaps in access to and delivery of quality lessons based on geogra-

phy, socio-economic status, age, developmental skills, race, ethnicity and other categories. Water competen-

cy education includes basic swim skills that are taught in still water (pools) and mastered as more advanced 

skills in moving water (open water) as well as the appreciation and understanding of the enjoyment of water 

environments and their associated risks. Water is something to celebrate which led to our motto of Cele-

brating Water Safely. 

SWOT ANALYSIS 

S STRENGTHS 
  W WEAKNESSES 

1 

Increased access to data and collaborate with the 
Child Abuse Death Review teams to help determine 
geographic trends. 

1 
Not enough educational materials required in hotels or 
vacation rentals. 

2 
Florida climate encourages year round access to wa-
ter environments for visitors and residents. 

2 
No strong connection to caregivers—water competen-
cy is not required in schools. 

3 
Weather and indoor pool provides near year round 
access to water and swim education programming. 

3 
Need stronger relationship with Realtors for educating 
new homeowners with pools 

4 

Several communities have aquatic programs that 
include basic swim lessons and events for local fami-
lies. 

4 
Spanish, Haitian and other language programming is 
not universal but is in demand. 

5  5 

Update ineffective or confusing legislation such as the 
Dan Marino legislation (adaptive swim lesson certifica-
tion requirement). 

6    6  

    

O OPPORTUNITIES 
  T THREATS 

1 

Opportunity to look at other state laws, initiatives, 
such as California and model solutions based on 
their evidence and evaluation. 

1 
Lack of understanding between the differences of be-
ing in still water versus moving water. 

2 
Align legislation and regional or local legislation and 
initiatives. 

2 Not enough funding – forced to prioritize. 

3 
Identify populations that have a higher reluctance to 
learn to swim.  

3 Retention ponds that are not fenced allow easy access. 

4 Map out swim instruction facilities, highlighting 4 
No comprehensive water education programs in 
school. 

5  5  

6    6   
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Florida Water Safety Strategy Priority 8: 

Water Competency: Key Action Areas 

Influencing Policy and Legislation 

Fostering Coalitions and Networks 

Changing Organizational Practices 

Educating Providers 

Strengthening Individual Knowledge and Skills 

Promoting Community Education and Awareness 

Increase access to swim lessons by combatting barriers 

such as cost, language, transportation, and time, prioritiz-

ing under served locations. 

Align Florida’s definition of water competency to that of 

aquatic stakeholders: being water smart, having water 

skills, and knowing how to help others. 

Establish consistent quality observations at education facil-

ities to observe water competency instruction. 

Provide Medicaid recipients with information on how to 

access swim vouchers via their expanded benefits and so-

licit providers to take the vouchers. 

Disseminate representative and inclusive resources to pro-

viders for new parents, new students, or new residents on 

access to water competency programs. 

Develop water competency education for all age groups to 

include parents and grandparents and provide to the com-

munity. 

Partner with the medical community to incorporate water 

competency education and referral information into rou-

tine screenings by the primary care physician. 

Explore opportunities to provide parents and caregivers 

with techniques on how to work with their children in their 

home pool. 

SPOTLIGHT : Key Water Competency Activity 

To conduct policy evaluation and analysis with a focus on ensuring effectiveness by reducing dupli-
cative processes. This alignment includes documenting risk-related regulations (i.e. alcohol use on boats), 
life jacket usage, educational curriculums and certifications and comparisons that can be made to best prac-
tices in other states. 

Parameters to consider: How can we collect current best practice water competency activities that are inclu-
sive and cross the lifespan? Where are our gaps?  Have we solicited diverse input on barriers? Would educa-
tional programs be suited to two groups: kids and adults? 

Ensure mainstream and adaptive lessons include swim-

ming fully clothed and are provided in a variety of lan-

guages. 

Design public education programs focused on specific life 

stages (e.g., children, adolescents, older adults) that are 

also culturally sensitive and appropriate.  

Advocate for state swim instructor certification and pro-

mote policies at state and local levels to ensure all children 

learn to swim. 
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Florida Water Safety Strategy Priority 9: 

Water Emergency Preparedness 

Goal: To ensure individuals and systems are prepared to prevent and respond to drowning incidents and 

community-level water-related disasters. 

______________________________________ 

WHY IS THIS A PRIORITY? 

Often water emergencies are overlooked as priorities, but in Florida preparedness has to be addressed. Our 

Emergency Operation Centers need to partner with drowning experts to help with risk reduction and emer-

gency preparedness around the water to include, but not limited to, flooding and hurricanes. Data is missing 

from the picture and needs to collected and shared to help develop prevention messages that are available in 

a multitude of languages or easily translated and culturally appropriate. Another key issue will be to review 

and analyze bystander involvement and risk to develop prevention messages and training opportunities for 

communities, especially those with higher risks.   

SWOT ANALYSIS 

S STRENGTHS 
  W WEAKNESSES 

1 

Florida has a robust Emergency Operation Center 
that directly connects to Emergency Operation Cen-
ters in counties and cities. 

1 
The impacts of climate change are not taken into con-
sideration 

2 
Floridians are very aware and vigilant about storm 
preparation. 

2 
Lack of data collection on deaths and injuries due to 
natural disasters. 

3 
Florida has an annual Hurricane preparedness activi-
ty. 

3 
No statewide campaigns or initiatives that target spe-
cial needs populations. 

4  4 
No funding support to get education and awareness to 
special populations or typical tourist venues. 

5  5 No collaborative team to look at data. 

6  
  

6 
No information on impact of bystanders rushing to 
help.  

  
  

  

O OPPORTUNITIES 
  T THREATS 

1 
Use tourism messages to show proper water safety 
(i.e. using life jackets on boats). 

1 Principles of prevention and response are not known. 

2 
Gather evidence and data to show if and how water 
competency programs affect change. 

2 
Lack of data collaboration on main cause of deaths in 
our natural disaster situations. 

3 
Collect data on deaths and injuries due to natural 
disasters.  

3 
Cost for CPR certification– fees can be substantial ($75
-$100). 

4 
Understand how and when bystanders help so that 
prevention and training efforts can include them. 

4 
Not everyone knows to ask locally where they can find 
training opportunities. 

5  5  

6    6   
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Florida Water Safety Strategy Priority 9: 

Water Emergency Preparedness: Key Action Areas 

Influencing Policy and Legislation 

Fostering Coalitions and Networks 

Changing Organizational Practices 

Educating Providers 

Strengthening Individual Knowledge and Skills 

Promoting Community Education and Awareness 

Incorporate explicit drowning prevention strategies and 

measures in emergency preparedness plans and after ac-

tion reviews.  

Support funding for lifesaving equipment for water rescues 

for all counties and provide robust training to all lifeguards 

and first responders. 

Encourage Emergency Operation Centers to participate on 

coalitions and task forces. 

Provide staff adequate time to prepare for events and, if 

needed, provide water safety/emergency preparedness 

training. 

Implement disaster preparedness campaigns that deliver 

clear and consistent messaging to diverse populations 

based on disaster hazards and risks at the local level. 

Create and deliver a bystander rescue training that teaches 

community members how to recognize the signs of drown-

ing distress and appropriate response. 

Collaborate with County Fire/EMS Services to create a 

community response team that incorporates water re-

sponse plans and disaster response training. 

Heed warnings and be prepared for natural disasters. 

Know how to recognize signs that it is safe/unsafe to assist 

others. 

SPOTLIGHT : Key Water Emergency Preparedness Activity 

To incorporate the public in disaster preparedness and safety. Leverage community resources to 
assist at times of natural disasters by providing training that includes basic first aid, CPR and Stop the Bleed 
as well how and when to intervene. Provide locals communities prone to flooding lifesaving equipment to 
use in preparation and rescue efforts.  

Parameters to consider: Know which communities are at higher risk and why that risk is present. Know what 
other risks may be applicable. How can Emergency Operation Centers, Fire/EMS, lifeguards and the commu-
nity work together to create messaging for preparedness and teams for prevention and rescue efforts? 
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Autism Society of Florida 

 There is one subgroup of children that is affected by drowning at 

an alarming rate. According to research conducted by Columbia Universi-

ty, children with autism are 160 times as likely to die from drowning as 

their typically developing peers.  

 Despite comprising only 4.88% of the state’s total childhood 

population, autistic children account for 30% of child drowning deaths. 

Alarmingly, lake/retention pond drowning death rates for autistic chil-

dren ages 4-18 account for more than 50% of the total for that same 

age group. Upwards of 48% of these children exhibit wandering be-

havior and of the population of autistic children who die from drown-

ing, 91% of the deaths were precipitated by a wandering event.  

 An innate draw to water, self-directedness, immature problem-

solving capabilities and need for hard-to-find and affordable 

specialized instruction contribute to the autism drowning 

deaths across the state, and nation. Even for those who 

have had access to swim lessons, generalization of these 

skills is often at risk due to the nature of the disability. This 

information not only provides a sobering snapshot of the 

challenges faced by autism communities but also offers a 

foundation for actionable strategies.  

 One of the most important barriers a parent of a 

child with autism can have is a door alarm. On August 8, 

2024, Volusia County Sheriff's Deputy Wes Brough, received 

a call related to a missing child with autism. Because the 

parents had installed door alarms in their home, Officer 

Brough was able to arrive at the home and search the imme-

diate area and find the missing child, who had already wad-

ded out into the marshy water. A five-year-old child was 

saved that day. Seconds later, it could have been a very 

different result (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SacZtcUo66A) .  

 The Autism Society of Florida provides free door alarms to par-

ents, training to police and fire departments, swim lesson scholarships 

and they partner with fire chiefs from across the state to provide free 

CPR classes to parents of children with autism. Their website includes 

helpful tips and guidance on water safety strategies for the autism 

community.  

https://www.autismfl.org/drowning-prevention  

Photo credit: All photos on this page from Stacey Hoaglund, Autism Society of Florida

https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.youtube.com%2Fwatch%3Fv%3DSacZtcUo66A&data=05%7C02%7CTina.Morgan%40myflfamilies.com%7Cdd8e00f558724e3d1b5a08ddc73f98a5%7Cf70dba48b2834c578831cb411445a94c%7C0%7C0%7C638885798516920578%7CUnkn
https://www.autismfl.org/drowning-prevention
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SPOTLIGHT: Technology 

This section is to SPOTLIGHT to pose an idea on what a technological focus could look like in the hopes of utilizing tech-

nology to create a State that celebrates water safely. 

We start with a beach and using technology create a virtual perimeter around that geographic area. This is 

geofencing.  Geofencing works with smart phones and social media apps to provide specific content to indi-

viduals that enter the perimeter, and it has been around for several years. 

be pushed to a phone or tagged as advertisements and locations. A current example of geofencing is when 

law enforcement issues an alert and is goes to the cell phones in a geographic area to enhance public safety 

or surveillance. 

 Given that nearly everyone has a cell phone, this method to get out real time, life saving data could be a fun-

damental tool in keeping water goers safe all year long.  

 

Once someone enters the perime-

ter messaging can provide targeted 

information directly to the person’s 

cell phone and apps can display 

relevant news and ads. 

 

Rip current information 

Lifeguard stations 

Life jacket loaners stations 

AED locations 

UV index 

Weather conditions 

Emergency recommendations 

Wildlife issues 

These are just some examples of 

the types of information that can 
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Photo credit: Kirby Morgan, Blowing Rocks

Final Remarks 

The Florida Water Safety Strategy is the first attempt to collect information and provide guidance to the State 

as non-fatal and fatal drownings are increasing.  The efforts will not end here.  The Strategy, water compe-

tency resources, connection to coalitions, and connections to supporting data will be housed as part of Every 

Child A Swimmer.    

 

 

 


