Drowning 

Definition:  Drowning is death from a submersion event. Near-drowning is survival after a submersion event. ICD-9 codes E830, E832, E910.

Summary

Swimming, boating, and other forms of water recreation are among the most popular pastimes of Washington residents.  In some circumstances, these activities can prove dangerous, even fatal.  In 2000, there were 92 resident deaths due to drowning.

Drowning can be prevented by closely supervising children in or around water, installing and maintaining protective barriers around swimming pools, especially residential pools, and wearing personal flotation devices (life vests).
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Over the past 20 years, Washington's drowning rate has steadily declined an estimated 3.9% per year.  In 2000, the drowning rate was 1.6 per 100,000 population, the lowest rate reported since 1980.  Historically, Washington's drowning rates have been higher than the nation as a whole; however, it appears that the gap may be closing.  The US rate for drowning in 1998, the most recent year for which national data are available, was also 1.6 per 100,000. 

Year 2000 and 2010 Goals
Despite progress in reducing the drowning rate, Washington did not meet the Healthy People 2000 goal that the drowning rate not exceed 1.3 per 100,000 population.  Washington's 2000 rate for drowning would be 1.6 per 100,000 if measured as was the Healthy People 2000 goal (that is, age-adjusted to the US 1940 standard population and adjusted for changes in ICD-coding described in Appendix B).  

The national Healthy People 2010 goal is to further reduce the drowning rate to 0.9 drownings per 100,000 population.  If current trends continue, Washington is not likely to meet this goal without intensified drowning prevention efforts.
Geographic Variation

During the three-year period 1998-2000 the five counties with the highest drowning rates per 100,000 population were Ferry, Pacific, Klickitat, Clallam, and Grant.  Unlike many injuries, which commonly occur at or around home, drownings tend to cluster in geographic areas with large bodies of water frequently used for recreation.  A map of drowning rates by county of residence has not been included in this chapter because residence-based rates are of limited value in pinpointing areas of high risk for drowning. Further, because more than half of Washington's 39 counties average fewer than five drowning deaths per year, county comparisons are not likely to be meaningful.

Urban and Rural

Drowning rates appear to be higher for residents of small town/rural areas than for residents of more developed, densely populated areas.  However, as previously indicated, drowning is a relatively rare event.  Additional, focused analyses are needed to examine rural and urban differences in drowning rates.  Those analyses are beyond the scope of this report.

Age and Gender

With the exception of infants, males of all ages have substantially higher drowning rates than females.  The highest rate of drowning occurs in males 15-24 years of age and those between the ages of 65 and 84.  For the elderly, the risk of drowning is considerably less than for other injuries, such as dying from a fall.  However, among the 15-24 year-old population, drowning is the second leading cause of unintentional injury death.  Similarly, the drowning rate for children under the age of 15 is low relative to the rates for older people; nonetheless, drowning is a leading cause of death for this vulnerable segment of our population.

Drowning of children younger than five most often occurs in swimming pools and bathtubs.  Most drownings among people older than four occur while swimming, boating, or wading in lakes or rivers.

Race and Ethnicity

The 2000 U.S. Census allowed people to choose more than one race, but multiple race as collected by the death certificate in Washington is of uncertain quality and completeness.  Therefore, we have not developed death data by race for this report.

Nationally, the highest drowning rates are among American Indians and Alaska Natives.   In the US in 1998, the drowning rate for American Indians and Alaska Natives was 3.1 per 100,000 compared to 1.6 in the total population.  Among African Americans the rate was 2.3. The African-American risk varies by age.  For example, among children one to four years old, the drowning rate for whites is slightly higher than the rate for blacks.  However, for children five to 19 years old, the drowning rate for African-Americans is twice the rate for whites.  

Income and Education

The data needed to calculate Washington's drowning rates by income and education are not available.  Among US adults aged 25 to 64, drowning rates are highest for people with less than a high school education.  In the US in 1998, the drowning rate for adults with less than a high school education was 2.6 per 100,000 compared with a rate of 1.7 for high school graduates and a rate of 0.9 for those with at least some college.  There are insufficient US data to assess the relationship between income and drowning.

Other Measures of Impact and Burden
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In 1999, there were 44 hospitalizations for near-drowning.  A near-drowning incident often produces extensive brain damage.  The initial and long-term costs of these incidents are very high. Estimated costs of medical care for an initial stay in the hospital for a near-drowning victim range from $2,000 to $80,000. The lifetime costs of long-term care for a near-drowning that results in brain damage can be more than $4.5 million. 

Risk and Protective Factors

Risk factors associated with drowning include:

Alcohol.  Drinking alcohol while engaged in water recreation activities is recognized as a key risk factor for drowning.

Supervision. Lack of adequate supervision is a factor related to drowning of young children and people who have pre-existing medical conditions, such as seizure disorders.

Pool Barriers.  The lack of pool barriers or improperly designed and maintained barriers, especially around residential pools, increases the risk of drowning for young children.

Personal Flotation Devices (PFD).  In 2000, 80% of boating-related fatalities in the United States involved victims who were not wearing a PFD or lifejacket.
 Only an estimated 25% of Washington residents in small boats wear PFDs.

Environmental Factors. Cold water or turbid water, riptides with ocean currents, and fast moving waters that appear still or quiet are risk factors for drowning.  Difficult water conditions are especially dangerous when combined with adverse weather or changes in weather conditions.

High Risk Populations

Populations at highest risk for drowning include:

· young children younger than five years old;

· males, especially males 15 to 24 and those age 65 or older; 

· people who engage in water recreation activities while under the influence of alcohol;

· people with seizure disorders; and

· people who cannot swim.

Intervention Strategies 

To date there has been no systematic evaluation of interventions designed to change behaviors and risk factors associated with drowning.  Program evaluation is needed to assure that interventions are effective and identify the best methods for implementation.  Some of the strategies that have been attempted or considered, consistent with recommendations from the National Center for Injury Prevention and Control, 
 include the following:   

Promote close supervision of young children. Develop water safety programs for parents to promote appropriate supervision of young children in or around water. 

· Make PFDs available for use at no cost at public water recreation facilities.
Promote installation and maintenance of pool barriers. 

· Work with the pool industry to provide responsible information on pool safety, barriers, and supervision when selling and installing pools.

· Develop partnerships with the insurance industry to implement incentives to ensure facilities are safely designed, maintained and operated.

Promote the use of PFDs

· Enforce the new federal law that requires children under the age of 13 to wear PFDs while in boats.  

· Promote the use of PFDs by people of all ages in boats (especially boats less than 19 feet in length).
· Provide PFDs at beaches for toddlers and poor or non-swimmers, and ensure the use of PFDs when in and around swift-moving water.
Discourage the use of alcohol while in or around water.

· Mandate and enforce legal limits for blood alcohol levels during water recreation activities. 

· Provide public service announcements about the danger of combining alcohol with water recreation. 

· Eliminate advertisements that encourage alcohol use during boating. 

· Restrict the sale of alcohol at water recreation facilities.

Other education and health promotion measures.

· Improve general education on water safety and safe boating practices and targeted education (including swimming lessons) for certain risk groups and activities associated with drowning and near-drowning. 

· Require lifeguards and appropriate warning signs at water recreation areas. 

· Utilize child death review boards to assess all child drowning.
Data Sources

State Death Data: DOH Centers for Health Statistics, Death Record System..

State Hospital Discharge Data: DOH Centers for Health Statistics, Comprehensive Hospital Abstract Reporting System (CHARS). 

National Data: National Center for Injury Prevention and Control, National Centers for Health Statistics.

For More Information

DOH Injury Prevention Program, (360) 236-3693, Email: mary.lemier@doh.wa.gov
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