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About me

- Born & raised in rural NSW
- Living in western Sydney, Australia
- Interest in rivers & rural communities 
- 2 young children (4 and 8 years)
- Published widely on drowning prevention
- Work with a range of partners including:

- World Health Organization

- National Parks and Wildlife Service

- NSW Office of Sport

- NSW State Emergency Service

- Royal Life Saving Society Australia

- Surf Life Saving Australia



About UNSW Sydney

- Teaching and research university

- Kensington in Eastern Suburbs of Sydney 

- World Class drowning prevention 
researchers

- Assist with research, independent evaluation 
of any initiatives around water safety 

- Advice on developing programs and 
campaigns 

- UNSW Beach Safety Research Group 
(beachsafetyresearch.com)



Session outline

- Quick quiz while I take you through drowning and drowning 
risk in Australia

- Focus in on inland waterways, who drowns and why 

- Hear about some examples of inland waterway revitalisation

- Think critically about the benefits but also the risks

- Look at some risk management considerations & resources

- What role can you play? 

- Questions

- Dinner, drinks and dancing 





Drowning in Australia 

-323 drowning deaths FY 23/24 

- 10 yr average 278

- 3 hospitalisations for every fatality

- 82% male 

- Highest drowning risk in u/5s 

- 33% swimming and recreating 

- Significant economic cost
- $1.24 billion annually

- Significant social, emotional trauma

- PREVENTABLE!!!
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River drowning 

- Consistently the leading location for 
drowning over the past decade in Australia

- 80% male

- Greater risk for adults and older adults 
than children

- Significant role of alcohol
• Particularly during warmer weather & public holidays

- Higher risk in rural and remote areas 

- Impact of flooding and extreme weather 
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Headlines 



Revitalisation of inland waterways

- Significant investment including through grant 
schemes  

- Range of benefits 

- Equity of access to water for communities far from 
the coast who experience high temperatures 

- Cheaper than building a public pool 

- Get us outdoors and recreating in nature 

- Improves physical activity levels

- Boost mood 

- Lowers stress and anxiety 

- Tourism and employment benefits 
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…Revitalisation of inland waterways
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…Revitalisation of inland waterways
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Penrith beach 



Risk Management Considerations 

- Unique hazards and risks 

- Environmental hazards 
• Flooding, rainfall and debris movement, heat

- Site selection

- Phone reception 

- Emergency access/egress

- Infrastructure needed

- Playground location/barriers

- Licensed venues and alcohol sales
• Designate alcohol free zones? 
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Risk Mitigation Strategies 

- Develop a Risk Management Framework 
- Conduct risk assessments 
- Local Water Safety Planning Committee
- Develop a Local Water Safety Plan 
- Zoning aquatic activity 
- Designated swimming and recreation areas 
- Supervision
- Safety Signage 
- Public Awareness and Community Education 
- Public rescue equipment
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A Researcher’s Perspective

Visitation  
• Do we know who will be using these 

locations and for what purpose? 

• Are they visitors or locals? 

• Why are they choosing these locations? 

• What is their swimming ability? 

• Do they have experience swimming in 
these types of water bodies?
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…A Researcher’s Perspective

Lifeguard supervision
• Based on visitor numbers, should you provide a lifeguard service?
• How well does this concept transfer from the beach to the river?
• Do the public want or expect lifeguards?
• How do we keep people safe if no lifeguards or outside of lifeguard 

times?
• Can we restrict access at night?
• Risk appetite for public rescue equipment?
• Does the public know what it is and how to use it?  

Communicating risks  
• Signage is often ignored & doesn’t impact behaviour
• Can be misinterpreted by non native English speakers 
• Google Translate may not be our friend 
• Are we discussing safety before people leave home?
• Where are they going to get information about these sites?
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How we promote these sites and (don’t) 
communicate risk

- Water quality not water safety

- Promotion of secret spots away 
from crowds

• #inspo and info from Insta not land managers  

- Good spots to ‘take the kids’
• Little consideration of safety, mentions of 

supervision 

- Many sites link direct to council websites



Resources available 

- Royal Life Saving Guidelines for 
Inland Water Safety

- Audit and Risk Assessment (RLS)

- Inland Waterway Training Courses
• Inland Waterways Life Saving Certificate

- Public Education Programs 
• Respect the River

• Make the Right Call 
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Questions and contact me 

Email: a.peden@unsw.edu.au

School of Population Health website 

https://www.unsw.edu.au/medicine-
health/our-schools/population-health

UNSW Beach Safety Research Group 

www.beachsafetyresearch.com 
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