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Safety Standards

for Canadian Swimming Pools and Waterfronts
Aquatic Facility Standard

Hyperventilation and Repetitive Breath-Holding Standard
Standard
The practice of hyperventilating and repetitive breath-holding shall not be permitted in
swimming pools.
The practice shall be permitted only under the direct supervision of a qualified instructor
or coach and following a recognized safety protocol for aquatic sports such as
underwater hockey, synchronized swimming, static apnea, free diving, Lifesaving Sport,
etc.
Definitions
Public Pool: (includes swimming pool, hot tub/whirlpool, wading pools, spray/splash
pools, etc.) –
i.

a pool to which the general public is admitted for the intention of bathing,

ii.

and a pool operated in conjunction with or as a part of the program of an
association or similar institution or an educational, instructional, physical fitness
or athletic institution supported in whole or in part by public funds or public
subscription.

Rationale


There have been several drownings in Canada as a result of bathers attempting
underwater swims while holding their breath.
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Although this activity of breath-holding is gaining in popularity in competition
formats, typical recreational swims are not set up to provide adequate
supervision and response to this type of activity.
There are guidelines that dictate recommended supervision and prevention
strategies for breath-holding competitions.
The Canadian Lifesaving Manual warns about the dangers of breath-holding.
Significant research found overwhelming evidence that extended breath-holding
is dangerous and may lead to unconsciousness and drowning.
Hyperventilation is a series of deep breaths followed by forced exhalation prior to
breath-holding in an attempt to remain underwater for a longer period of time.
This decreases the level of CO2 in the blood which is responsible for triggering
the need to breathe. With less CO2 a swimmer will not feel a need to take a
breath as quickly and can remain under water longer. This however, does not
mean that the swimmer does not need oxygen. Oxygen levels are being depleted
and can be depleted more quickly if the swimmer is moving or swimming rather
than remaining stationary. If oxygen levels in the blood drop sufficiently enough
before CO2 levels trigger the need to breathe, the swimmer will become
unconscious. This is also commonly referred to as shallow water blackout.
Obviously, an unconscious swimmer will breathe water into their lungs and will
drown if not rescued and resuscitated.

Implementation
The Lifesaving Society recommends that every aquatic facility implement a policy
related to hyperventilating and repetitive breath-holding. Operators should include this
policy in their facility policy and procedures manual and ensure staff are trained in the
recognition, prevention and treatment.
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Approval


Approved by the Lifesaving Society Canada Board of Directors on 8 May 2016.

Disclaimer
Lifesaving Society Canada’s National Safety Standards are developed using Coroners’
recommendations, the latest evidence-based research, and reflect the aquatic industry’s
best practices at the time the publication was approved or revised.
The purpose of these standards is to encourage swimming pool, waterpark and
waterfront owners, managers, operators and regulators to adopt these standards in
order to prevent drownings in aquatic environments.
Lifesaving Society Canada’s National Safety Standards do not replace or supersede
local, provincial/territorial or federal legislation or regulations, but they are considered
the standard to which aquatic facility operators should work towards in order to enhance
safety within their operations and to prevent drowning and aquatic-related injury.
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