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this section of Camp Program and Property Management has been developed 
by the Bsa camping/conservation service and the Bsa Health and safety 
service principally for use as the textbook for Bsa aquatics instructor, but it is 
also intended for use by council personnel, summer camp staff, and unit lead-
ers as the basic source and reference document for scouting aquatics. 
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BSA Aquatics Instructor is the highest level of training, 
achievement, and recognition in Scouting aquatics. 
Recognition as an Aquatics Instructor is given by the national 
organization only upon satisfactory completion of the 
Aquatics section of the BSA National Camping School.

The	purpose	of	BSA	Aquatics	Instructor	training	is	to	pre-
pare adults for leadership roles in Scout summer camp and 
year-round aquatics programs. Specific objectives for the 
weeklong aquatics training conducted by the NCS are

	 1.	 To	instill	an	understanding	and	appreciation	for	the	
Scout-age youth—needs, interests, fears, and percep-
tions

	 2.	 To	develop	an	understanding,	enthusiasm,	and	respect	
for Scouting—its principles, aims, and methods

	 3.	 To	provide	model	experiences	and	demonstrations	of	a	
summer camp aquatics program functioning as part of a 
coordinated, overall camp program

	 4.	 To	establish	an	awareness	and	appreciation	of	the	unit	and	
its leadership as an essential focus of the aquatics pro-
gram

	 5.	 To	achieve	a	commitment	to	flexibility	and	cooperation	
that will enhance the positive return on all aspects of 
the Scouting program

	 6.	 To	instill	an	enthusiasm	and	appreciation	for	aquatics	
and the contribution that such activity can make to the 
lives of youth on their way to adulthood

	 7.	 To	assure	that	all	Scouting-related	aquatics	activities	
are conducted so that the health and safety of all par-
ticipants are protected

	 8.	 To	develop	organizational	and	interpersonal	manage-
ment skills that will effectively and efficiently achieve 
the program objectives

	 9.	 To	teach	instructional	skills	keyed	to	the	learning	capac-
ity and level of youth being served and recognizing the 
proper relationship between form and function

	10.	 To	achieve	and	maintain	a	learning	environment	in	
which all persons are seen and utilized as learning 
resources

	11.	 To	develop	knowledge	of	and	proficiency	in	the	aquatics	
skills by explanation, demonstration, practice, and 
review

	12.	 To	provide	a	unique	and	rewarding	adult	learning	expe-
rience emphasizing Scouting principles, personal devel-
opment, teamwork, and fellowship

Participants in the NCS Aquatics section are selected by 
the local councils on the basis of demonstrated leadership 
and management skills, Scouting background, aquatics expe-
rience, and interest in working with Scout-age children.

A person must be 18 years old to enroll in the NCS. A BSA 
Aquatics Instructor who is over 18 but not yet 21 is a valuable 
addition to a camp aquatics staff, but may not serve as the 
camp aquatics director.

Aquatics Instructor training requires 

•	 Satisfactory	performance	of	all	Scouting	aquatics	skills

•	 Training	in	cardiopulmonary	resuscitation

•	 Satisfactory	understanding	of	the	principles	of	aquatics	
administration and protection as evidenced by written 
examination

•	 Demonstrated	leadership,	teaching,	and	organizational	skills

•	 An	enthusiastic	commitment	to	providing	superior	
aquatics opportunities for children in Scouting

BSA Aquatics Instructor training is valid for five years 
and may be renewed thereafter in either of two ways:

1. Participate as a student in an NCS Aquatics training or 
retraining session and meet the requirements for retrain-
ing.

2. Serve on the Aquatics section faculty and be updated by 
the section director and camping school director.

An Aquatics Instructor is a valuable resource person for 
the local council and Scouting units in the instructor’s own 
community.	Those	with	this	training	should	advise	their	local	
council service center of their year-round availability for 
counseling and assistance with aquatics safety and skill devel-
opment programs. An Aquatics Instructor is not only a person 
who has devoted many hours to developing aquatics skills 
and knowledge, but is also an individual in whom Scouting 
has made a substantial investment. Every Aquatics Instructor 
has a responsibility for continued service through Scouting.

Bsa aquatiCs instruCtor
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BSA AQUATICS INSTRUCTOR
This is to Certify That

has met the requirements for certification as a BSA Aquatics Instructor,
as described on the reverse side of this certificate.

At ______________________________________________________
Location

Certified by_______________________________________________
Director, Aquatics Section • BSA National Camping School

Date ______________________ Valid to ____________________
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All swimming activity in Scouting is conducted according to 
the	Safe	Swim	Defense	standards.	The	proven	procedures	
included in this water safety plan have given Scouting what 
is believed to be the most exemplary water safety record of 
any youth organization. 

Despite	the	success	achieved	through	adherence	to	Safe	
Swim	Defense,	drownings	still	occur	during	Scouting	unit	
activities.	The	lack	of	responsible	and	informed	adult	leader-
ship is a primary contributing factor in most of these acci-
dents. If swimming is not competently supervised by a 
conscientious adult who has the attention and respect of the 
children in his or her care, then accidents will occur. But if 
there is a caring adult who fully understands and appreci-
ates the responsibility he or she assumes when children are 
in or around the water, and whose relationship with the chil-
dren ensures that directions will be heeded, safety can be 
virtually assured.

The	critically	important	first	point	in	Safe	Swim	Defense	
has been revised to acknowledge that formal training in 
water safety is neither essential to, nor a guarantee of, con-
scientious	and	responsible	supervision	and	discipline.	This	
revision does not, however, lower the standard or diminish 
the concern for qualified supervision. Indeed, the new text 
emphasizes and clarifies the crucial role and responsibility 
of the adult supervisor.

Can any adult supervise Scout swimming activity? No. All 
Scout swimming activity must be supervised by a mature 
and conscientious adult 21 years of age or older who under-
stands and knowingly accepts responsibility for the well-
being and safety of the children in his or her care; who is 
experienced in the water and confident of being able to 
respond in the event of an emergency; and who is trained in 
and committed to compliance with the eight points of BSA 
Safe	Swim	Defense.

For this reason, Scouting gives a high priority to efforts 
that	expose	unit	leaders	to	Safe	Swim	Defense,	that	achieve	
an understanding of water safety and the elements of the 
defense plan, and that encourage every unit leader to make 
a	commitment	to	follow	the	Safe	Swim	Defense	procedures	
whenever the unit swims.

Leader	training	should	emphasize	the	supervision	
requirement and the closely allied need for discipline (i.e., 
control of the activity). For the competent and conscientious 
supervisor,	the	other	points	of	Safe	Swim	Defense	are	com-
mon sense. Would you let a child swim alone, or in an area 
not known to be safe, or in circumstances beyond the child’s 
ability? Similarly, would you assume responsibility for a 
child’s safety in a physically demanding activity without 
some knowledge of that child’s health and fitness? Would 
you consider it responsible to let children play in the water 
without someone watching them who is prepared to assist if 

a	problem	develops?	The	common-sense	answers	to	these	
questions are easy. A bit more difficult, but attainable 
through unit leader training, is knowing specific precautions.

Lastly,	a	responsible	and	conscientious	supervisor	
knows his or her own limits and will not put children at risk 
by permitting activity that might go beyond his or her ability 
to control and respond if an emergency arises.

Any adult who works with a Scouting unit—leader, assis-
tant, committee member, or parent—is eligible for training 
to	become	a	qualified	supervisor.	Leaders	who	are	coached	
in and committed to compliance with the eight points of Safe 
Swim	Defense	receive	a	special	pocket	card.	Most	councils	
give this training at summer camps. Some also provide it as 
a part of the leaders’ roundtable or showando events, or at 
separate meetings and demonstrations at pools and 
beaches. Any BSA aquatics resource person, unit leader, or 
other council-authorized individual can give this training.

Teaching Safe Swim Defense
One	of	the	best	opportunities	for	Safe	Swim	Defense	training	
is in summer camp, and such activity should be an impor-
tant part of the summer camp aquatics program. National 
accreditation standards also require that every unit have an 
opportunity while in summer camp to conduct a recreational 
swim using its own resources and leadership.

A summer camp leader-training exercise could include 
(1) illustration and dramatization intended to emphasize the 
critical importance of the qualified supervision and disci-
pline	points	in	Safe	Swim	Defense;	(2)	demonstration	and	
explanation of how to improvise and protect a safe swim 
area in a remote location; and (3) an exercise requiring the 
participants to set up and use an improvised safe swim area. 
See	Safe	Swim	Defense,	No.	34370A.	

The Eight Defenses
1.  Qualified Supervision

 All swimming activity must be supervised by a mature 
and conscientious adult age 21 or older who under-
stands and knowingly accepts responsibility for the 
well-being and safety of youth members in his or her 
care, who is experienced in the water and confident of 
his or her ability to respond in the event of an emer-
gency, and who is trained in and committed to compli-
ance with the eight points of BSA Safe Swim Defense. (It 
is strongly recommended that all units have at least 
one adult or older youth member currently trained as 
a BSA Lifeguard to assist in the planning and conduct-

safe swim defense
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ing of all swimming activity.)

2.  Physical Fitness

 Require evidence of fitness for swimming activity with 
a complete health history from physician, parent, or 
legal guardian.	The	adult	supervisor	should	adjust	all	
supervision, discipline, and protection to anticipate any 
potential risks associated with individual health condi-
tions. In the event of any significant health conditions, 
the unit leader should require proof of an examination by  
a physician.

	 Those	with	physical	disabilities	can	enjoy	and	benefit	
from aquatics if the disabilities are known and necessary 
precautions	are	taken.	(See	“Aquatics	for	the	Disabled”	in	
this book.)

3.  Safe Area

 When swimming in areas not regularly maintained and 
used for swimming activity, have lifeguards and swim-
mers systematically examine the bottom of the swim-
ming area to determine varying depths, currents, deep 
holes, rocks, and stumps. Mark off the area for three 
groups: not more than 31⁄2  feet deep for nonswimmers; 
from shallow water to just over the head for beginners; 
deep water not more than 12 feet for swimmers. A par-
ticipant should not be permitted to swim in an area 
where he cannot readily recover and maintain his foot-
ing, or cannot maintain his position on the water, because 
of swimming ability or water flow. When setting up a safe 
swimming area in natural waters, use poles stuck in the 
bottom, or plastic bottles, balloons, or sticks attached to 
rock anchors with twine for boundary markers. Enclose 
nonswimmer and beginner areas with buoy lines (twine 
and	floats)	between	markers.	Mark	the	outer	bounds	of	
the swimmer area with floats. Be sure that clear-water 
depth is at least 7 feet before allowing anyone to dive into 
the	water.	Diving	is	prohibited	from	any	height	more	than	
40 inches above the water surface; feet-first entry is pro-
hibited	from	more	than	60	inches	above	the	water.	For	
any entry from more than 18 inches above the water sur-
face, clear-water depth must be 10 to 12 feet. Only sur-
face swimming is permitted in turbid water. Swimming is 
not permitted in water over 12 feet deep, in turbid water 
where poor visibility and depth would interfere with 
emergency recognition or prompt rescue, or in white 
water, unless all participants wear appropriate personal 
flotation devices and the supervisor determines that 
swimming with personal flotation equipment is safe 
under the circumstances.

4.  Lifeguards on Duty

 Swim only where there are lifeguards on duty. For unit 
swims in areas where lifeguards are not provided by 
 others, the supervisor should designate two capable 
swimmers as lifeguards. Station them ashore, equipped 

with a lifeline (a 100-foot length of 3⁄8 -inch cord). In an emer-
gency, one carries out the line; the other feeds it out from 
shore, then pulls in his partner and the person being 
helped. In addition, if a boat is available, have two people, 
preferably capable swimmers, take it out—one rowing and 
the other equipped with a 10-foot pole or extra oar. Provide 
one guard for every 10 people in the water, and adjust the 
number and positioning of guards as needed to protect the 
particular area and activity.

5.  Lookout

 Station a lookout on the shore where it is possible to  
see	and	hear	everything	in	all	areas.	The	lookout	may	 
be the adult in charge of the swim and may give the 
buddy signals.

6.  Ability Groups

	 Divide	into	three	ability	groups:	nonswimmers,	begin-
ners, and swimmers. Keep each group in its own area. 
Nonswimmers have not passed a swimming test. Beginners 
must pass this test: Jump feetfirst into water over the 
head in depth, level off and swim 25 feet on the surface, 
stop, turn sharply, resume swimming, then return to the 
starting place. Swimmers pass this test: Jump feetfirst 
into water over the head in depth, swim 75 yards in a 
strong manner using one or more of the following strokes: 
sidestroke, breaststroke, trudgen, or crawl; then swim 25 
yards	using	an	easy	resting	backstroke.	The	100	yards	
must be completed in one swim without stops and must 
include at least one sharp turn. After completing the 
swim, rest by floating. These classification tests should 
be renewed annually, preferably at the beginning of 
the season.

7.  Buddy System

 Pair every youth with another in the same ability group. 
Buddies check in and out of the swimming area together. 
Emphasize that each buddy lifeguards his buddy. Check 
everyone in the water about every 10 minutes, or as 
needed	to	keep	the	buddies	together.	The	adult	in	charge	
signals for a buddy check with a single blast of a whistle 
or	ring	of	a	bell	and	a	call	of	“Buddies!”	The	adult	counts	
slowly to 10 while buddies join and raise hands and 
remain still and silent. Guards check all areas, count the 
pairs, and compare the total with the number known to be 
in the water. Signal two blasts or bells to resume swim-
ming. Signal three blasts or bells for checkout.

8.  Discipline

 Be sure everyone understands and agrees that swim-
ming is allowed only with proper supervision and use 
of the complete Safe Swim Defense. The	applicable	rules	
should be presented and learned prior to the outing, and 
should be reviewed for all participants at the water’s 
edge just before the swimming activity begins. 
Participants should respect and follow all directions and 

4
aquatics



5
aquatics

rules of the adult supervisor. When people know the rea-
son for rules and procedures they are more likely to fol-
low them. Be strict and fair, showing no favoritism.

Troop/Unit Swim Gadgets
The	following	items	are	the	type	that	might	be	used	when	a	
unit	puts	the	Safe	Swim	Defense	plan	in	operation	at	a	tem-
porary waterfront or swim site that they will use while on a 
hike or camping trip. Although these swim gadgets are 
improvisations, they will allow a unit to use proven tech-
niques of safety whenever youth and their leaders swim.

Troop/Unit Swim Kit
A simple but durable cloth sack containing marker cord (on 
reels), buddy tags, balloons for corner markers and buoys, a 
whistle, and one or two 100-foot lengths of 3⁄8 -inch cord 
makes a good unit swim kit.

Boundary Lines
Lines	used	to	define	nonswimmer	and	beginner	areas	can	be	
light chalk-line cord or even binder twine if only a single use 
is	planned.	Light	braided	or	twisted	cord	of	a	more	durable	
nature can be kept on simple reels and reused at various unit 
swim sites.

Anchors
Line	anchors	can	be	either	large	fish	sinkers	used	to	hold	
light cord moorings or rocks bridled to a mooring line.

Floats
Supports for marker lines can be 
made from seine floats, plastic bottles, 
wooden sticks secured to lines, or inflated 
balloons.	Lashed	crossed	
sticks supporting a vertical 
f l a g s t a f f  c a n  s e r v e  a s a 
marker buoy. A stick carefully weighted at one end 
with a rock so that it floats vertically becomes a spar 
buoy. Glass jars or jugs should not be used as buoys, 
because broken glass is especially dangerous in the 
water.

 
Rescue Lines
These	100-foot	lengths	of	cord	can	be	of	cotton,	
nylon, or polypropylene material and serve the purpose 

equally	well.	They	must	be	the	solid	braided	type	and	not	of	
the “shroud line” variety. Ends must be whipped or melted 
to prevent raveling. Older youth who serve as lifeguards 
should learn and use the two-person line tender rescue pro-
cedure, which is explained in the Lifesaving merit badge 
pamphlet.
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Portable Plastic Buddy Board
The	portable	buddy	board	can	be	made	and	used	by	units	at	
all	swimming	activities.	The	top	section,	used	for	the	actual	
check-in procedure, can be constructed of red oilcloth or col-
ored	plastic.	The	bottom	or	tag	storage	section	is	made	of	
clear plastic. Clear plastic pockets are then sewn on both sec-
tions to enable easy reading of tags. Adaptable to all sur-
roundings, this board can be fastened to a wall at an indoor 
pool, a fence at an outdoor pool, or a tree at the unit swim-
ming	hole.	To	carry,	fold	lengthwise	down	the	center	and	
carefully roll from the bottom to ensure keeping tags in place.

Improvised Buddy Boards
To	continue	to	use	the	buddy	system	effectively	wherever	
and whenever Scouts or Venturers go swimming, an under-
standing of improvised buddy boards is important. 
Swimming areas are marked on the ground or chalked on a 
surface.	Tongue	depressors	with	names	on	them	become	
buddy tags. Pointed sticks, slashed on one side so that 
names can be written on the flat part, serve as buddy tags 
when placed in the ground alongside a buddy’s stick. Pairs of 
shoes with identifying wallets or name slips placed inside 

serve the same purpose. Anything that permits the identifi-
cation of the person and that can be placed alongside a sim-
ilar item representing the person’s buddy will serve the 
purpose. Slips of paper with names of buddies can be pinned 
on a shirt hung on a bush to form a simple buddy board. A 
handwritten list on a unit leader’s clipboard is certainly easy 
and sufficient.

Surf Swimming
The	Safe	Swim	Defense	applies	to	swimming	at	the	beach,	
private or public pool, wilderness pond, stream, lake, or 
wherever Scouts or Venturers go swimming. For ocean swim-
ming, several additional points are important.

First,	ocean	and	beach	knowledge	are	important.	This	
means an understanding of wave action, currents, tides, 
undertow, runouts, sea pests (such as stinging jellyfish), and 
other factors that make a surf swimming environment differ-
ent from other places where Scouts swim. Such information 
is available from beach patrol units, municipalities, or others 
responsible for safety and maintenance of the beach where 
the swimming is taking place.

Physical condition is always very important because 
swimmers may tire more easily and quickly when buffeted 
by waves. An understanding of physical limitations and spe-
cial precautions to eliminate any possible risks associated 
with these limitations is vitally important to safe surf swim-
ming. Precautions sufficient to assure safe swimming in 
other environments may not be sufficient in the surf. If there 
is any question about a person’s ability to recover his foot-
ing in waves, or to swim vigorously for at least five minutes 
without becoming exhausted, or to remain calm and in con-
trol after taking an unexpected wave full in the face, then surf 
swimming for that person should be limited to that area of 
the beach where waves do not crest over chest deep and 
runoff falls from knee to mid-thigh level.

Designated	swimming	areas	must	be	set	up	for	safe	surf	
swimming, but only two areas are used. Nonswimmers and 
beginners are kept shoreward of standing lifeguards with 
reach poles; swimmers are permitted to be seaward of the 
standing guards but must stay shoreward of anchored 
marker	buoys.	The	limits	of	the	swimming	area	up	and	down	
the beach should be marked with flags or pennants that can 
be seen easily from any point in the designated swimming 
areas.	The	standing	lifeguards	should	be	positioned	at	that	
point in the surf where waves crest no higher than chest 
level	and	runoff	falls	to	mid-thigh	or	below.	The	outer	marker	
buoys should be positioned at a point where the water is not 
over	chest	deep	between	waves.	The	buoys	should,	of	
course, be weighted and tied with enough line to prevent 
their being moved by waves.

The	entire	swimming	area	should	be	located	where	
beach contours and other factors do not produce a runoff or 
current in which the smallest swimmer cannot readily 
recover and maintain his footing between waves.

The	lifeguards,	standing	in	the	water	between	the	swim-
ming areas, should have reach poles and be positioned at 
the outer bounds and in between so that the entire diameter 
of the area is within pole reach. At least one lifeguard-res-
cuer team should be stationed on the beach with a torpedo 
buoy	or	rescue	tube.	The	guard-to-swimmer	ratio	of	1	to	10	
should always be maintained.
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Of	course,	the	Safe	Swim	Defense	rules	on	supervision,	
lookouts,	and	discipline	apply.	Moreover,	it	should	go	with-
out saying that no one swims without a buddy, check-in and 
checkout procedures are carefully administered, and peri-
odic buddy checks are called.

In short, for safe surf swimming, follow the time-honored 
and	proven	eight	points	of	the	Safe	Swim	Defense!

Pool Swimming
Although	the	Safe	Swim	Defense	plan	was	developed	to	antic-
ipate swimming in even the most remote outpost, it is fully 
applicable to pool swimming. If the swimming activity is  
conducted in a pool that is devoted exclusively to Scouting 
activity,	then	obviously	all	aspects	of	the	Safe	Swim	Defense	
are followed.

Qualified supervision is absolutely essential whether 
swimming is done in a public facility, a private pool, or a 
remote outpost. Equally important is the discipline that 
assures that all participants know and respect the rules and 
the authority of the supervisor. No exception whatsoever 
should be made with respect to the need for information on 
physical limitations or special circumstances that should be 
considered in connection with protection. Some concerns, 
such as checking for submerged stumps and rocks, are mini-
mized, but the general concern regarding a safe area is 
equally important.

If the pool swimming activity is in a public facility where 
others are using the pool at the same time, and the pool 
operator provides guard personnel, there may not be a need 
for designation of Scout lifeguards and lookout.

The	buddy	system	is	critically	important	even	in	a	public	
pool, and virtually all of the fatal incidents that occur in pools 
could be avoided by conscientious adherence to the buddy 
rule. Remember, even if you are in a crowd, you are alone 
without protection if no one is attentive to your circum-
stances.

The	rule	that	people	swim	only	in	water	suited	to	their	
ability and with others of similar ability certainly applies in 
a	pool	environment.	Most	public	pools	divide	shallow	and	
deep water, and this may be sufficient for defining appro-
priate swimming areas. If not, the supervisor should clearly 
indicate to the Scouts or Venturers involved in the activity 
what is the appropriate area of the public facility. Although 
such procedures usually add a margin of safety, their use 
may not always be practical when the swim activity is con-
ducted at a public facility where non-Scouts are present. A 
responsible adult supervisor, who understands his or her 
responsibility and the elements of safety, can exercise dis-
cretion regarding certain procedures while maintaining 
safety.
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Safe Swim Defense
_________________________________________________________
has satisfactorily completed specific instruction in Safe Swim Defense
and has agreed to use the eight defenses in this plan on every occa-
sion when_______________________________________________

(Unit and No.)goes swimming.

This card is good for two years from date: _____________________

_____________________________________________________ Council
Boy Scouts of America

Signed:_________________________________________________
Aquatics Counselor Approved by Council

BOY SCOUTS OF AMERICA

This is to verify that

SAFE SWIM DEFENSE COMMITMENT
As an adult leader, I promise to faithfully observe all the following safety procedures
as required in Safe Swim Defense.

1. Qualified Supervision—All swimming
activity must be supervised by a mature
and conscientious adult at least 21 years
of age who understands and knowingly
accepts responsibility for the well-being
and safety of the children in his or her
care, who is experienced in the water and
confident of being able to respond in the
event of an emergency, and who is trained
in and committed to compliance with the
eight points of BSA Safe Swim Defense.
(It is strongly recommended that all units
have at least one adult or older youth
member currently certified as a BSA
Lifeguard to assist in the planning and
conducting of all swimming activity.)

2. Require evidence of fitness. Adjust super-
vision to anticipate any potential risks.

3. Preswim exploration of swim area—three
areas identified.

4. Lifeguards posted and equipped with lines
and poles.

5. A lookout posted where he or she can see
all areas at all times.

6. Swimmers divided into ability groups—
nonswimmers, beginners, and swimmers.

7. All swimmers paired as buddies and
always swim with buddies.

8. Intelligent discipline maintained at 
all times.

Signed___________________________________________________
Adult leader

34243 2002 Printing
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Snorkeling Safety is the recommended procedure for con-
ducting BSA swimming activities using masks, fins, and snor-
kels. Since snorkeling is a swimming activity, Safe Swim 
Defense	guidelines	are	applicable.	Snorkeling	Safety	clarifies	
and	extends	Safe	Swim	Defense	concepts	to	situations	
encountered during training and open water snorkeling.

Qualified Supervision
All swimming activity, including snorkeling, must be super-
vised by a mature and conscientious adult age 21 or older 
who understands and knowingly accepts responsibility for 
the well-being and safety of the youth members in his or her 
care; who is experienced in the water and is confident of his 
or her ability to respond in the event of an emergency; and 
who is trained in and committed to compliance with the 
eight	points	of	BSA	Safe	Swim	Defense.

An experienced snorkeler must supervise snorkeling 
instruction and open water snorkeling activities. At a mini-
mum, the supervisor must possess skills and knowledge 
matching the Snorkeling, BSA award, and have experience 
with environments similar to those of the planned activity. 
The	supervisor	is	responsible	for	compliance	with	each	
point of BSA Snorkeling Safety.

Unit	leaders	may	rely	on	the	expertise	of	other	adults	to	
supplement	their	knowledge	and	training.	They	may	dele-
gate the task of supervision, for example, when the unit is 
participating in a snorkeling activity conducted by a tour 
operator, provided they are satisfied that the operator’s 
training and experience will provide a safe activity with 
appropriate safeguards.

Physical Fitness
All persons must present evidence of fitness for snorkeling 
activity with a complete health history from physician, par-
ent,	or	legal	guardian.	The	adult	supervisor	should	adjust	all	
supervision, discipline, and protection to anticipate any 
potential risks associated with individual health conditions. 
Recent sinus or ear infections may temporarily preclude sur-
face	dives	while	snorkeling.	Those	with	known	adverse	reac-
tions to stings from marine life, or with chronic conditions 
such as diabetes or asthma, may need special medications 
at hand. Adults with known risk factors for cardiovascular 
disease should not undertake strenuous activities without 
the advice of their physician. In the event of any significant 

health conditions, a medical evaluation by a physician 
should	be	required	by	the	adult	leader.	Those	with	chronic	
disease or physical disabilities may still be able to enjoy and 
benefit from aquatics if the conditions are known and neces-
sary precautions are taken.

Safe Area
Training	in	the	use	of	snorkeling	equipment	shall	be	per-
formed in clear water in a confined area that conforms to 
Safe	Swim	Defense	guidelines.	‘Clear	water’	implies	pool-like	
visibility. At a minimum, an 8-inch disk with white and black 
quadrants at a depth of eight feet should be recognizable 
from	above	the	surface.	‘Confined	area’	denotes	either	a	pool	
or an established summer camp swimming area with direct 
access from the shore or a dock. 

Safe conditions for open water swimming and snorkeling 
depend on water clarity, area definition, depth, access, and 
other environmental factors. Snorkeling is limited to clear 
water.		‘Open	water’	denotes	a	temporary	swimming	area	of	
flexible extent in a natural body of water that may not be 
close to shore.  

An open water snorkeling area need not have physical 
boundary markers, but the activity should be restricted 
within a specified distance of a point on shore, an anchored 
vessel, a moving guard boat, or a float with a dive flag 
attached. Generally, a 50-foot radius is recommended, and 
may be dictated by local regulations concerning the use of a 
dive	 flag.	The	area	covered	by	 the	snorkeling	group	 
should be small enough to allow rapid assistance from  
rescue personnel. 

Emergency response places limitations on safe water 
depth as well as water clarity and area.  Guards should be 
able to quickly and easily reach the bottom, locate, recover, 
and transport a submerged victim to shore or vessel. At the 
start of the activity, and periodically if the group moves 
along a reef or other feature, the guards should check their 
ability	both	to	see	and	to	reach	the	bottom.	The	group	
should be directed towards shallower water whenever the 
guards	experience	any	difficulty.	(Twelve	feet	is	designated	
as	a	reasonable	maximum	depth	in	Safe	Swim	Defense.	 
In practice, slightly shallower or deeper depths may be 
appropriate.	Different	guard	personnel	will	be	able	to	easily	
recover objects from different depths, particularly if wearing 
fins.	The	practical	way	to	confirm	a	safe	depth	is	to	test	 
that the bottom is within comfortable reach of all designated 
rescue personnel.)     

Bsa snorkeling safety
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Limited	or	distant	access	to	the	snorkeling	area	may	
require	additional	consideration.		Underwater	features	close	
to a sloping beach or near an anchored vessel are ideal. If the 
snorkeling site is a considerable distance from a beach or 
permitted anchoring location, the ability to rest becomes 
important and may restrict the activity close to shallow 
water or dictate the use of inflatable vests and/or small 
guard	craft.	Tide	tables	should	be	consulted	in	areas	with	
large tidal changes, especially when beach access is at the 
base of a cliff.  Snorkeling in a river may require an exit point 
downstream of the entry. 

Snorkeling should not be done if water depth, clarity, or 
temperature, boat traffic, waves, current, weather, marine 
life, or bottom conditions, including vegetation, are deemed 
unsafe	by	the	qualified	supervisor.	Time	in	the	water	should	
be adjusted based on water temperature and sun exposure. 
Snorkeling at night is limited to lighted pools unless the 
activity is conducted at a BSA nationally accredited high-
adventure base.

Proper Equipment
a. All snorkeling equipment shall be properly fitted and in 

good repair.

b.	 The	use	of	inflatable	snorkeling	vests	and	personal	flota-
tion devices is at the discretion of the qualified supervisor 
based on local conditions and the abilities of the partici-
pants	and	guards.	Use	of	individual	flotation	devices	is	
required in open water whenever there is a noticeable 
current or swells, when the bottom is not visible from the 
surface (due to vegetation or limited visibility beyond 8 
feet), or when the activity is an extended distance  
(> 50 yards) from shore or craft.

c. A dive flag should be used at all open water sites.  It may 
be displayed from a dive boat or attached to a float  
and	towed	with	the	snorkeling	party.		Local	rules	and	 
regulations may specify the type of flag and how close 
snorkelers must stay to it. 

d. Protective clothing may be worn.  Gloves are appropriate 
in areas with sharp rocks or encrusted structures. A shirt 
or a diver’s body suit will provide limited protection from 
sun, abrasion, or coral burns and minor insulation in 
warm water.  In temperate water, a partial or full wet suit 
may be worn. Weight belts may not be used. 

e.	 Lifesaving	equipment	in	good	repair	shall	be	ready	for	
immediate use by guard personnel. A flotation device  
is recommended, such as a rescue tube, bodyboard, or 
PFD,	supplemented,	as	appropriate,	by	reaching	and	
throwing	devices,	and	small	craft.		Dive	boats	should	be	
equipped with radios and first aid kits, and should deploy 
a safety line.

Lifeguards/Lookout
It is the responsibility of the qualified supervisor to desig-
nate personnel for emergency response whenever lifeguards 
are	not	provided	by	a	facility	or	tour	operator.	The	snorkel-
ing party should be divided into groups of 2 to 8 swimmers 
with two guards, paired as buddies, assigned to each group. 
(Units	may	be	divided	by	patrols	or	crews.)	The	guards	
should be competent swimmers with basic water rescue 
skills. Emergency procedures, including entries, exits, and 
the role of everyone in the group, should be reviewed and 
practiced prior to the activity using rescue aids at the site. 
The	guards	should	be	stationed	either	afloat	or	ashore	
where	they	can	see	and	hear	all	those	in	their	group.	To	
improve visibility, the guards and the swimmers should be 
positioned so that they do not face into the sun. Snorkelers 
in a group should remain off the same side of a vessel.  
Inflatable or rigid dinghies with oars are appropriate guard 
craft.	The	guards	and	snorkelers	should	remain	close	enough	
for rapid rescue response, generally within 50 feet of one 
another. In some situations, the qualified supervisor may 
deem it appropriate for the guards to tow rescue aids while 
accompanying their group in the water. 

Guards are responsible for surveillance as well as rescue. 
If there is more than one group, then a separate lookout, who 
may be the qualified supervisor, should coordinate the 
entire	activity	and	monitor	changing	conditions.	The	look-
out should have audible or visible means, such as an air 
horn or flag, to recall all groups. If a boat is used to transport 
snorkelers to the site, then at least one person should remain 
aboard who knows how to drive the boat and use the radio. 
A least one person in the party must be trained in CPR.

It is the combined responsibility of the adult supervisor, 
the lookout, and the guards to know the number of people in 
the water at all times and to make frequent visible confirma-
tions of that number. Buddy boards and tags, or their equiva-
lent, must be used to account for everyone in the water.

Ability
Scouts classified as beginners or nonswimmers may use 
snorkeling equipment in clear, confined water of appropriate 
depth,	as	specified	in	Safe	Swim	Defense	(points	3	and	6),	
during instructional swims or during closely-supervised rec-
reational	activity.	Training	for	the	Snorkeling	BSA	award	is	
limited to Scouts and adults classified as swimmers. Only 
those who have completed the Snorkeling, BSA require-
ments may participate in open water snorkeling.
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Buddy System
All participants in snorkeling activities are paired as bud-
dies. Buddies should check each other’s equipment prior to 
the	activity	and	review	hand	signals.	During	the	activity,	they	
should remain close enough that they are constantly aware 
of their buddy location and condition. Generally, buddies 
should	take	turns	making	breath-holding	dives.	That	is,	one	
buddy remains at the surface, floating with his mask in the 
water while breathing through the snorkel, and keeps an eye 
on the buddy who is down. When the diver surfaces, both 
buddies check their position relative to the group before 
moving on or letting the other buddy dive.

The	adult	supervisor,	lookout,	or	guards	may	call	buddy	
checks as needed to keep the buddies together. Buddy 
checks may also be called to aid communication. Buddy 
pairs should be instructed to routinely watch for pre-deter-
mined audible and visible signals of a buddy check.

Discipline
Be sure everyone understands and agrees that snorkeling is 
allowed only with proper supervision and use of the com-
plete	Safe	Swim	Defense	and	BSA	Snorkeling	Safety	stan-
dards.	The	applicable	rules	should	be	presented	and	learned	
prior to the outing, and should be reviewed for all partici-
pants at the beginning of the snorkeling activity. Scouts 
should respect and follow all directions and rules of the 
adult supervisor. When people know the reasons for rules 
and procedures they are more likely to follow them. 
Treatment	should	be	strict	and	fair,	with	no	favoritism.

10
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The	highly	regarded	Safe	Swim	Defense	has	given	Scouting	
one of the best water safety records of any youth organiza-
tion. Experience in the 1970s indicated, however, that 
Scouting needed to do more to ensure the safety of those 
participating in water activity afloat. Safety Afloat was devel-
oped to promote boating and boating safety and to set stan-
dards for safe unit activity afloat.

Before a BSA group may engage in an excursion, expedi-
tion, or trip on the water (by canoe, raft, sailboat, motor-
boat, rowboat, tube, or other craft), adult leaders for such 
activity should complete Safety Afloat training, have a com-
mitment card with them, and be dedicated to full compli-
ance with all nine points of Safety Afloat.

Every unit leader in summer camp should receive this 
training and literature and be encouraged to make a commit-
ment to follow the Safety Afloat standards whenever the unit 
is	on	the	water.	The	Safety	Afloat	training	outline	should	be	
used in the planning and conducting of this training. Such 
training should include:

1. An overview of the responsibility emphasizing the impor-
tance of qualified supervision and discipline

2.	 Thorough	explanation	and	discussion	of	each	of	the	nine	
points of the plan

3.	 Demonstration	of	proper	style	and	fit	of	personal	flota-
tion	devices	(PFDs)

4.	 Tips	on	trip	planning

5.	 Demonstration	of	basic	craft	handling	and	safety	skills

6.	 Review	of	emergency	procedures

Use	current	merit	badge	pamphlets	for	information	on	
handling and safety skills for each water craft. An excellent 
videotape dramatizing the elements of Safety Afloat has 
been developed by the BSA Health and Safety Service and is 
available through your council service center.

safety afloat
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QUALIFIED SUPERVISION
All activity afloat must be supervised by a mature and conscientious adult age
21 or older who understands and knowingly accepts responsibility for the
well-being and safety of the children in his or her care, who is experienced
and qualified in the particular watercraft skills and equipment involved in
the activity, and who is committed to compliance with the nine points of BSA
Safety Afloat. One such supervisor is required for each 10 people, with a
minimum of two adults for any one group. At least one supervisor must be
age 21 or older, and the remaining supervisors must be age 18 or older. All
supervisors must complete BSA Safety Afloat and Safe Swim Defense train-
ing and rescue training for the type of watercraft to be used in the activity,
and at least one must be trained in CPR. It is strongly recommended that all
units have at least one adult or older youth member currently trained as a
BSA Lifeguard to assist in the planning and conducting of all activity afloat.

For Cub Scouts: The ratio of adult supervisors to participants is one to five.

PHYSICAL FITNESS
All persons must present evidence of fitness by a complete health history
from a physician, parent, or legal guardian. Adjust all supervision, discipline,
and protection to anticipate any risks associated with individual health con-
ditions. In the event of any significant health conditions, a medical evalua-
tion by a physician should be required by the adult leader.

SWIMMING ABILITY
A person who has not been classified as a “swimmer” may ride as a pas-
senger in a rowboat or motorboat with an adult swimmer, or in a canoe, raft,
or sailboat with an adult who is trained as a lifeguard or a lifesaver by a rec-
ognized agency. In all other circumstances, the person must be a swimmer to
participate in an activity afloat. Swimmers must pass this test:

Jump feetfirst into water over the head in depth, level off, and begin
swimming. Swim 75 yards in a strong manner using one or more of the
following strokes: sidestroke, breaststroke, trudgen, or crawl; then 
swim 25 yards using an easy resting backstroke. The 100 yards must 
be completed in one swim and include at least one sharp turn. After 
completing the swim, rest by floating. This qualification test should be
renewed annually.

PERSONAL FLOTATION EQUIPMENT
Properly fitted U.S. Coast Guard-approved personal flotation devices (PFDs)
must be worn by all persons engaged in activity on the open water (rowing,
canoeing, sailing, boardsailing, motorboating, waterskiing, rafting, tubing, and
kayaking). Type II and III PFDs are recommended.

BUDDY SYSTEM
All activity afloat necessitates using the buddy system. Not only must every
individual have a buddy, but every craft should have a buddy boat when on
the water.

SKILL PROFICIENCY
All participants in activity afloat must be trained and experienced in watercraft
handling skills, safety, and emergency procedures. (a) For unit activity on white
water, all participants must complete special training by a BSA Aquatics
Instructor or qualified whitewater specialist. (b) Powerboat operators must

be able to meet requirements for the Motorboating merit badge or equiva-
lent. (c) Except for whitewater and powerboat operation as noted above, either
a minimum of three hours’ training and supervised practice or meeting
requirements for “basic handling tests” is required for all float trips or open-
water excursions using unpowered craft.

For Cub Scouts: Canoeing, rowboating, and rafting for Cub Scouts (includ-
ing Webelos Scouts) are to be limited to council/district events on flat
water ponds or controlled lake areas free of powerboats and sailboats.
Prior to recreational canoeing and rowboating, Cub Scouts are to be
instructed in basic handling skills and safety practices.

PLANNING
Float Plan. Obtain current maps and information about the waterway to be
traveled. Know exactly where the unit will “put in” and “pull out” and what
course will be followed. Travel time should be estimated generously. Review
the plan with others who have traveled the course recently.

Local Rules. Determine which state and local regulations are applicable, and
follow them. Get written permission to use or cross private property.

Notification. File the float plan with parents or participants and a member of
the unit committee. File the float plan with the local council office when
traveling on running water. Check in with all those who should be notified
when returning.

Weather. Check the weather forecast just before setting out, and keep an alert
weather eye. Bring all craft ashore when rough weather threatens.

Contingencies. Planning must identify possible emergencies and other cir-
cumstances that could force a change of plans. Appropriate alternative plans
must be developed for each.

For Cub Scouts: Cub Scout canoeing, rowboating, and rafting do not
include “trips” or “expeditions” and are not to be conducted on running
water (i.e., rivers or streams); therefore, some procedures are inapplicable.
Suitable weather requires clear skies, no appreciable wind, and warm
air and water.

EQUIPMENT
All equipment must be suited to the craft, to water conditions, and to the indi-
vidual; must be in good repair; and must satisfy all state and federal require-
ments. Spare equipment or repair materials must be carried. Appropriate
rescue equipment must be available for immediate use.

DISCIPLINE
All participants should know, understand, and respect the rules and proce-
dures for safe unit activity afloat. The applicable rules should be presented
and learned prior to the outing, and should be reviewed for all participants
at the water’s edge just before the activity begins. When Scouts know and
understand the reasons for the rules, they will observe them. When fairly
and impartially applied, rules do not interfere with the fun. Rules for safety,
plus common sense and good judgment, keep the fun from being interrupted
by tragedy.

Note: For cruising vessels (excluding rowboats, canoes, kayaks, and rafts,
but including sailboats and powerboats greater than 20 feet long) used in
adult-supervised unit activities by a chartered Venturing crew/ship specializ-
ing in watercraft operations, or used in adult-supervised program activity in
connection with any high-adventure program or other activity under the direct
sponsorship and control of the National Council, the standards and procedures
in the Sea Scout Manual may be substituted for the Safety Afloat standards.

For a more complete statement of Safety Afloat standards, see Section 5, Aquatics,
Camp Program and Property Management, No. 20-920, page 10.
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Who Can Instruct 
This Training?

This training can be given by any person authorized by the council,
including a BSA Aquatics resource person, a unit leader with aquatics
skill, or any other person with aquatics knowledge or experience that has
been approved by the local council.
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Before the unit arrives at the waterfront on the first day of 
summer camp, at least two things have already happened 
regarding the aquatics program. First, someone acting on 
behalf of the aquatics program met with the unit leader 
when the unit first registered into camp, gave the unit 
leader buddy tags, and briefed the leader on the swim clas-
sification procedures. Second, the unit completed medical 
screening and a representative or designee of the aquatics 
program staff was present or assisting with the screening.

When the unit first arrives at the aquatics program area 
for orientation and swim classification, the aquatics program 
staff should make immediate contact with the unit leader and 
involve	the	leader	in	the	activity.	This	raises	the	leader’s	
credibility with the youth members, enhances understanding 
of each youth’s ability, and establishes a working relationship 
between the unit leadership and the aquatics program. 
Additionally, the unit leader easily can relieve the aquatics 
staff of the responsibility for keeping order. As part of this 
initial contact, the aquatics director should inquire about 
physical limitations among the unit members and should 
make arrangements for swim classification of late arrivals.

At all times, keep the unit together. If convenient, two or 
more units may hear the orientation remarks together, but 
they should be recognized and treated separately with 
respect to their leadership and actual testing. When the 
youths go into the swimming area for swim testing, they 
should be accompanied by their unit leader.

The	orientation	comment	to	the	youths	should	be	sim-
ple, conversational, enthusiastic, and reassuring. You should 
promote aquatics; do not scare them away or discourage 
them with lots of negatives or complexities. Remember they 
are likely to be nervous, excited, and a bit intimidated by the 
new	surroundings.	They	will	not	remember	much	of	what	is	
said.

During	swimmer	and	beginner	test	administration,	be	
sure that every youth gets an individual chance and per-
sonal	attention.	The	youth	deserves	this	individual	attention	
and often needs it. Remember that the test administrators 
give one test to one youth, one at a time per administrator. If 
there are six test administrators, then no more than six 
youths are taking tests concurrently.

Before a youth begins the test, ask, “Can you swim?” A 
conscientious test administrator soon learns that the 
youth’s response, verbal and nonverbal, is a good indication 
of what can be expected while the test is in progress.

The	test	administrator	explains	the	test	again	for	each	
youth if needed and makes sure that there are no questions 
or	uncertainties	before	the	test	begins.	The	youths	should	
be reassured that if they forget or confuse the test proce-
dures in progress, they will simply be reminded by the 
administrator without penalty or problem. It may be helpful 

if the administrator places a hand on the youth’s shoulder or 
uses some other form of passive restraint during the brief 
pretest conversation to avoid premature entry into the 
water.	The	youths	are	often	nervous	and	usually	excited,	so	
it is up to the administrator to avoid collisions and confu-
sion.	The	buddy	tag	for	the	youth	being	tested	is	held	by	the	
test administrator, and it is marked and returned to the 
youth at the end of the test.

Nonswimmers should be given a brief chance to splash 
and play in the shallow water and to meet the instructor for 
nonswimmers.	During	this	get-acquainted	activity,	the	non-
swimmer instructor can make some assessment of the 
instructional load for the week and should give friendly 
encouragement to each nonswimmer to participate in learn-
to-swim classes.

The	swimmer,	beginner,	and	nonswimmer	tests	can	be	
administered simultaneously if facilities permit. Always give 
the test exactly as it is written in the manual—add nothing 
and omit nothing. If a youth is disappointed in his perfor-
mance, reassure him and his unit leader. If it is a near miss, 
get him in for another chance before he loses the opportu-
nity to take the program he came to camp expecting. If in 
calm water and without all the pressures of opening day, the 
youth still comes up short on the test, then give him and his 
unit leader your recommendation for schedule revision. 
Routinely schedule a second-chance test session early 
Monday	morning	before	the	start	of	the	regular	program	
activity for these near misses.

Since every youth in the water taking a swim test is given 
the full attention of at least one trained person (the test 
administrator), the risks are minimal. Reach poles and other 
aids should be located conveniently along the pier or deck, 
but the test administrators should have their hands free. 
Assists when needed should be quick and discreet. Youths 
should swim parallel to the pier or pool edge, and they 
should	be	within	10	to	12	feet	from	the	edge	at	all	times.	The	
buddy system is working—the youth and the test adminis-
trator are buddies.

All persons participating in the aquatics program activity 
are	classified	according	to	swimming	ability.	Tests	for	unit	
leaders who plan to be in or on the water should be con-
ducted by the aquatics program director and should be 
scheduled and conducted at the leader’s convenience so as 
not to interfere with the leader’s role and responsibility with 
the unit.

Unit	leaders	should	maintain	records	of	the	swim	classi-
fications for their youths, and replacement tags can be 
issued	on	the	basis	of	these	records.	To	confirm	unit	records,	
or in the absence of such records, daily instruction records 
may be used. Should any questions or controversy arise, a 
retest should be given as soon as possible.

the swim test
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At the end of each week, and before units begin leaving 
camp, aquatics personnel should be sure that all units take 
their tags with them for use during the year. One way to 
accomplish this is for the aquatics staff to gather all the tags 
for one unit on a large safety pin and sack them along with 
other basic unit swim materials. Campers staying over 
should be asked to remove their tags from the “out” board 
and to return them after all other remaining tags have been 
given to the unit leaders or destroyed.

Swim Tests Before Camp
The	swim	classification	of	individuals	participating	in	
Scouting	aquatics	is	a	key	element	in	both	Safe	Swim	Defense	
and	Safety	Afloat.	Those	programs	encourage	swim	classifi-
cation as a unit exercise to be renewed annually, preferably 
at	the	beginning	of	each	outdoor	season.	Traditionally,	the	
swim classification test is conducted at long-term summer 
camp, but there is no policy that restricts the camp from 
accepting unit swim classifications conducted prior to camp. 
Such an option offers the advantage of also testing those in 
the unit not attending camp, helps relieve some of the first-
day burden on the troop and the camp, and helps the unit 
with swimming requirements for rank advancement.

A local council has various options for deciding  
what swim classification procedures are acceptable for sum-
mer camp.

•	 Option A (at camp). Aquatics program personnel admin-
ister the swim classification test at camp.

•	 Option B (council conducted/council controlled).  
The	council	or	district	arranges	for	swim	classification	
before camp on predetermined dates, using council 
approved	locations	and	personnel.	The	unit	leader	is	
provided records to present to the aquatics program 
director at camp. Completed buddy tags are issued  
after physical rechecks.

•	 Option C (at unit level with council-approved testing 
personnel).	The	unit	arranges	swim	classification	tests	
locally using council-approved resource personnel with 
training as BSA Aquatics Instructor, BSA Cub Aquatics 
Supervisor,	or	BSA	Lifeguard	or	those	with	lifeguard	or	
swimming instructor training from other agencies. When 
the unit attends summer camp, the aquatics program 
director issues completed buddy tags after physical 
rechecks based on records provided by unit leadership.

A	sample	form,	the	Unit	Swim	Classification	Record,	No.	
19-122, is available. 

When swim tests are conducted prior to camp, the camp 
aquatics director shall at all times reserve the authority to 
review or retest all participants to ensure that standards 
have been maintained.

Classification of  
Swimming Ability

Swimmer Test
The	swimmer	test	demonstrates	the	minimum	level	of	swim-
ming	ability	required	for	safe	deep-water	swimming.	The	
various components of the test evaluate the several different 
skills essential to this minimum level of swimming ability. A 
precise statement of the test is as follows:

 Jump feetfirst into water over the head in depth, swim 75 
yards in a strong manner using one or more of the  
following strokes: sidestroke, breaststroke, trudgen,  
or crawl; then swim 25 yards using an easy, resting  
backstroke.	The	100	yards	must	be	completed	in	one	
swim and include at least one sharp turn. After complet-
ing the swim, rest by floating.

The	test	administrator	must	objectively	evaluate	the	
individual performance of the test and in so doing should 
keep in mind the purpose of each test element.

1. “Jump feetfirst into water over the head in depth, . . .”

	 The	swimmer	must	be	able	to	make	an	abrupt	entry	into	
deep water and begin swimming without any aids. Walking 
in from shallow water, easing in from the edge or down a 
ladder, pushing off from side or bottom, and gaining for-
ward momentum by diving do not satisfy this requirement.

2. “. . . swim 75 yards in a strong manner using one or more 
of the following strokes: sidestroke, breaststroke, trud-
gen, or crawl; . . .”

	 The	swimmer	must	be	able	to	cover	distance	with	a	
strong,	confident	stroke.	The	75	yards	must	not	be	the	
outer limit of the swimmer’s ability; completion of the 
distance should give evidence of sufficient stamina to 
avoid	undue	risks.	Dog-paddling	and	strokes	repeatedly	
interrupted and restarted are not sufficient; underwater 
swimming	is	not	permitted.	The	itemized	strokes	are	
inclusive. Any strong side- or breaststroke, or any strong 
overarm stroke (including the back crawl) are accept-
able.

3. “. . . swim 25 yards using an easy, resting backstroke. . . .”

	 The	swimmer	must	indicate	ability	to	execute	a	restful,	
free-breathing backstroke that can be used to avoid 
exhaustion	during	swimming	activity.	This	element	of	the	
test necessarily follows the more strenuous swimming 
activity to show that the swimmer is in fact able to use 
the	backstroke	as	a	relief	from	exertion.	The	change	of	
stroke must be accomplished in deep water without any 
push off or other aid. Any variation of the elementary 
backstroke is acceptable. An overarm back crawl may 
suffice, if it clearly provides opportunity for the swimmer 
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to rest and catch his or her breath.

4.	 “.	.	.	The	100	yards	must	be	completed	in	one	swim	and	
include at least one sharp turn. . . .”

	 The	total	distance	is	to	be	covered	without	rest	stops.	
The	sharp	turn	demonstrates	the	swimmer’s	ability	to	
reverse direction in deep water without assistance or 
push-off from side or bottom.

5. “. . . After completing the swim, rest by floating.”

	 This	critically	important	component	of	the	test	evaluates	
the swimmer’s ability to maintain in the water indefinitely 
even though exhausted or otherwise unable to continue 
swimming.	Treading	water	or	swimming	in	place	will	fur-
ther tire the swimmer and are therefore unacceptable. 
The	duration	of	the	float	test	is	not	significant,	except	
that it must be long enough for the test administrator to 
determine that the swimmer is in fact resting and could 
likely continue to do so for a prolonged period. 
Drownproofing	may	be	sufficient	if	clearly	restful,	but	is	
not preferred. If the test is completed except for the float-
ing requirement, the swimmer may be retested on the 
floating only (after instruction) provided that the test 
a d m i n i s t r a t o r  i s  
confident that the swimmer can initiate the float  
when exhausted.

Beginner Test
A precise statement of the beginner test is as follows:

 Jump feetfirst into water over the head in depth, level off, 
and swim 25 feet on the surface, stop, turn sharply, 
resume swimming, then return to starting place.

The	entry	and	turn	serve	the	same	purpose	as	in	the	
swimmer	test.	The	swimming	can	be	done	with	any	stroke,	
but	no	underwater	swimming	is	permitted.	The	stop	assures	
that the swimmer can regain the stroke if it is interrupted. 
The	test	demonstrates	that	the	beginning	swimmer	is	ready	
to learn deep-water skills and has the minimum ability 
required for safe swimming in a confined area in which shal-
low water, sides, or other support are less than 25 feet from 
any point on the water.

Swim Tests for the Unit

Unit Orientation
Sometime soon after arrival in camp, the Scoutmaster will 
advise the senior patrol leader to assemble the patrols with 
Scouts wearing swim trunks, appropriate footwear, and bath 
towels to hike to the swimming area for the swim test.

Upon	arrival	at	the	pool	or	beach,	the	Scouts	will	be	met	
by a member of the aquatics staff, who might say something 
like this:

“Welcome	to	the	Camp	Lone	Pine	aquatics	program	area!	
I’m Joe Aquatics. We are glad to see you here today, and we 
hope to see every one of you here at least once every day this 
week. We can teach you to swim and then you can go rowing 
or canoeing or sailing, or just enjoy cooling off with your 
friends in the water. When you come to the waterfront, please 
remember a couple of things: Wear your shoes because even 
a scratch on your foot can cause a bad infection if it gets dirty 
while you walk. When you are ready to go swimming, put all 
your clothes and towels at the clothesline (points to it), and 
while you are in or on the water please stay with your buddy.

“Today	we	are	going	to	give	you	a	test	to	see	how	much	
you already know about swimming. If you have not yet had a 
chance to learn to swim, then today we are just going to give 
you a chance to find out how cool and refreshing the water 
is. As a nonswimmer, you will have your own shallow swim-
ming	area	and	can	go	rowing	with	a	friend.	To	be	a	beginner	
all you have to do is jump into deep water and swim a little 
bit, then turn around and swim back. Beginners can go swim-
ming in the beginners’ area (indicates by gesture) and can 
also go rowing with a friend.

“To	pass	the	swimmer	test	you	jump	into	deep	water;	
swim 75 yards on a strong stroke—side, breast, trudgen, or 
crawl; swim 25 yards on a restful backstroke; and then show 
you can float. When you are a swimmer you can do it all—
canoeing, sailing, diving, merit badges—and we would like 
for every one of you to be a swimmer by the end of the week. 
When it’s your turn to take the test, the person helping you 
will tell you exactly what to do, so don’t worry about trying 
to remember it all.

“After you finish your test, you will have a buddy tag, 
which is your ticket to learn and have fun at the waterfront. 
If you are a nonswimmer, your tag will look like this (displays 
tag); and this is a beginner tag; and this one is for swimmers. 
When you leave the waterfront, leave your tags hanging in 
the	space	on	the	“out”	board	for	your	campsite.	(The	direc-
tor or another instructor puts a finger on the exact area of 
the out board.)

“Now let me explain the trick about the little hooks on 
the	board.	(The	director	then	explains	and	demonstrates	
how to hang and remove a tag from a cuphook, directly in 
front of the group.)

“Now, is everyone ready to go swimming? OK. Everyone 
who wants to be a swimmer, stand up. See the instructor 
standing by the fence (points to instructor standing by turn-
stile with hand raised); go line up single file right in front of 
that person. Now, those who want to take the beginner test 
get in line behind the last Scout already in line . . . and the 
rest of you go next.
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“Scoutmaster, if you will be sure every Scout has the 
right tag, we are ready to start.

“Now will you all stay in line and follow me and your 
Scoutmaster through the gate and out onto the pier. As we 
go through the turnstile gate, be sure to show your tag to the 
instructor standing there. Keep your tag with you until it is 
your turn to swim.”

Nonswimmers
The	instructor	for	nonswimmers	greets	the	nonswimmer	
test group; collects buddy tags, calling each youth by name; 
and leads them as a group holding hands into the shallow 
swimming area to a minimum depth for bobbing and splash-
ing.	The	instructor	then	encourages	and	joins	the	Scouts	in	
a brief “bob-and-splash.” Horseplay and roughhousing are 
avoided, and the instructor is careful that no boy gets more 
than he is prepared for. If time and opportunity permit,  
the instructor should initiate other activity to encourage 
learning and class participation and to permit an initial  
ability assessment.

After this exercise, the boys are walked out of the water 
and the buddy tags are returned. While returning the tags, 
the instructor speaks personally to each Scout and encour-
ages all to come back on the following day “to have fun and 
learn	to	swim.”	The	Scouts	are	sent	to	another	staff	member	
at a table just inside the turnstile gate, who explains where 
the tags are to be hung on the “out” board and again encour-
ages all to return frequently during the week.

Beginners
The	instructor	for	beginners	greets	the	group	and	gives	
directions as to where to stand out of the way to wait for 
their	turn.	Taking	the	tag	from	the	first	boy,	the	instructor	
asks his first name, and calling him by name asks, “Can you 
swim?”	The	instructor	then	explains	again	exactly	what	the	
Scout	is	to	do	for	the	test.	To	avoid	uncertainty	as	to	when	
the Scout should jump in the water, the instructor places a 
hand on the boy’s shoulder, and when all is ready, he lifts the 
hand and says, “Begin.”

As the test proceeds, the instructor moves along the 
side, staying even with the Scout, giving encouragement and 
directions (not instruction) as needed. When the test is sat-
isfactorily completed, the instructor congratulates the 
Scout, assists him from the water, places a red pencil check 
on the tag indicating what classification has been earned, 
and sends the boy with his tag to the instructor waiting by 
the gate. If a boy is unsuccessful in his test, he is assisted 
from the water and given encouragement that will bring him 
back to the waterfront to practice and try again at his first 
opportunity.	The	staff	person	at	the	gate	adds	the	appropri-

ate coloring to each tag as the boys leave the area and 
reminds them how the tags are stored on the “out” board 
when	not	in	use.	The	procedure	is	repeated	for	each	boy	tak-
ing the beginner test.

Swimmers
The	procedure	for	the	swimmer	test	is	similar	to	that	fol-
lowed in testing beginners, except that the more difficult test 
is explained and given. After the instructors for nonswim-
mers and beginners have completed their testing, they assist 
in giving the swimmer tests.

Throughout	the	testing,	the	unit	leader	remains	on	the	
pier or at poolside observing and taking notes on each 
Scout.	The	unit	leader	also	assists	in	keeping	order	among	
the group of boys waiting their turn. After the last test is 
completed, the aquatics program director or a staff member 
walks to the turnstile with the Scoutmaster and reminds the 
Scoutmaster of the schedule for retesting and of the pro-
gram planning session to be held during the evening.

The Buddy Tag

Name
Print name in center with waterproof ink. Be sure every tag 
definitely identifies an individual. Keep several marking pens 
at the waterfront. Red and blue broad-point, and black fine-
point pens are needed. Felt-point pens are good if water-
proof.	Laundry	marking	pens	are	best	for	lettering.

Address in Camp
Print the place where the tagholder  
lives in camp and the unit number on the 
back	of	the	tag.	This	is	very	important.

Color Code

a. Nonswimmer—plain white

b. Beginner—color top semicircle red

c. Swimmer—color lower semicircle blue
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The	distance	swimming	record	on	the	tag	perimeter	
should be colored sequentially as the Scout achieves  
each distance:

 100 yards—blue

 150 yards—red

 200 yards—blue

 1⁄4  mile—red

 1⁄2 mile (or two more quarter miles)—blue

Now he has gone a mile—in sections, yes, but a whole 
mile total!

Cuphooks
To	keep	tags	from	blowing	away,	use	3⁄4-inch brass cuphooks, 
on buddy board with hook turned down. Start tag on back-
side out, then flip it over. It works!

Boating Tags
Where the boating and canoeing areas 
are some distance from the swimming 
facilities, a second set of tags, colored 
to show classifications but having the 
rims colored black, may be used. Both 
storage and check-in boards would then be 
required at the boating and canoeing facilities.

CARLOS ORTIZ
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On a hot, midweek afternoon during the summer camping 
season, the aquatics program area in any Scout camp is full 
of activity. All over the area Scouts will be coming and going, 
doing and seeing—excited, anticipating, playing, working. 
They	are	learning,	growing—and	having	fun.	The	aquatics	
program area may not be the most important area in Scout 
camp, but in good weather it should be among the most 
popular. If it is not, something is wrong with the program.

Purpose of Scouting 
Aquatics
Aquatics activities in Scouting meet five basic objectives:

1. Give youth self-confidence and skill in aquatics.

2. Instruct youth in self-preservation, the care and use of 
aquatics equipment, and rescue methods.

3. Promote aquatics recreation.

4.	 Develop	physical	strength	and	coordination.

5. Aid units in planning and conducting a safe, year- 
round program.

Programming in the  
Summer Camp
The	primary	element	of	the	summer	camp	aquatics	program	
is the program—what the camper can do and what we can do 
for the camper. Without a well-planned, appealing, and acces-
sible program, everything else is wasted. Remember that 
aquatics is only one part of the summer camp program. As 
part of a whole, aquatics must be coordinated with other pro-
gram	activity.	This	requires	cooperation,	an	understanding	of	
and commitment to the concept of Scout summer camping, 
and an awareness of the total program and its various aspects.

The	preferred	method	of	Scout	camping	is	the	chartered	
unit	camping	under	its	own	leadership.	The	purpose	of	the	
summer camp is to provide resources to the unit that will 
make it better able to plan and conduct its own program in 
summer camp, and experiences that will prepare it for its 
year-round	program.	The	services	of	the	summer	camp	staff,	
therefore,	are	of	a	counseling	nature.	The	success	of	the	
camp program should be measured by the extent to which 
the unit has learned to stand on its own in stimulating and 
serving the interests of the individual youth member.

The	aquatics	program,	like	all	other	parts	of	the	general	
camp program, must provide for maximum flexibility.	The	
program should be structured each week to serve and sat-
isfy the particular needs of the units and the youths in camp.

Essential Program Elements
The	aquatics	program	combines	recreation	and	instruction.	
A summer camp aquatics program consists of five essential 
elements—instruction for youth, instruction for leaders, 
demonstrations, recreational activity, and unit activity.

Youth instruction includes opportunities to learn new 
skills and to develop new interests, as well as assistance in 
improving and advancing the skills and interests that the 
campers	bring	with	them.	These	opportunities	for	instruc-
tion should include:

•	 Instruction	for	nonswimmers

•	 Instruction	for	beginning	swimmers

•	 Second	Class	and	First	Class	advancement	opportunities

•	 Advanced	swimming	(Swimming	and	Lifesaving	merit	
badges, snorkeling, distance swimming, special-interest 
skills, etc.)

•	 Basic	instruction	in	the	use	of	boats	and	canoes

•	 Basic	rescue	skills

•	 Rowing	merit	badge

•	 Canoeing	merit	badge

•	 Advanced	aquatics	(motorboating,	waterskiing,	 
kayaking,	sailing,	BSA	Lifeguard	training,	Whitewater	
merit badge, etc.)

Instruction for unit leaders also must be included in the 
summer camp aquatics program. Important topics to be 
included are:

•	 Safe	Swim	Defense	(including	practical	demonstrations	
and experience in conducting a safe unit swim)

•	 Safety	Afloat

•	 Basic	boating	and	swimming

•	 Review	and	explanation	of	BSA	aquatics	policy

•	 Basic	rescue	skills

•	 Cardiopulmonary	resuscitation	(CPR)

•	 BSA	Lifeguard

•	 Aquatics	instruction	skills	(class	organization	and	teach-
ing techniques)

•	 Year-round	aquatics	for	the	unit

•	 Water	sports	and	games

•	 Advanced	skills	(swimming,	lifesaving,	snorkeling,	canoe-
ing, rowing, sailing, waterskiing, motorboating, kayaking)

aquatiCs program
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Whenever possible, skill and safety demonstrations 
should be given for campers, leaders, and visitors. Other 
demonstrations should be used to promote aquatics activity 
and to encourage youth to develop skills and enjoy the water. 
The	aquatics	program	staff	should	be	prepared	to	give	such	
demonstrations on short notice, whenever an opportunity 
arises. Important safety and skill demonstrations are these:

•	 Buoyancy	of	boats	and	canoes

•	 Basic	rescue	skills

•	 Clothing	inflation	for	support

•	 Cardiopulmonary	resuscitation	(CPR)

•	 Body	buoyancy	(floating	and	drownproofing)

•	 First-aid	procedures

•	 Aquatics	games	and	sports

•	 Advanced	aquatics	skills

•	 Buoyancy	of	common	items	(e.g.,	car	spare	tire,	ice	
chest, plastic bucket)

•	 Use	of	personal	flotation	devices	(PFDs)

•	 Hypothermia	protection

The	Scouting	aquatics	program	looks	for	opportunities	
to provide pure and simple fun. Recreational activity usu-
ally involves swimming, canoeing, rowing, other small craft, 
and special events and competitions.

An important element in the Scouting program is unit 
activity. All of the instructional and recreational activities 
identified here can be done in camp on a unit basis using the 
aquatics staff as needed for counseling and assistance. 
Every unit should have at least one aquatics activity on the 
unit program during the camp week.

Scheduling
Every Scout summer camp aquatics program should be 
 committed to the concept of open scheduling.	The	program	
always will be encumbered by certain real and necessary 
constraints—availability of equipment and personnel, health 
and safety precautions, weather, facilities—that will limit the 
scope and depth of the program. Additional discretionary 
c o n s t r a i n t s — s u c h  a s  f i x e d  t i m e  s c h e d u l i n g  
and inflexible program policy—should not be structured  
or imposed.

Each instructional program element should be outlined 
and defined in terms of total number of hours, maximum 
number of learners, and equipment requirements. 
Instructors and assistant instructors should be identified 
and prepared to execute the instructional activity according 
to demand. Opportunities for recreational activity should be 
defined in terms of facilities and equipment available, staff-
ing needs, and maximum number of participants.

The	aquatics	director	should	participate	in	the	commis-
sioner’s part of the precamp or first-day program planning 
session. In this session, the leadership of each unit receives 
assistance in program planning to meet aquatics interests 
within the unit. Additionally, the program schedule for the 
week is structured at this time according to the overall pro-
gram needs of those units in camp for that particular week. 
All schedule conflicts should be resolved as part of this plan-
ning	activity.	The	aquatics	director	should	also	determine	
the interest or desire for an aquatics special event, or other 
special program features, and include these activities in the 
general schedule for the camp week. After the planning ses-
sion or leaders’ roundtable, the director should meet with 
staff to complete planning and assignments for the aquatics 
program schedule. It may be prudent to schedule Aquatic 
merit badge classes.

Using Unit Leaders in the  
Aquatics Program
The	aquatics	program	can	always	make	good	use	of	addi-
tional	personnel.	The	unit	leader’s	first	responsibility	is	to	
the leader’s own unit, of course, but frequently a unit leader 
will have some spare time and will express an interest in 
lending assistance. Some unit leaders have experience in 
Scouting aquatics and with a bit of review can help as skill 
instructors. But even without special experience a unit 
leader is usually a mature and responsible resource who can 
be used effectively in lifeguarding and supervision. Such par-
ticipation can also be a valuable learning experience for the 
adult responsible for the unit’s aquatics activity year-round.

Unit	leaders	should	always	be	asked	and	encouraged	to	
participate in nonswimmer instruction with members of 
their own unit. Scouting aquatics has no higher purpose 
than teaching basic skills to youths who are nonswimmers. 
By participating in summer camp instruction for nonswim-
mers, the unit leader will develop knowledge and teaching 
skills for use throughout the year. Also, nonswimmer instruc-
tion is significantly enhanced by personal contact and atten-
tion.	More	instructors	mean	more	learner	self-confidence	
and more learning.

Occasionally a youth will have a special learning prob-
lem. In these circumstances, the unit leader (who knows the 
youth personally and is familiar with the background of the 
problem) should be asked to assist the aquatics program 
personnel. Such problems may actually present an instruc-
tional opportunity when understood with the assistance of 
the unit leader.

Unit	leaders	are	helpful	in	program	planning	and	evalua-
tion,	and	their	suggestions	always	should	be	solicited.	They	
are also frequently willing to help out (either individually or 
by organizing a unit project) with program area improve-
ments, equipment repair, or maintenance of facilities.
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Scout Advancement
The	beginner	test	is	one	of	the	requirements	for	Second	
Class rank, and the swimmer test is one of the requirements 
for First Class. In addition, other basic aquatics skills, as 
listed below, are required as part of Second and First Class 
rank advancement. All Scouts working on those ranks should 
have the opportunity to use camp aquatics resources to 
help them learn those skills. Swim tests conducted as part of  
a council program prior to the camp session also may be 
augmented to provide opportunities for rank advancement.

To	earn	his	Second	Class	rank,	a	Scout	must	complete	
swimming knowledge and skills tests as follows.

a.	 Tell	what	precautions	must	be	taken	for	a	safe	swim.

b. Successfully complete the BSA beginner test. 

c.	 Demonstrate	water	rescue	methods	by	reaching	with	
your arm or leg, by reaching with a suitable object, and 
by throwing lines and objects. Explain why swimming 
rescues should not be attempted when a reaching or 
throwing rescue is possible, and explain why and how a 
rescue swimmer should avoid contact with the victim.

The	First	Class	tests	are	as	follows.

a.	 Tell	what	precautions	must	be	taken	for	a	safe	trip	afloat.

b. Successfully complete the BSA swimmer test.

c. With a helper and a practice victim, show a line rescue 
both	as	tender	and	as	rescuer.	(The	practice	victim	should	
be approximately 30 feet from shore in deep water.)

Every BSA aquatics program should include opportunity 
for completion of these advancement requirements. Ideally, 
the	unit	leader	will	give	the	tests.	The	summer	camp	person-
nel should encourage unit leadership to include swimming 
advancement in their unit program at camp.

Swim advancement opportunity should be available on 
demand to any Scout or unit leader who comes to the aquat-
ics program area. If a unit leader is involved, then only gen-
eral oversight and supervision by the aquatics program 
director is needed, unless more active assistance is 
requested. If individual Scouts request testing, they should 
be interviewed on the knowledge requirements, and skills 
tested, as needed, by the program director or an instructor 
as soon as possible. If the Scout has not yet studied and mas-
tered the knowledge requirements, he should be instructed 
in	Safe	Swim	Defense,	Safety	Afloat,	and	rescue	procedures,	
depending on rank, and given a convenient place to study 
until	he	is	ready	to	demonstrate	his	knowledge.	The	discus-
sion of swimming safety should precede the skills test. 
Where possible, an advancement instruction area should be 
marked and identified within the aquatics program area. 
This	not	only	facilitates	the	instruction	and	testing	proce-
dure, but also promotes the activity.

The	information	and	skills	for	the	Second	Class	require-
ments are well-presented and detailed in The Boy Scout 
Handbook.	The	advancement	counselor	should	use	and	rely	
on this material. Note that the Second Class swimming skills 
test is the beginner classification test. If a Scout has been 
classified as a beginner swimmer under the Safe Swim 
Defense	procedures,	then	he	has	passed	his	swimming	skills	
test	for	Second	Class.	To	pass	the	swim	precautions	require-
ment, the Scout should be able to recite the eight points of 
Safe	Swim	Defense	and	generally	explain	the	meaning	and	
importance	of	each.	The	reaching	and	throwing	skills	should	
be taught and practiced to the point where the counselor is 
confident that the Scout understands and appreciates that 
he can help someone in a water emergency by reaching or 
throwing, that he should not attempt any type of swimming 
rescue without substantially more training and skill, and that 
even professional rescuers never make swimming rescues 
when other methods will work. Additionally, the Scout 
should understand why and how a rescue swimmer avoids 
victim contact.

The	information	and	skills	for	the	First	Class	require-
ments are also well-presented and detailed in The Boy Scout 
Handbook.	The	advancement	counselor	should	use	and	rely	
on this material. Conveniently, the First Class swimming 
skills test is the swimmer classification test. If a Scout has 
been	classified	as	a	swimmer	under	the	Safe	Swim	Defense	
procedures, then he has passed his swimming skills test for 
First	Class.	To	pass	the	boating	safety	requirement,	the	
Scout should be able to recite the nine points of BSA Safety 
Afloat and generally explain the meaning and importance of 
each.

The	Safe	Swim	Defense	rescue	procedure,	often	called	 
the “line tender and rescuer” method, should be practiced  
and demonstrated exactly as presented in The Boy Scout 
Handbook. Every Scout should practice each of three roles—
line tender, swimmer, and practice victim.

Lifeguard  
Training

BSA Lifeguard
BSA	Lifeguard	training	has	been	established	as	a	means	to	
provide units (packs, troops, teams, and crews) with quali-
fied individuals within their own membership to give knowl-
edgeable	supervision	for	activities	on	or	in	the	water.	The	
first	standard	in	both	Safe	Swim	Defense	and	Safety	Afloat	
establishes the need for qualified supervision, and BSA 
Lifeguard	training	is	recommended	to	support	the	adult	
leadership in BSA aquatics.

The	BSA	has	set	a	minimum	requirement	of	14	years	 
of	age	or	completion	of	the	eighth	grade.	To	enroll	in	the	BSA	
Lifeguard	course	the	candidate	must	be	able	to	perform	 
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a	number	of	skill	prerequisites.	The	candidate	must	meet	all	
of the requirements to the satisfaction of either a BSA 
Lifeguard	counselor	or	a	BSA	Aquatics	Instructor,	including	
the	completion	of	the	BSA	Lifeguard	course,	to	qualify	as	 
a	BSA	Lifeguard.

The	latest	requirements	for	BSA	Lifeguard	training	are	
included	on	the	application	form.	Training	is	valid	for	three	
years from the date indicated on the appropriately signed 
pocket certificate.

The	requirements	for	BSA	Lifeguard	training	are	gener-
ally grouped into three areas:

1. Performance of specific aquatic skills

2. An understanding of aquatics program and emergency 
management skills

3. Skills related to first aid and CPR

To	aid	in	the	instruction	and	evaluation	of	the	compe-
tence	of	a	BSA	Lifeguard	candidate,	the	BSA Lifeguard 
Counselor Guide	has	been	developed.	The	course	material	to	
be covered, examination, aquatic skills requirements, and a 
suggested schedule are included in the guide. 

Not	every	BSA	Lifeguard	candidate	will	be	able	to	com-
plete	all	of	the	requirements	in	one	week	of	camp.	Those	not	
completing the training requirements by the end of the sum-
mer camp week or a special aquatics camp should be 
encouraged to continue working on the requirements in 
their home communities. If all requirements are not com-
pleted within a six-month period, the counselor should exer-
cise discretion with respect to retesting of requirements not 
completed within the past six months.

Only	a	BSA	Aquatics	Instructor	or	a	trained	BSA	Lifeguard	
counselor	can	confirm	completion	of	BSA	Lifeguard	require-
ments,	and	all	summer	camp	BSA	Lifeguard	programs	should	
be under the direct supervision of the aquatics program 
director. Some candidates may meet the physical and knowl-
edge requirements but might lack the requisite maturity, atti-
tude,	common	sense,	or	judgment	for	confirmation.	The	
counselor should exercise careful discretion to ensure that 
approval is not given to individuals who are not ready or 
able to assume lifeguarding responsibilities.

BSA Lifeguard Retraining
To	retrain	as	a	BSA	Lifeguard,	a	person	who	previously	has	
been trained can qualify by either 

1.	 Completing	the	regular	BSA	Lifeguard	course	and	passing	
each of the requirements; or

2.	 For	those	whose	BSA	Lifeguard	training	is	current	or	has	
expired within the past 12 months, demonstrating a cur-
rent knowledge of and ability to perform the skills required 
by	performing	each	of	the	BSA	Lifeguard	requirements.	It	
is	not	necessary	to	repeat	a	BSA	Lifeguard	course.

BSA Lifeguard Counselor
Training	of	BSA	Lifeguard	counselors	has	been	developed	to	
aid local councils in the selection of qualified adults (at least 
21	years	of	age)	to	train	BSA	Lifeguard	candidates.	The	coun-
selor candidate may be a person who was previously trained 
as	a	BSA	Aquatics	Instructor;	a	Lifeguard	by	the	American	
Red	Cross,	YMCA,	or	other	recognized	water	safety	agency;	
a professional swim coach; or an adult who is now trained as 
a	BSA	Lifeguard.

Applications and requirements for training as a BSA 
Lifeguard	counselor	are	included	in	the	BSA Lifeguard 
Counselor Guide. Completed applications must be signed by 
a currently trained BSA Aquatics Instructor and the local 
council Scout executive, and submitted to the director of the 
Health and Safety Service at the BSA national office. BSA 
Lifeguard	counselor	training	is	valid	for	five	years	as	indi-
cated on the card issued by the national office.

Special Awards

Mile Swim, BSA
This	 award	 is	 of fered	 to	
encourage the development of 
physical fitness and stamina 
through	swimming.	The	require-
ments of the award specify that the Scout or 
Venturer prepare for a distance swim and swim a continuous 
mile.	The	swimming	may	be	done	using	any	stroke	and	has	
no	time	requirement.	The	swimmer	may	rest	in	the	course	of	
the swim by floating or treading in deep water without assis-
tance.	The	mile	may	be	done	over	open	water	accompanied	
by a rowboat with at least two occupants including an expe-
rienced rower and a lifeguard; or, by laps in an enclosed and 
protected area. In preparing for the swim, the youth must 
explain the importance of regular exercise, explain the 
proper way to conduct open-water swimming, and spend at 
least four hours in training and preparation for the swim.

The	official	Mile	Swim,	BSA	requirements	are	as	follows.

1. Explain how regular exercise contributes to good health 
and why swimming is one of the best forms of exercise.

2.	 Tell	 what	 precautions	 and	 procedures	 swimmer	 
and escort must follow for distance swimming over  
open water.

3.	 Under	the	supervision	of	a	currently	trained	BSA	Aquatics	
Instructor or equivalent, participate in four hours of 
training and preparation for distance swimming (one 
hour a day maximum).

4. Swim 1 mile over a measured course that has been 
approved by the trained instructor who will supervise 
the swim.
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The	recommended	schedule	for	a	summer	camp	Mile	
Swim program (one hour a day for four days and 1 mile on 
the fifth day) is as follows.

First Day 100-yard warm-up swim

	 	 	Discussion	of	safety	precautions	for		distance	
swimming (conditioning and protection)

	 	 	Two	50-yard	sprints	(one-minute	rest	
between)

	 	 	Discuss	the	relative	merits	of	resting	
strokes versus strokes that allow cover-
age of a given distance in less time. Review 
the advantages of keeping the head down 
and gliding between strokes.

Second Day 150-yard warm-up swim

	 	 	Discussion	 of	 swimming	 for	 health	 
and fitness

	 	 	Three	50-yard	sprints	(one-minute	rest	
between)

Third Day	 	Discussion	of	other	distance	swimming	
award requirements (Young people should 
be encouraged to continue to swim regu-
larly for exercise, and programs such as 
the Presidential Sports Award in swim-
ming and the American Red Cross dis-
tance swimming recognition should be 
discussed for purposes of incentive.)

  400-yard swim

Fourth Day  Review of procedures and preparation 
necessary to ensure safety during open-
water distance swimming

  800-yard swim

Fifth Day 1-mile swim

  Presentation of awards

Instructors should bear in mind that the purpose of this 
award is to encourage the development of physical fitness 
by introducing the youth to swimming as regular exercise. 
One gut-wrenching, do-or-die effort to swim a mile does 

the relationship between exercise and heart dis-
ease has been investigated extensively. the results 
are always the same: less heart disease among the 
physically active. the remarkable impact of exercise 
on heart disease is in part because of its beneficial 
effects on the other risk factors of heart disease. 
people who exercise regularly are much less likely 
to be overweight. not only does the exercise burn 
up calories, but there also is evidence that it actu-
ally suppresses appetite. Blood pressure is reduced 
by exercise. in fact, the combination of exercise and 
weight reduction often allows people with hyperten-
sion (high blood pressure) to control their blood 
pressure without the use of medication. this control 
may be better than was possible with drugs. it is 
common for smokers to discontinue this habit as 
they begin exercise programs. and it has been 
shown by research that active joggers have lower 
total cholesterol than men of the same age who do 
not run. When it comes to protecting your heart, 
there is no substitute for exercise.

Without sufficient exercise, bones become  
demineralized. they lose their calcium and become 
brittle. if a person is put on complete bed rest, this 
process starts almost immediately and progresses 
rapidly. this is one reason doctors recommend that 
activity be resumed as soon as possible even after 
major operations or heart attacks. the demineraliza-
tion of bones has been documented in astronauts 
returning from space, where lack of gravity robs 
activity of its exercise value. Weak and brittle bones, 
caused by lack of exercise, are common in the aged. 
strong bones may prevent a premature end to an 
active and useful life.

exercise is an excellent cardiovascular condi-
tioner and important for living better as well as lon-
ger. people who exercise regularly feel and look 
younger than those who do not. improvements in 
muscles and the circulation undoubtedly contribute 
to freedom from fatigue and the feeling of well-
being that the physically fit enjoy. moreover, it is 
likely that they are more productive at their job. 
even if the connection between being in good 
shape and being productive is an illusion, it is a 
powerful one. the boss will always find it difficult to 
promote you if you are flabby and seem to be out of 
breath with every minor exertion. it does not agree 
with the image of the dynamic, effective worker.

swimming is to some degree superior to the 
other recommended forms of exercise because it is 
a full-body exercise (all muscles and joints are exer-
cised) and because it avoids the risk of damage to 
joints and other parts of the body that may result 
from activity such as running. (the swimmer is also 
less likely to fall on pavement, be hit by a car, or be 
bitten by an animal.) the extensive use of swim-
ming therapy for the injured and handicapped is 
further evidence of its value as a body conditioner.

How Important Is Exercise?
regular exercise may well be the single most 
important thing a person can do to live a long and 
healthy life. studies of people who live to great 
age—into their 90s and beyond—indicate that they 
have at least one thing in common: regular, vigorous 
exercise. there is a great deal more variation in 
other habits such as diet. While exercise has a wide 
variety of beneficial effects, the most remarkable 
are the prevention of heart disease and the 
strengthening of bones.
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nothing toward this end (except discourage the unsuccess-
ful).

Likewise,	a	four-day	“boot	camp”	routine	of	conditioning	
exercise	will	be	counterproductive.	Those	who	tire	early	in	
the week should be encouraged and urged to return on the 
following day. Never belittle or criticize anyone. Experience 
has shown that virtually all of those who participate through-
out the week complete the swim on the fifth day, particularly 
if they are shown how to effectively use restful strokes such 
as the elementary backstroke and the sidestroke. Just as 
walking is a viable exercise alternative to jogging or sprint-
ing, restful swimming strokes in place of the crawl can play a  
positive role in physical conditioning.

Snorkeling, BSA*
This	award	has	been	developed	to	intro-
duce Scout-age children to special skills, 
equipment, and safety precautions 
associated with snorkeling; to encour-
age the development of aquatic skills 
that promote fitness and recreation; and to lay a solid skill 
and knowledge foundation for those who will later partici-
pate in more advanced underwater activities.

Any trained BSA Aquatics Instructor, or any person 
approved by the BSA local council for this purpose, may 
serve as a counselor for the Snorkeling, BSA award. Persons 
recognized and certified as a snorkeling or skin diving 
instructor	by	 the	Professional	Association	of	Diving	
Instructors	(PADI)	or	the	National	Association	of	Underwater	
Instructors	(NAUI)	are	recommended	Snorkeling,	BSA	coun-
selors.

The	individual	completing	the	official	requirements	quali-
fies for a recognition card and swimsuit patch. A completed 
award application should be submitted to the local council 
by the counselor or unit leader.

Instruction must be conducted in clear, confined water 
with a maximum 12-foot depth; a swimming pool is recom-
mended. Snorkeling, BSA is ideally suited to winter programs 
using	indoor	pools.	Three	45-minute	sessions	are	recom-
mended for instruction, practice, and completion of  
the requirements.

All requirements must be completed as stated on the 
Snorkeling,	BSA	application	form.	The	counselor	may	not	
omit,	vary,	or	add	requirements.	The	requirements	are	listed	
in	a	logical	teaching	progression.	Techniques	for	using	the	
mask, snorkel, and fins should be demonstrated and prac-
ticed separately before they are combined. Practical aspects 
of pressure, buoyancy, and submerged optics and acoustics 
(requirement 11) should be introduced as appropriate. Each 
session should combine a minimum of dry-land lecture, sev-
eral hands-on learning exercises, games, and individual prac-
tice. Additional cognitive information can be introduced 
during a review of the information presented in previous ses-
sions.	The	current	requirements	are	as	follows.

Requirements for Snorkeling, BSA

 1. Before doing other requirements, successfully complete 
the BSA swimmer test: Jump feetfirst into water over 
the head in depth, level off, and begin swimming. Swim 
75 yards in a strong manner using one or more of the 
following strokes: sidestroke, breaststroke, trudgen, or 
crawl; then swim 25 yards using an easy, resting back-
stroke.	The	100	yards	must	be	completed	in	one	swim	
without stops and must include at least one sharp turn. 
After completing the swim, rest by floating.

	 2.	 Discuss	the	importance	of	using	the	buddy	system	at	all	
times while snorkeling and list duties of a buddy, begin-
ning with equipment checks. 

 3. Explain the function, fit, and selection of mask, fins, and 
snorkel.	Discuss	the	use	of	inflatable	flotation	vests	and	
PFDs	when		snorkeling	in	open	water.

 4. In confined, shallow water (about waist deep), demon-
strate use of mask and snorkel:

  a. Show how to prevent the mask from fogging and 
how to equalize pressure in mask, ears, and sinus cavi-
ties. With your head underwater, flood the mask, 
observe the effect on your vision, surface, and drain the 
water from the mask.

  b. With your face in the water, breathe through the 
snorkel.	Then	submerge,	surface,	clear	water	from	the	
snorkel, and resume free breathing without removing 
the snorkel from your mouth. 

 5. In confined, shallow water, demonstrate the use of swim 
fins:	Do	first	using	only	fins,	and	then	repeat	with	a	mask	
and snorkel.

  a. Fit and adjust fins to feet.

  b. Walk with fins as if entering from a beach.

  c. Swim at the surface (10 yards) and underwater 
(three yards) using the flutter kick.

  d. Control direction without using hands while swim-
ming with fins at the surface and underwater.

	 6.	 In	confined,	deep	water	(six	to	12	feet),	demonstrate:

  a. Proper techniques for entering and exiting the water 
with  snorkeling equipment from a dock or boat.

  b. Headfirst and feetfirst surface dives, including 
proper body position for safe ascent and descent.

 7. Show knowledge of snorkeling signals:

	 	 a.	 Demonstrate	divers’	signs	and	signals,	both	audible	
and visual, for use at the surface and underwater.

  b. Set out a diver down flag and explain its function.
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 8. In clear, confined water eight to 12 feet deep that has a 
firm  bottom, while swimming with a buddy, use mask, 
fins, and snorkel to locate and recover an object from 
the bottom.

	 9.	 Demonstrate	basic	survival	skills:

  a. Float facedown for five minutes while breathing 
through a snorkel with a minimum of movement.

	 	 b.	 Demonstrate	survival	floating	for	five	minutes	with-
out use of a snorkel.

	 	 c.	 Using	fins,	show	how	to	tow	an	exhausted	or	uncon-
scious buddy to safety.

 10. Review and explain the eight points of Safe Swim 
Defense	and	BSA	Snorkeling	Safety.	Explain	training,	
preparations, and precautions required for snorkeling 
in open water. Explain environmental factors that affect 
snorkeling and discuss special precautions needed for 
oceans, streams, and lakes.

 11. Explain pressure, buoyancy, and submerged optics and 
acoustics related to snorkel swimming and diving.

	12.	 Discuss	the	effects	of	submersion	on	the	body	and	how	
to handle potentially dangerous situations:

  a. What is hyperventilation and how is it avoided?

  b. What are the symptoms and consequences of hypo-
thermia?

  c. Why is CPR training recommended for those partici-
pating in swimming and snorkeling activities?

*See	Snorkeling,	BSA	Application,	No.	19-176B,	for	
detailed requirements.

For information pertinent to Snorkeling, BSA require-
ments	3	through	12,	a	number	of	NAUI	and	PADI	publications	
are available through local dive shops.

Boardsailing, BSA
This	award	has	been	developed	to	
introduce Scout-age children to 
basic boardsailing skills, equipment, 
and safety precautions; to encour-
age the development of skills that 
promote fitness and safe aquatics 
recreation; and to lay a skill and knowledge foundation  
for those who will later participate in more advanced  
and demanding activities on the water. Boardsailing, BSA  
is well-suited as a program feature for older Scouts at  
summer camp.

Any person trained and experienced in boardsailing 
skills and safety may serve as a counselor for this award in a 
Scout summer camp program under the direction and super-
vision of a currently trained BSA Aquatics Instructor, or in a 
high-adventure program with the approval of the local coun-

cil service center. Scouts completing the requirements 
receive a recognition card and swimsuit patch. A completed 
Boardsailing, BSA Award application should be submitted to 
the local council by the counselor or unit leader.

Instruction must be conducted on a body of water meet-
ing the criteria defined in the BSA guidelines for boardsailing.

Requirements for Boardsailing, BSA

1. Review the BSA guidelines for boardsailing (see page 5-54) 
and explain steps you have taken to follow each of the 11 
guidelines.

2. Explain precautions to be taken for boardsailing on each 
of the following:

	 a.	 Lakes

 b. Rivers

 c. Ocean or bay areas

3.	 What	is	hypothermia?	Describe	to	your	counselor	the	
symptoms of hypothermia. What special considerations 
in preventing hypothermia are necessary for boardsailing?

4. Properly rig and prepare the sailboard you are using. 
Point out and explain the function of each of the follow-
ing: uphaul, outhaul, downhaul, cleat, leach, tack, clew, 
foot, skeg, centerboard, wishbone boom, universal, luff, 
and center of effort. Explain how to steer the sailboard.

5.	 Demonstrate	your	ability	to	uphaul	the	sail,	find	the	neu-
tral position to the wind (sail luffing), and control the 
board’s position with foot movement.

6.	 With	supervision	from	your	instructor,	sail	a	course	that	
involves beating, reaching, and running. Change tack by 
coming about.

Kayaking BSA
Kayaking BSA provides an introduction to kayaking skills 
and safety procedures and serves as a program opportunity 
for Boy Scout, Varsity Scout, and Venturing units in camp or 
out.	Mastery	of	Kayaking	BSA	skills	is	a	first	step	toward	sat-
isfying Safety Afloat guidelines for safe kayak excursions.

Instruction for Kayaking BSA is to be conducted under 
safe	conditions	on	calm	water.	Two	to	four	hours	in	one	or	
more sessions should suffice for instruction and practice. 
Paddle	lengths	and	PFD	sizes	should	be	adequate	to	fit	all	
participants. Feathered blades are preferred, but blades at 
the same angle are allowed. 

Counselors are expected to supplement the material in 
the Kayaking BSA brochure with their own knowledge and 
resources. All counselors must be trained in Safety Afloat. 
Any person recognized as a kayak instructor by the American 
Canoe Association or equivalent organization may serve as 
a counselor for this award with the approval of the local 
council. A person experienced in kayaking skills and safety 
may serve as a counselor in a BSA summer camp program 
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under the direction of a currently certified Aquatics 
Instructor, BSA. Kayaking BSA is intended to provide Scouts 
and their leaders with an introductory experience to kayak-
ing on lakes, ponds, slow-moving water, or calm ocean areas. 

Completion of this award should prepare the partici-
pants for more advanced courses designed to prepare the 
unit for touring and Class I and II whitewater. Any youth or 
adult registered with a troop or crew who completes the 
requirements is eligible for a patch and recognition card 
available from council service centers. 

Basic kayaking skills, safety precautions, and the award 
application are contained in the Kayaking BSA brochure,  
No. 19-510.

Requirements:

1. Before fulfilling the following requirements, successfully 
complete the BSA swimmers test.

2.	 Do	the	following:

	 a.	 	Describe	various	types	of	kayaks	and	how	they	 
differ in design, materials, and purpose.

 b.  Name the parts of the kayak you are using for  
this exercise.

	 c.	 	Demonstrate	how	to	choose	an	appropriately	sized	
kayak paddle and how to position your hands.

3.	 Do	the	following:

	 a.	 	Tell	what	precautions	must	be	taken	 for	a	safe	 
trip afloat.

	 b.	 Demonstrate	how	to	select	and	properly	fit	a	PFD.

 c.  Explain the importance of safety equipment such as 
PFDs,	air	bags,	grab	loops,	and	helmets.

4.	 Demonstrate	your	ability	to	aid	yourself	and	others	in	
the event of a capsize: 

 a.  Capsize your kayak in water at least seven feet deep, 
perform a wet exit if necessary, and swim the boat  
to shore.

 b.  With assistance, if needed, ready the capsized craft 
for use.

 c.  Show how to approach a capsized paddler in your 
kayak and tow him to shore.

 d.  While upright in your kayak, right a capsized kayak, 
empty it of water, and assist the paddler aboard with-
out returning to shore.

5. As a solo paddler, demonstrate the following:

 a. Entering and launching a kayak from shore or dock

	 b.	 Landing	or	docking	and	exiting	a	kayak

 c. Forward stroke

 d. Sweep stroke

 e. Reverse sweep

	 f.	 Draw	stroke

 g. Rudder stroke

 h. Back stroke

6.	 As	a	solo	paddler,	do	the	following:

 a. Paddle forward in a reasonably straight line.

	 b.	 Move	the	kayak	sideways	to	the	right	and	to	the	left.

	 c.	 Pivot	360	degrees	to	the	right	and	left.

 d. Stop the kayak.

50-Miler Award
Scouts or Venturers participat-
ing in a troop or crew canoe or 
boat trip of not less than 50 
consecutive miles in a mini-
mum of five continuous days 
may	be	eligible	for	the	BSA	50-Miler	Award.	(For	more	infor-
mation, refer to the Boy Scout Handbook.)	Troops	in	summer	
camp should be made aware of this recognition and encour-
aged to include it in their year-round program.

The	BSA	50-Miler	Award	application	is	filed	by	the	unit	
leader or tour leader with the local council service center.

Scuba BSA
Scuba BSA is a new program introduced in 2003. As of this 
printing, Scuba BSA support material has not been pub-
lished. A camp should not undertake a Scuba BSA training 
program until that material is available.

Scuba BSA introduces qualified Boy Scouts, Varsity 
Scouts, Venturers, and registered adult participants to the 
special skills, equipment, and safety precautions associated 
with scuba; encourages aquatics activities that promote fit-
ness and recreation; and provides a foundation for those who 
later will participate in more advanced underwater activity.

The	Scuba	BSA	experience	contains	two	parts—knowl-
edge	development	and	water	skills	development.	During	the	
first part, participants learn basic dive safety information 
and overview skills to be used during their water experi-
ence.	The	water	skills	development	session	introduces	
essential dive skills, such as mask clearing, regulator clear-
ing, and using an alternate air source.

The	Scuba	BSA	program	is	conducted	in	clear,	confined	
water by an instructor certified by diving organizations rec-
ognized by the BSA. Completion of Scuba BSA requirements 
sets the stage for additional training, but does not qualify the 
participant to dive independently, either in confined-water 
or open-water environments. Scuba BSA is not a diver certi-
fication program.
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Scuba BSA Policy
Any person possessing, displaying, or using scuba (self-con-
tained underwater breathing apparatus) in connection with 
a Scouting-related activity must either be currently certified 
by, or enrolled in a training course authorized by, the 
National	Association	of	Underwater	Instructors	(NAUI),	the	
Professional	Association	of	Diving	Instructors	(PADI),	or	
Scuba	Schools	International	(SSI).	These	agencies	are	recog-
nized by the BSA for scuba training and instruction. 
Alternatively,	if	PADI,	NAUI,	or	SSI	training	and	instruction	is	
not available, certification may be accepted from other agen-
cies	that	comply	with	Recreational	Scuba	Training	Council	
(RSTC)	guidelines,	provided	that	such	acceptance	has	been	
expressly approved by the BSA local council in consultation 
with the BSA national Health and Safety Service.

Cub Scouts are not authorized to use scuba in any  
activity.

The	use	of	scuba	is	not	authorized	for	Boy Scout unit, 
district, or council activity, including summer camp pro-
grams, except that registered Boy Scout youth and leaders 
may participate in the Scuba BSA award program conducted 
by a certified dive instructor in compliance with this policy 
and the procedures in the Scuba BSA brochure. 

Scuba training programs may be a part of Varsity 
Scouting or Venturing activities for participants who are 14 
years of age or older. Persons meeting the age requirement 
and who are properly certified may participate in group 
dives under the supervision of a responsible adult who is 
currently certified as a dive master, assistant instructor, or 
any	higher	rating	from	NAUI,	PADI,	or	SSI.	Student	divers	
must	be	under	the	supervision	of	a	currently	certified	NAUI,	
PADI,	or	SSI	instructor.	No	exceptions	to	the	BSA	age	require-
ment are permitted. Scouts with a junior diver certification 
may dive only when accompanied by a buddy who is a certi-
fied open-water diver at least 18 years old.

Because of lack of frequency of diving by most sports 
divers, it is important that any certified divers be screened 
and evaluated by a certified diving instructor before partici-
pating	in	BSA-related	activities.	The	skills	to	be	evaluated	
include the following:

•	 Use	of	buoyancy-control	device

•	 Giant-stride	entry

•	 Removal	and	replacement	of	weight	belt

•	 Neutral	buoyancy

•	 Snorkel-to-regulator	exchange

•	 Removal	and	replacement	of	scuba	unit	under	the	water

•	 Face	mask	removal,	replacement,	and	clearing

•	 Emergency	swimming	ascent

•	 Alternate	air	source	ascent

•	 Predive	safety	drill

•	 Five-point	ascent	and	descent

•	 Deepwater	exits

•	 Simulation	of	surface	procedures

Persons with symptomatic or active asthma or reactive 
airway	disease	(commonly	known	as	RAD)	should	not	be	
allowed	to	scuba	dive.	This	would	include,	at	a	minimum,	
anyone who:

•	 Is	currently	taking	medication	for	asthma/RAD

•	 Has	received	treatment	for	bronchospasm	in	the	past	
five years

•	 Has	exercise	induced	bronchospasm

•	 Has	cold-induced	bronchospasm

Persons	with	asymptomatic	asthma/RAD	who	wish	to	
scuba dive should be referred to a pulmonary medical spe-
cialist who is knowledgeable about diving medicine for a 
complete medical examination, including exercise and bron-
chial challenge testing. Any determination of fitness for div-
ing must be made on the basis of such examination and 
specific testing.

Scuba equipment may be used by trained summer camp 
aquatics program personnel for installation and mainte-
nance of waterfront equipment, or for search and recovery 
operations. Search and recovery includes lost equipment as 
well as rescue efforts.

BSA employees whose position descriptions require or 
anticipate	scuba	use	should	be	certified	by	PADI,	NAUI,	or	
SSI as instructors, assistant instructors, or dive masters, 
consistent with their duties and responsibilities. When 
scuba diving is to be taught in connection with any local 
council	program,	local	PADI-,	NAUI-,	or	SSI-certified	instruc-
tors should provide the instruction on a contract basis. Such 
instructors should have dive store or other commercial affil-
iation	that	provides	liability	insurance	coverage.	Direct	
employment of scuba instructors is not recommended.

Local	council	programs	may	not	compress	or	sell	air	for	
scuba use, or sell, rent, or loan scuba equipment to anyone 
for any purpose. All air and equipment for local council pro-
gram use must be obtained from properly licensed sources, 
unaffiliated with the Boy Scouts of America, and under the 
supervision	of	PADI-,	NAUI-,	or	SSI-certified	instructors.

Established and preexisting local council programs may 
request special authorization through the national BSA 
Health and Safety Service for exceptions to this policy. 
Determinations	with	respect	to	such	authorization	will	be	
based upon independent evaluation of each local program, 
confirmed in writing, and subject to periodic reevaluation.

“Hard-hat diving” or any diving using surface-supplied air 
systems is unauthorized in connection with any BSA activity 
or facility except when done under contract by commercial 
divers.
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Aquatics Special Events
The	aquatics	special	event	should	give	Scouts	an	opportu-
nity to show and develop their aquatics skill through recre-
ation and competitive activity. Although the young Scouts 
may see this as a contest to determine who is the best in 
each skill and which unit is strongest in aquatics, the aquat-
ics program staff and unit leadership must plan the event to 
provide opportunities for all Scouts to participate regardless 
of	their	ability	or	experience.	The	instructional	opportuni-
ties should be used to good advantage; teamwork, sports-
manship, and Scout spirit should be encouraged; and skills 
learned during the week of camp should be emphasized.

There	are	three	general	types	of	aquatics	special	events:

1. Aquatics Olympics—a series of events with recognition 
given to individual performance in each event and a unit 
award given for overall performance

2. Campwide special event—unit competition involving all 
Scout skills and including one or more aquatics events

3. Pageant—includes demonstrations and performances  
of aquatics skills by staff and Scouts, but no competition 
is involved

The	aquatics	program	director	or	representative	should	
work with the program director, commissioners, and unit 
leaders	to	plan	an	aquatics	special	event.	The	director	
should have several formats outlined for consideration by 
the unit  leaders. Once some consensus is reached on the 
basic format, then the specific components of the event 
should be considered. Competitive events should meet 
requirements as follows:

1. All competition should be skill-related.

2. All Scouts in all ability groups should have opportunity to 
participate in competition suited to their skills. Age and 
size might also be considered. Strong swimmers should 
not be repeat competitors until all have had a chance  
to participate.

3.	 The	events	should	not	pose	any	hazards	or	risks	of	 
injury and should be within health and safety rules of  
the program.

The	event	itself	should	be	well-organized.	It	should	com-
mence and end on schedule and should run 45 minutes to one 
hour maximum. Events should be sequenced and preliminary 
arrangements completed to minimize delays between events. 
One member of the program staff should serve as announcer 
to call for event participants, explain and describe events and 
demonstrations in progress, announce winners, and fill down-
time with comments regarding the program.

Two	or	more	safety	and	skill	demonstrations	should	be	
included in the program and should be scheduled so as to fill 
transitional or setup time between events.

Announcement of individual winners should be immedi-
ate, and the Scouts should be encouraged to cheer for their 
unit and its representative in the competitive events. Points 
can be scaled so that everyone who finishes will score at 
least one point for his unit. Award tokens can be prepared 
and distributed during the special event for recognition of 
individual Scout performance. Recognition of the winning 
unit may be announced at the conclusion of the event, or 
delayed until an award campfire or similar activity.

Each event should be under the direct supervision of a 
staff member, and all swimming and boating areas must be 
adequately guarded for each event. Buddy tags are used by 
all participants, and the announcer should give instructions 
as to which area the participants for each event should 
check	into.	Unit	leaders	should	be	asked	to	assist	with	the	
general discipline and orderly movement during the event.

Unit Leadership Training
A high priority for the summer camp aquatics program 
should be the training of unit leadership in aquatics safety, 
particularly as it relates to unit activity. Although most units 
are quite capable in this regard, many are not and all can 
benefit by either participating in training activity or conduct-
ing a unit swim or boating activity while at the summer 
camp. Every unit leader, in addition to participation in one of 
the learning or training activities, should be given copies of 
Safe	Swim	Defense,	No.	34370A,	and	pocket	card,	No.	34243;	
and Safety Afloat,	No.	34368B,	and	pocket	card,	No.	34242A.	

Every unit in summer camp should organize and carry 
out at least one safe unit swim in a remote area, if possible, 
using	only	unit	resources.	The	aquatics	program	staff	should	
provide counsel and assistance as needed in the planning 
and preparation for this activity, and a representative of the 
aquatics staff should observe the activity and be available 
for assistance if called upon. As far as possible, the unit 
should function autonomously in this activity. If appropriate 
and requested, suggestions could be offered after comple-
tion	of	the	activity.	The	Safe	Swim	Defense	procedures	
should be applied in all swimming activity for Boy Scouts, 
Cub Scouts, Varsity Scouts, and Venturers.

Every unit leader should also have opportunity to 
become thoroughly acquainted with the standards set out in 
Safety Afloat, even if summer camp facilities for unit activity 
afloat are limited. Group or individual review and discussion 
of the Safety Afloat literature is a minimum. A Safety Afloat 
exercise involving the unit leaders in actual planning and 
leadership of an outing on the water is recommended. If 
equipment permits, encourage unit leaders to take their 
qualified youth on a trip afloat as a training experience while 
in	summer	camp.	Those	units	that	expect	to	be	boating	or	
canoeing during the year should be given instruction in craft 
handling and safety.
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Obviously, unit leadership plays a key role in Scouting 
aquatics. Summer camp affords an excellent opportunity for 
training and preparing unit leaders for unit aquatics activity. 
A suggested five-day schedule (one hour per day) plan for 
unit leader training is as follows.

Monday—Safe Swim Defense
The	leaders	set	up	a	safe	swim	area	at	a	remote	site.

•	 Discuss	the	Safe	Swim	Defense	plan.

•	 Emphasize	the	key	elements—qualified	supervision	 
and discipline.

•	 Display	troop/unit	swim	kit	materials	and	discuss	how	to	
use them.

•	 Review	examples	of	unit	swim	problems	and	discuss	how	
Safe	Swim	Defense	properly	applied	could	have	pre-
vented each problem.

•	 Discuss	adapting	Safe	Swim	Defense	for	use	in	public	
swim areas.

•	 Discuss	the	leaders’	experiences,	both	good	and	bad,	
with prior unit swims.

Tuesday—Safety Afloat
Ask the leaders what their experiences both good and bad 
have been with boating activities, how comfortable they 
were in taking their units on trips, and what they would have 
done differently or the same the next time around. Explain 
that Safety Afloat has been devised in response to the prob-
lems occurring on unit boating activities, and review exam-
ples	of	such	problems.	Discuss	the	logic	and	common	sense	
of each individual point of Safety Afloat. Show that together 
the points match what the leaders themselves had said they 
would do on their next trip afloat.

Wednesday—Basic Boat Handling

•	 Provide	the	leaders	the	chance	to	acquire	basic	boating	
skills. Appropriate skills for canoeing and rowing are  
suggested by the basic boat handling tests on page 5-53. 
Appropriate skills for kayaking are provided by the 
Kayaking BSA requirements on page 5-25.

•	 Show	the	leaders	what	their	new	skills	will	allow	them	to	
do and what they will not allow them to do.

•	 Demonstrate	how	the	training	being	provided	to	the	
leaders would fit into the unit skill training program 
needed for various types of float trips.

•	 Demonstrate	that	basic	safety	features	of	Safety	Afloat	
(such	as	only	swimmers	in	canoes,	PFDs	being	worn,	
etc.) are reasonable.

Thursday—Basic Water Rescues

•	 Discuss	the	order	of	rescue	methods	and	why	a	lifesav-
er’s first reaction is not always the best one.

•	 Demonstrate	and	practice	reaching	rescues	with	arm,	
leg, pole, and stick.

•	 Demonstrate	and	practice	throwing	rescues	with	a	ring	
buoy, heaving line, and bleach bottle on a line.

•	 Discuss	what	lifeguards	and	the	lookout	do.

•	 Review	the	BSA	Lifeguard	program,	emphasizing	unit	
leadership objectives.

Friday—General Discussion
Have a general discussion guided by participant interests. 
Discussion	topics	should	include:

•	 Year-round	aquatics	program	opportunities	including	merit	
badge courses, swim lessons, snorkeling, and boating

•	 Opportunities	at	the	district	level	for	aquatics	events	 
and instruction

•	 BSA	aquatics	policies	and	procedures	relating	to	unit	activ-
ities (tour permits, float plans, insurance concerns, etc.)

The	success	of	a	unit	leader	training	program	in	aquatics	
at summer camp depends upon participation. Promote the 
program, keep it nonthreatening, and use the resources in 
the group.

Begin promoting the program when the unit first arrives 
in	camp.	Sign	in	participants	at	the	leaders’	roundtable.	The	
camp commissioner should resolve any scheduling conflicts 
for the leader (for example, a leader may need someone to 
supervise	his	Scouts	during	his	absence).	Take	a	personal	
interest in inviting and encouraging each leader to partici-
pate.	Leaders,	especially	those	who	are	not	strong	in	aquat-
ics, can come up with hundreds of reasons why it is not 
convenient for them to participate. Your goal should be 100 
percent participation, but you will need to work hard to get 
it.

Avoid any situations that could be embarrassing. Adult 
staff members should conduct the sessions, and as much as 
possible the sessions should be scheduled at times or in 
locations away from the Scouts. Keep the program positive 
and help everyone succeed!

Draw	on	the	knowledge	and	experiences	of	the	leaders.	
Use	them	as	resources	that	add	instant	credibility	to	the	
importance of your topics and the need for training. Ask 
some of the participants to conduct parts of the program 
and	to	promote	participation	by	others.	The	five	one-hour	
sessions outlined are intended to help adult leaders begin 
acquiring aquatics-related responsibilities in Scouting. While 
this by itself is reason enough for conducting a training pro-
gram of this type, do not forget the benefits to the camp and 
aquatics staff of having adult leaders in camp with an appre-
ciation of and skills in aquatics that can be drawn upon for 
assistance in the camp’s aquatics program.

Homesickness
A bit of aquatics program initiative in meeting the challenge 
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of the homesick Scout can make a significant contribution to 
the general summer camp program and can earn apprecia-
tion	of	Scoutmasters	and	camp	management.	The	young	
Scout who has difficulty coping with the uncertainties of his 
first time away from home frequently requires special atten-
tion. Without some special help, Scouting may lose a boy.

The	waterfront	is	one	of	several	areas	of	fun	and	excite-
ment. Because it lends itself to “spectating,” the waterfront 
may also lure those who do not have anything else to do. 
The	aquatics	director	should	make	an	effort	to	meet	the	
Scouts who may appear to be alone or inactive. Some Scouts 
may just be “between things,” but others may need some 
encouragement and befriending. A busy Scoutmaster will 
appreciate some assistance with a situation that has not yet 
come to his or her attention, and a surprising number of 
spontaneous skill-training sessions can result from such con-
tact.

Year-Round Aquatics
Aquatics is a key program element both during summer 
camp	and	as	part	of	the	unit’s	year-round	program.	During	
summer camp most Scouts will participate in an aquatics 
activity, whether it is the nonswimmer starting to learn how 
to swim or the older Scout learning a new aquatics skill. A 
unit’s involvement in aquatic activities should not end when 
campers	leave	camp.	The	objectives	of	Scouting	aquatics	
can be accomplished by making aquatics a regular part of 
the unit’s year-round program.

Council/District Aquatics Programs
Aquatics programs should be offered on a council and dis-
trict	basis	throughout	the	year.	These	programs	could	
include such activities as:

	 1.	 Learn-to-swim	programs

	 2.	 Merit	badge	courses

 3. Special-interest classes in advanced aquatics skills

 4. Snorkeling, BSA

	 5.	 District	swim	meets	or	carnivals

	 6.	 Small-craft	handling	and	safety	instruction	for	both	
youth and adults

	 7.	 Safe	Swim	Defense	and	Safety	Afloat	training	at	round-
tables and other training courses

	 8.	 BSA	Lifeguard	training

 9. Webelos Scout Aquanaut program

 10. Cub Scout swim activity

 11. Boardsailing instruction

	12.	 Mile	Swim,	BSA

Unit Activities
The	local	Scouting	unit	can	use	aquatics	activities	as	part	of	
its own program. Such activities could include unit swims, 
canoe trips, waterskiing, and fishing trips. Each of these 
activities requires different aquatic skills and resources.

Units	should	be	encouraged	to	have	safe	aquatics	activi-
ties throughout the year. Councils and districts can assist 
units by providing resources and making names available of 
those who can serve as instructors, merit badge counselors, 
and aquatics specialists. When conditions permit, camp 
facilities can be made available, during the off-season, for 
unit aquatics activities.

Aquatics Leadership
Units	are	often	concerned	about	the	availability	of	aquatics	
leadership and experience for unit activity. One of the key 
elements	of	the	Safe	Swim	Defense	and	Safety	Afloat	plans	is	
to have qualified supervision. It may be necessary to provide 
trained personnel to assist in the supervision of the activity. 
A primary service that the local council can provide to the 
unit is the training and development of leadership through 
participation in summer camp aquatics.

Community resources often available to units include 
American	Red	Cross	and	YMCA	instructors,	members	of	
local clubs, individual enthusiasts, merit badge counselors, 
teachers and coaches, and summer camp aquatics program 
personnel. Summer camp aquatics program personnel are 
good resources for the Scouting unit during the off season as 
counselors in aquatics subjects. Summer camp aquatics per-
sonnel and, particularly, trained BSA Aquatics Instructors 
should take the initiative in making themselves available for 
such activity.

It is the responsibility of the aquatics program staff at 
summer camp to take the initiative to provide assistance to 
the unit leadership in developing ideas and opportunities for 
safe aquatics during the 51 weeks they are not in summer 
camp.	This	can	be	accomplished	by	training	unit	leaders	in	
Safe	Swim	Defense	and	Safety	Afloat	as	well	as	in	teaching	
basic aquatic skills.

Adult unit leaders must be trained in the programs of 
Safe	Swim	Defense	and	Safety	Afloat	while	they	are	attending	
summer	camp.	Training	courses	should	be	used	that	involve	
the units in an aquatics activity that teaches the points of 
Safe	Swim	Defense	and	Safety	Afloat.	It	is	not	sufficient	to	
provide	only	a	classroom	lecture.	The	unit	needs	to	experi-
ence a unit aquatics activity using the points of Safe Swim 
Defense	and	Safety	Afloat.

Summer camp is an ideal time and location for the train-
ing	of	adults	and	youth	as	BSA	Lifeguards.	There	is	a	critical	
need to provide more trained lifeguards to act as resources 
to	local	Scouting	units.	This	will	encourage	the	Scouting	unit	
to use aquatics in its program year-round.
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Local Council  
Aquatics Camps
For a live-wire program for youth members interested in 
aquatics, try a weeklong aquatics camp in your own council. 
In addition to developing individual skills for participants, it 
will provide a backlog of trained assistants for aquatics pro-
gram staffing in summer camps. Every unit with an aquatics-
trained leader will benefit.

The	aquatics	camp	program	provides	instruction	in	
swimming, lifesaving, rowing, canoeing, and water special-
ties (waterskiing, sailing, motorboating, and snorkeling). 
Participants	can	qualify	for	the	BSA	Lifeguard	emblem	in	
addition to merit badges and special aquatics awards such 
as	Mile	Swim,	BSA;	Boardsailing,	BSA;	Snorkeling,	BSA;	
Kayaking BSA; and Scuba BSA.

These	aquatics	training	programs	are	usually	conducted	
in	a	one-week	camping	period.	Leadership	and	instruction	
are given by BSA Aquatics Instructor personnel. A minimum 
instructor-student ratio is 1 to 10.

Most	councils	usually	award	a	distinctive	certificate	to	
those participating in the program. Some have designed 
their own aquatics camp emblem to be worn on participants’ 
swim trunks.
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Listed	below,	in	descending	order	of	priority	and	impor-
tance, are the four elements of aquatics administration.

1. Program
	 	The	primary	element	is	program.	What	can	the	youth	do	

and	what	can	be	done	for	the	youth?	(This	primary	ele-
ment is discussed at length in the preceding section 
titled “Aquatics Program.”)

2.  Rules and Procedures
  Rules and procedures are necessary to assure safety, 

efficiency, and fairness in the program, but such rules 
and procedures should always serve to facilitate pro-
gram delivery. Rules and procedures are the servants of 
program, never the masters.

3. Personnel
  Given a solid program supported by sound and reason-

able rules and procedures, the next ingredient is person-
nel. Experience, skill, knowledge, maturity, responsibility, 
and attitude are personnel variables, and the director 
must mix and balance these variables to best advantage.

4.  Equipment and Facilities
	 	This	last	element	is	the	tangibles	you	have	to	work	with.	

A good program requires only the barest necessities but 
can be enhanced by a fine facility and good equipment. 
(This	last	element	is	discussed	in	the	sections	titled	
“Program	Area	Facilities	and	Layout”	and	“Equipment	
Maintenance	and	Repair.”)

Rules and Procedures
The	general	policy	objective	behind	all	aquatics	rules	 
and procedures is to assure that the best possible program  
is delivered in a safe Scouting environment that encourages 
the youth members and their units to participate in aquatics 
activity.

Before proceeding with our review of aquatics adminis-
tration in Scouting, we should consider and fully appreciate 
the nature of the responsibility and where it rests. For pur-
poses of illustration, consider the rules and procedures per-
taining to entry and exit from swimming areas at a summer 
camp waterfront or swimming pool. Responsibility for 
 operation of the check-in and checkout procedures rests 

with the aquatics program staff. If the turnstile and “in” 
board are properly managed, no camper will pass in or out 
of the area without a tag and a buddy.

It would be the height of irresponsibility to rely on 
Scouts—many of whom are no more than 11 years old, first-
time campers, and wholly unaccustomed to using a buddy 
tag—to make the mechanics of the buddy system work. 
Given the chance, three of five Scouts will forget early in the 
week and possibly one in five will still be forgetful at the 
week’s	end.	The	first	point	of	the	Safe	Swim	Defense,	quali-
fied supervision, recognizes that children who are having 
fun with friends in the water are not likely to be fully compe-
tent to protect their own health and safety. We are serving 
the youth. We do not expect the youth to do our job. 
Certainly	we	do	not	initiate	punitive	measures.	Doing	so	may	
discourage enthusiasm for aquatics, camping, and Scouting.

Most	of	the	rules	and	procedures	applicable	to	Scouting	
aquatics are determined at the national level and will be uni-
form across the country, but a significant amount of policy 
will arise from the way in which the individual program is 
planned	and	conducted.	This	local	policy	is	necessary	
because of those concerns and circumstances that vary with 
each camp, but determination of this policy should be con-
sidered carefully in terms of the general policy objective.

For example, if a particular policy is intended for safety 
and does minimize a particular risk but at the same time dis-
courages young people from participating in the aquatics 
program, it should be reconsidered. In many cases, an alter-
nate policy can realize essentially the same safety objective 
without discouraging participation. Furthermore, all pol-
icy—national and local—must be applied with a common-
sense	flexibility	bounded	by	sound	judgment.	The	trained	
aquatics administrator possessing common sense and solid 
judgment will not have difficulty determining when aquatics 
rules and procedures can be flexed or adapted to serve the 
program, and when they are truly inflexible.

Questions for the  
“Decision Framework”
1. Can I deal with this situation without compromising any 

aquatics rules or procedures?

2. Are there valid program interests to be served that out-
weigh legitimate concerns as to the inflexibility of aquat-
ics rules and procedures?

3. Are there special precautions or measures that can be 
applied to negate the risks?

There	are	several	important	points	to	keep	in	mind	when	
making decisions and exercising discretion affecting aquat-

aquatiCs administration
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ics rules and procedures:

1. Remember that rules and procedures are to serve the 
program, not the convenience of the staff.

2.	 The	circumstances	in	which	there	is	no	choice	but	to	
decline a reasonable request for special program arrange-
ments are rare and unlikely.

3. If you must decline a request, be firm, be sympathetic, be 
courteous, and suggest alternatives.

4.	 Try	to	anticipate	questions	and	problem	situations	and,	
in consultation with your camp management, plan ahead.

5. When making critical policy decisions, be sure all appro-
priate persons (camp director, program director, etc.) are 
involved in the decision making.

Personnel
There	are	five	basic	job	classifications	in	a	summer	camp	
aquatics program—director, assistant director, instructor, 
assistant instructor, and guard personnel. Job descriptions 
are as follows.

Aquatics Director
Qualifications:

a.	 Mature,	responsible	adult	(21	years	of	age	or	older)

b. Current BSA Aquatics Instructor training card

c. Currently trained in American Red Cross Standard First 
Aid including CPR, or National Safety Council First Aid 
and	CPR	Level	1

d.	 Leadership	and	managerial	capabilities	and	experience

e. Enjoys and understands children of Scout age

f. Possesses personal integrity and dependability

g.  Holds no other staff position

Duties:

a. General program planning and management including 
coordination with the total camp program

b. Policy determination and application

c.	 Leadership	and	supervision	of	personnel

d. Care and maintenance of equipment and facilities

e. Aquatics staff training

f. Special youth instruction

g.	 Unit	leader	training

Assistant Director
Qualifications:
Essentially the same as for director, except can have either cur-
rent	BSA	Aquatics	Instructor	or	BSA	Lifeguard	training.	Assistant	
directors usually are less experienced and may be under 21 
years of age, if maturity and responsibility are evident.

Duties:

a. General administrative responsibility as delegated by  
the director

b. Full supervisory responsibility in absence of director

c. Instruction

Instructor
Qualifications:

a.	 Mature	and	responsible	(at	least	18	years	of	age)

b.	 Current	BSA	Aquatics	Instructor	or	BSA	Lifeguard	training

c. Scouting background or comparable experience in sum-
mer camp aquatics and instruction

Duties:

a. Skill instruction and leadership in both instructional and 
recreational activity

b. Other responsibilities as assigned by the director

A Decision Framework for Applying 
Common Sense and Sound Judgment

question 1 • Yes do it!

 no

question 2 • no decline

 Yes

question 3 • no decline

 Yes

 do it
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Assistant Instructor
Qualifications:

a.	 Conscientious	and	dependable	(at	least	16	years	of	age)

b.	 BSA	Lifeguard	or	comparable	training	(Red	Cross	or	
YMCA),	or	special	training	under	direction	of	aquatics	
program director

c. Scouting background and summer camp experience

Duties:

a. Assist with instructional activity under supervision  
of instructor

b. Care and maintenance of equipment and facilities

c. Other responsibilities as assigned by the director

Guard Personnel
Qualifications:	Lifesaving	merit	badge	or	special	instruction	
under supervision of the aquatics program director. (Guard 
personnel are usually older Scouts, unit leaders, or camp 
staff from other program areas in camp.)

Duties: Assist in guarding and supervision of recreational 
and instructional activity; participate on part-time, volun-
teer	basis	or	as	BSA	Lifeguard	candidates.

The	duties	of	director,	assistant	directors,	instructors,	
and assistant instructors also include those relating to the 
general camp activity as assigned by the camp director or 
general program director.

The	recommended	minimal	staffing	includes	director,	
four instructors (including assistant director), one assistant 
instructor, and guard personnel recruited as needed. A sum-
mer camp serving 250 to 300 Scouts a week needs five to six 
instructors and two to three assistant instructors (a total of 
eight instructors and assistants) and as much guard assis-
tance as can be recruited. Split program facilities should 
have one assistant director for each division and may, there-
fore, require one additional instructor.

Personnel Management
Compensation	levels	vary	widely	among	councils.	Usually	
there is some correlation between average weekly enroll-
ment of the camp and compensation levels. An aquatics pro-
gram director may or may not participate in salary decisions 
for the aquatics program staff but should at least be advised 
by a camp superior as to the staff salary structure. Since 
individual salaries may become general knowledge, and 
unjustified discrepancies are potentially harmful to staff 
morale, a director should have knowledge of the salary sta-
tus of staff members under the director’s supervision. 
Appropriate criteria in salary determination are level of 
responsibility, age, experience, and special capabilities that 
provide additional scope or depth to the program.

A primary management skill is the distribution of work-
load so that all personnel are used most effectively to meet 
program objectives, but few hard-and-fast rules can be cited 
in this regard because of the variety of personalities and 
capabilities that may be included in any single program staff. 
Two	basic	approaches	in	the	area	of	instructional	assign-
ments are specialization and rotation.

Specialization can lead to more extensive development of 
specific skills or teaching techniques but may induce bore-
dom and less conscientious attention to the task. Regular 
rotation of teaching responsibilities may avoid potential 
monotony but hinder the development and perfection of 
critical teaching skills. Certain other considerations, such as 
class size or number of classes per week in a particular skill 
area, also may be important to workload distribution. 
Possibly the best approach is for the director to constantly 
monitor instructional activity so as to recognize deficiencies 
or potential problems and to make adjustments accordingly. 
Noninstructional work assignments and duties should be dis-
tributed so that no one is unfairly burdened or privileged. No 
such assignments should be made as a punitive measure.

Time off is generally a matter of camp policy and should 
never interfere with program activity. Adult staff (over 18) are 
usually expected to put in a full day of work and to take their 
time off after hours or on weekends. As far as the program 
will permit, time off during the week may be set aside for 
younger staff personnel. Policy regarding such time off 
should be determined at the outset of the summer and 
applied uniformly. (All BSA summer camp personnel should 
recognize that their responsibilities place service above self.)

Conscientious attention by the aquatics program direc-
tor to such matters as workload distribution will favorably 
influence the development of positive working relation-
ships	among	staff	members.	This,	plus	the	intense	nature	of	
the work, usually will lead to a strong, almost fraternal, spirit 
of camaraderie, but the director should be alert to symp-
toms of an emerging pecking order or of cliques that tend to 
exclude certain staff members. Should these situations arise, 
the director should confront the situation directly, either 
through individual conversation with staff members or, in 
severe circumstances, through group discussion.

The	director	should	also	be	alert	for	the	emergence	 
of another negative phenomenon—the competitive urge.  
A symptom of immaturity, it usually evolves into one-upman-
ship where staff members try to establish themselves as  
the	fastest	swimmer,	the	strongest	rower,	etc.	This	activity	inev-
itably leads to either friction or morale problems  (someone is 
always going to be put down), and the energy wasted on such 
activity can be more productively channeled into program 
activity. One effective, subtle approach by the director would 
involve a casual contempt for showing off and a high apprecia-
tion for excellence in teaching and other program skills.

For the same reasons that exclusive cliques and pecking 
orders within the aquatics staff are harmful to general 
morale and performance on the waterfront, elitist aquatics 
staffs are damaging to general camp staff morale and 
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	program.	The	aquatics	director	should	recognize	this	poten-
tial problem and work closely with the general camp man-
agement to avoid such problems. Opportunities for aquatics 
recreation should be provided for the general camp staff. 
Aquatics personnel should be involved in general program 
activities such as campfires, leading songs, and special 
events. Additionally, they should do their share of the dirty 
work, such as litter pickup, and night duty. Incidental ameni-
ties—remote aquatics staff living quarters and aquatics staff 
tables in the dining hall—only contribute to inflated egos 
and elitism and should be strictly avoided. Except for possi-
ble age differences, the aquatics personnel off the waterfront 
should be indistinguishable from other staff.

An older youth or adult whose self-esteem is so low that 
he must assert authority over an 11-year-old to support his 
own ego has no place in Scouting. Although the waterfront 
requires a measure of discipline and control for reasons of 
safety and efficiency, this is to be accomplished without top-
sergeant tactics	and	intimidation.	Most	boys	will	follow	
instructions from someone they respect; and when Boy 
Scouts are learning, interested, and entertained, discipline 
problems are few. When severe problems of individual disci-
pline do arise, the aquatics personnel should request assis-
tance from the Scoutmaster, who will know the background 
of the problem and how to deal with it most effectively. If 
punitive measures are to be applied, the Scoutmaster should 
be the primary agent. In direct contact with Scouts, aquatics 
personnel should be friendly, patient, tactful, supportive, 
encouraging, and considerate of young feelings. With respect 
to supervision and discipline, staff should be firm, fair, pre-
cise, and reasonable.

In many camps, being on the aquatics staff carries pres-
tige.	This	is	partly	because	of	the	responsibility	and	skill	
required. But for some immature young men, the exagger-
ated stereotype of the supermasculine lifeguard can lead to 
inflated egos and distraction from assigned duties and 
responsibilities. Adherence to policies as discussed above 
usually will minimize these problems. However, the director 
should be alert to indications of this attitude and should not 
hesitate to take corrective measures when needed. If admin-
istered promptly, skillful doses of sympathetic ridicule are 
usually an effective remedy, but some situations may require 
serious personal counseling.

Personal appearance and habits of aquatics program 
personnel should not be matters of controversy, but should 
be discussed briefly during precamp staff training to avoid 
later problems or misunderstandings. Questions arise most 
frequently regarding clothing and hairstyles. Swimsuits for 
instructors and guards should be comfortable, functional, 
and simple. Boxer or gym trunks, made of light, fast-drying 
nylon, are recommended. Brief tank suits are inappropriate. 
One-piece competitive style, or gym suits, or two-piece (not 
bikini) suits are suitable for women staff. Swimwear should 
not	be	a	reflection	of	personality,	lifestyle,	or	politics.	Loud	
colors and wild patterns are distracting and inappropriate. 
Only Scout insignia should be worn. If the individual is 

trained as a BSA Aquatics Instructor, only this emblem 
should	be	worn	and	it	should	be	worn	at	all	times.	The	
emblem is worn on the front, over the right leg, approxi-
mately an inch above the hem.

For	many	in	aquatics,	a	hat	is	essential.	The	first	require-
ment for headgear is utility—it should shade the eyes and 
protect the face against sunburn. If there is no utility in a 
particular piece of headgear, it has no place on the water-
front. Additionally, hats should not be billboards for politics, 
personalities, or commentary on things to do, see, or con-
sume. Such hats are not only a distraction, but may pose a 
challenge to others and have a tendency to disappear. Scout 
visor caps with local camp identification are recommended 
and usually available from camp stores. (Essentially the 
same	can	be	said	for	T-shirts	and	jackets.)

Simple utility requires that the hair be maintained in such 
a way that it does not interfere with or distract from the exe-
cution of demonstrations or other procedures, or obstruct 
visibility.	Loose	long	hair	and	some	facial	hairstyles	can	inter-
fere with rhythmic breathing, for example, and may require 
tying back. Beyond considerations of this sort, Scouting 
requires only that its leaders set the example by being clean 
and neat in their personal appearance and habits.

As for other personal habits, remember that you set the 
example. If you must use tobacco, do it on your own time, 
not in the presence of youth.

Opportunities for staff training should extend beyond 
precamp training. Aquatics staff who have not yet qualified 
for	BSA	Lifeguard	should	continue	to	work	on	that	program.	
Emergency procedures should be reviewed and practiced at 
regular intervals. A person can learn to teach a new subject 
by first serving as an assistant instructor, and then being 
assisted	by	an	experienced	instructor.	That	procedure	also	
works	for	counselor-in-training	(CIT)	programs.	Ideally,	the	
aquatics director should assemble a number of training vid-
eos in various aquatics subjects to serve as a backup for 
merit badge sessions during inclement weather. In good 
weather, the Scouts are often better served by seeing a live 
demonstration rather than a video. However, the videos may 
be shown to and discussed with the staff at semiformal 
nighttime training sessions (popcorn provided). An interest-
ing and challenging in-service training program promotes 
teamwork and enthusiasm and can help prevent burnout 
during a long camping season.

Equipment and Facilities
Early in the process of preparing to open camp, the director 
should make a detailed survey of equipment and facility 
needs to submit to the general camp management. Because 
the various program areas are all making similar demands 
on the scarce resources available to a camp, the director 
should conscientiously distinguish between necessities 
(essential to safe program execution) and other needs that, 
although helpful or convenient in the program, are less than 
absolutely essential. A priority ranking and full explanation 
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of the nonessentials can be of valuable assistance to those 
who must make budget or allocation decisions.

Also, a little pioneering spirit goes a long way on the 
waterfront, and all personnel should be encouraged to apply 
ingenuity in preparation for program activity (improvise and 
innovate). A detailed discussion of the aquatics program 
area layout, facilities, and equipment may be found in the 
sections	titled	“Program	Area	Facilities	and	Layout”	and	
“Equipment	Maintenance	and	Repair.”

Precamp Preparations
As a first priority, the aquatics program staff should join all 
other camp personnel in get-acquainted and program orien-
tation activity. Preparation of the aquatics program area 
should begin with a group tour during which the aquatics 
program director and the entire staff examine and discuss 
every feature of the program area or areas. Initial decisions 
as to area use and arrangement; major equipment, repair, and 
maintenance needs; and work priorities and assignments for 
area preparation should be made at this time. As part of this 
survey, a written memorandum of needs should be prepared 
for immediate submission to camp management or service 
personnel.	This	activity	also	should	provide	some	opportu-
nity for personal contact and get-acquainted conversation.

The	aquatics	program	director	personally	supervises	all	
area preparation to assure that all facilities and equipment 
meet program and safety standards. Additionally, this gives 
the director an excellent opportunity to assess staff leader-
ship capabilities, work attitudes, enthusiasm, and teamwork.

As the program area begins to shape up, the director 
should make special opportunity to observe the aquatics 
skills	of	each	aquatics	staff	member.	This	is	not	a	practice	or	
instructional exercise, but simply an opportunity for the 
director to gain knowledge of the skills proficiency of the 
staff. Special time could be set aside for this exercise, or it 
could be integrated throughout the setup work schedule. 
The	first	concern	should	be	swim	tests	for	all	personnel.	If	
the director is familiar with some or all of the staff through 
camp school or previous summer experience, this exercise 
may be limited accordingly.

After the general camp program and policy have been 
reviewed, the aquatics director and staff should review and 
discuss	in	detail	all	aquatics	program	and	policy.	(Discussions	
may be lengthy and are most effective when done in a series 
of sessions spread over a couple of days while camp is being 
readied.) Identification of individual program assignments 
and duties is an important part of these review and planning 
sessions. Each staff member should be required to prepare 
written course outlines or activity descriptions for each of his 
or her instructional assignments or program responsibilities, 
and these outlines should be reviewed and revised by the 
aquatics director. Questions about work standards, time off, 
emergency procedures, and other matters of policy or proce-
dure should be considered and answered during these ses-
sions.

Finally, before the first session of summer camp opens, 
the aquatics director should have each member of the staff 
conduct a walk-through for every activity for which the staff 
member	is	responsible.	This	will	enable	the	director	to	
develop and specify skill and instructional techniques that 
conform to Scouting standards. All skills should be demon-
strated and practiced as part of this exercise. Operational 
procedures (check-in, records, emergencies) should also be 
reviewed and practiced at this time. Swim tests and a recre-
ational swim for other camp staff personnel should be held 
as part of this activity for both practice and convenience.

Prestaff Week Preparation
■ Staff interviews and selection

■ Review inventory and request supplies as appropriate

■	 Participate in Order of the Arrow or other work week-
ends to become familiar with the condition of equip-
ment and facilities

■	 Meet	with	the	program	director	and	other	senior	staff	
members to determine overall camp needs and staff 
week schedule

■ Gather videos and other training materials

■ Review the latest editions of BSA literature to refresh 
our memory and to determine any recent changes

■ Renew first-aid and CPR certification as needed

■ Obtain physical examination as needed

■ Other

Facilities Preparation

Swimming Area
■ Initial inspection to determine needs

■ Final inspection before opening

General
■ Buddy board(s) in place

■ Rescue board(s) in place

■ Rescue equipment in place: poles, buoys, lines,  
and tubes

■ First-aid kit and backboard inspected and in place
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■ Emergency communication system tested

■ Area markers in place separating swim classifications

■	 Lookout	stand	in	place	and	inspected

■	 Depth	marking	adequate

Pool
■ Pool filled and balanced

■	 Deck	clean,	free	of	algae;	tiles	in	place

■ Vacuumed

■	 Test	kit	chemical	valid

■	 Test	results	posted	as	per	state	regulations

■ Ground-fault protection tested

■	 Lights	tested

■ Responsibilities for pool maintenance established; staff 
trained as necessary

■ Filters clean and properly charged

■ Chemical feed properly adjusted

■ Chemicals properly stored

■ Scum traps, ladders, and boards in working order

■ Water heater on and properly adjusted

■	 Toilets,	urinals,	sinks,	and	showers	functional

■	 Toilet	paper	and	cleaning	supplies	at	hand

■ All pool personnel trained in how to cut electrical power 
to pump room, lights, and plugs

■ Review conducted of safety precautions on use of pool 
vacuum system, including inspection of cords

■ Ground-fault protection checked

Lake
■	 Lake	bottom	cleared

■ Water quality, turbidity, and temperature checked

■	 Docks	in	good	repair;	checked	for	loose	bolts	and	nails,	
splinters, sound pilings, and anchors

■	 Latrines	cleaned,	inspected,	and	supplies	replenished

■	 Drinking	water	available

Both Lake and Pool Areas
■ Area thoroughly cleaned

■ Grass mowed, shrubs and trees trimmed

■	 List	prepared	of	items	needing	repair	or	painting

■	 List	prepared	of	materials	needed	for	repairs

■ Program materials in place, inspected, and  inven toried: 
red and blue markers, kickboards, masks, fins and snor-
kels,	Safe	Swim	Defense	on	display,	etc.

■ Area secured and keys issued

■ Other

Boating Area
■ Initial inspection conducted to determine needs

■ Final inspection conducted before opening

■ Area mowed and trimmed

■ Boat racks in good repair

■	 Docks	in	good	repair

■ Beach launching areas cleaned

■ Boathouse cleaned and repaired

■ Canoes inspected, repaired, and in place

■ Rowboats inspected, repaired, and in place

■ All sailboats and sailboards in place and tested

■	 Motorboats	registered,	in	place,	and	tested

■ Fuel for motorboats properly mixed and stored

■	 PFDs	checked	individually:	adequate	number	of	proper	
sizes on hand to begin program

■ Paddles checked for splinters and splits: adequate num-
ber of proper sizes on hand to begin program

■ Oars checked for splinters and splits, matched in pairs, 
and assigned to boats

■ Program materials in place: sculling locks, water skis, 
canoe gates, etc.

■ Buddy board(s) in place

■	 Lookout	tower	inspected

■ Rescue equipment in place
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■ Emergency communication system tested

■ First-aid kit and backboard inspected and in place

■	 Drinking	water	available

■	 Latrines	inspected,	cleaned,	and	supplied

■ Fences and gates in good repair

■	 List	prepared	of	items	needing	repair	or	painting

■	 List	prepared	of	materials	needed	for	repairs

■ Area properly secured; keys to boathouse and  
boats distributed

■ Other

Program Review and Training
■ Review skills and past teaching experience of  

staff members.

■	 Make	staff	assignments.

■ Nonswimmer instruction.

■ Beginner instruction.

■	 Merit	badges:

 —Canoeing

	 —Lifesaving

	 —Motorboating

 —Rowing

 —Small-boat Sailing

 —Swimming

■ Snorkeling, BSA.

■ Boardsailing, BSA.

■	 Mile	Swim,	BSA.

■	 BSA	Lifeguard.

■ Free swims.

■ Recreational boating.

■ Swim checks and other opening-day activities.

■ Special events: parents’ night program,  
campwide games.

■	 Safe	Swim	Defense	and	Safety	Afloat	leader	instruction.

■ Review program scheduling from previous years as a 
guide to what worked and where there were problems.

■	 Meet	with	program	director	to	determine	this	year’s	
scheduling procedure for each of the above programs.

■ Review general teaching techniques:

 —American Red Cross video, Teaching Aquatic Skills

 — American Canoe Association video, Canoeing and 
Kayaking Instruction Manual

■ Have each staff member read literature appropriate for 
his or her assignments, prepare written outlines, and 
check that all necessary equipment is available.

■ Review outlines and conduct walk-through of activities.

■ Provide time to practice skills, provide training in  
weak areas.

■ Review record keeping procedures and issuance of  
complete and incomplete merit badge applications.

■ Check program supplies; may be able to order  
additional materials if insufficient for season.

■ Buddy tags.

■ Red and Blue markers.

■	 Mile	Swim,	BSA	cards.

■	 BSA	Lifeguard	materials.

■	 Safe	Swim	Defense	cards.

■ Safety Afloat cards.

■	 Safe	Swim	Defense	fliers.

■ Safety Afloat video.

■ Applications for Snorkeling, BSA, and Boardsailing, BSA

■ Patches and merit badge pamphlets in trading post.

Safety Review and Training
■ Swim classification tests for aquatics staff members.

■ Swim classification tests for camp staff members.

■	 Review	Safe	Swim	Defense	as	practiced	at	camp.

■ Review procedures for swim checks and buddy  
board monitoring.

■ Review possible rescue scenarios and individual  
staff roles.

■ Establish procedures for staff monitoring of troop swims 
conducted under their own leadership.

■ Clarify rules for staff swims, including when only the 
aquatics staff is present.
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■ Review Safety Afloat as practiced at camp.

■ Establish boundaries for boating activities.

■ Review possible rescue scenarios, role of lookout, and 
use of rescue craft.

■ Establish rules for use of sailboats and sailboards.

■ Establish qualifications for staff instruction motorboat-
ing and waterskiing; review fueling, blower use, and 
other safety procedures.

■ Review safety precautions relative to sunburn, sun-
glasses, footwear, and ear infections for both campers 
and staff members.

■ Review first-aid procedures.

■ Review emergency communication procedures.

■ Review general camp emergency plans and individual 
responsibilities with the entire camp staff.

■ Fire.

■ Storms.

■ Intruders.

■ Reporting serious injuries or fatalities.

■ For lake swimming: Review and practice procedures for 
lost swimmer search; including other qualified staff 
members.

■ Review policy for recovery in case of unobserved 
drowning outside the swimming area.

■ Review decision process for curtailing activities due  
to rain, lightning, high winds, high water, or low  
temperature.

■	 Meet	with	camp	health	officer	to	discuss	communica-
tion of special medical conditions noted during screen-
ing that will affect swim classification tests and other 
program participation, e.g., ear infections.

■	 Meet	with	camp	health	officer	to	discuss	procedures	
involving spinal injury: involvement of health officer in 
boarding,	EMS	response	time,	and	training	in	use	of	
available cervical collars.

■ Review American Red Cross video and literature on spi-
nal injury management and practice until proficient.

■ Review procedures for exposure to hazardous pool 
chemicals.

■ Review training and utilization of counselors-in-training.

■ Review time-off policies and schedules.

■ Review campwide responsibilities and opportunities for 
aquatics staff members, e.g., volunteering to extinguish 
camp fires, song leading, etc.

■ Provide recreational swim(s) for rest of staff during  
staff week.

■ Check compliance with current national standards for 
camp accreditation.

■ All facilities and program activities reviewed; ask  
yourself “What accident is likely to occur here?” and 
“What is my duty if it occurs?” (Advice and quote  
from Baden-Powell)

■ Other.

Summer Camp Check-In
Several important aquatics program functions occur during 
the first day of each camp week while the units are arriving 
and	settling	into	camp.	These	first-day	functions	involve	reg-
istration, medical screening, unit orientation, swim tests, 
and program scheduling.

Registration
The	aquatics	program	director	should	make	certain	that	as	
each unit arrives for registration, the unit leader is provided 
with blank buddy tags and assisted in filling out a tag for 
each	youth.	The	unit	leader	should	also	be	advised	of	the	
procedures for completing medical rechecks, unit orienta-
tion,	swim	tests,	and	program	scheduling.	(The	individual	
assisting with registration and issuing buddy tags need not 
be a member of the aquatics program staff, but should be 
generally familiar with the aquatics program in order to 
answer questions and to assist the unit leaders as needed.)

Medical Screening
An aquatics program representative should work with the 
physician or camp health officer during medical screening to 
assure that the aquatics program personnel are fully 
informed about handicaps or health conditions that require 
limitations on swimming or physical activity, or that neces-
sitate special precautions. All such conditions should be 
noted on a special roster including a description of the con-
dition and explanation of limitations or precautions (e.g., 
asthma, fainting, heart conditions, limb or sensory handi-
caps, severe allergies, epilepsy, diabetes, sun exposure limi-
tations caused by medication, wound dressings), name, unit 
number,	and	location	of	campsite.	This	information	should	
be hand-delivered to the aquatics program director prior to 
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swim	checks	or	any	other	aquatics	activity.	(The	individual	
working with the physician need not be a member of the 
aquatics program staff but should be a person specially 
trained by the aquatics program director for this function.)

Unit Orientation
When the unit arrives at the waterfront program area, the 
unit members should be given a welcome and orientation 
presentation by a member of the aquatics program staff. 
This	presentation	should	be	brief	and	interesting	for	the	new	
camper, and should encourage the youth to participate in 
aquatics	program	activity	while	in	summer	camp.	The	basic	
procedures for use of the area and for the swim test should 
also be explained in brief and simple terms. If time permits, 
an aquatics skill or safety demonstration should be included 
in the presentation.

Swim Tests
Everyone should be given a swim test according to the pro-
cedures	outlined	in	the	section	titled	“The	Swim	Test.”	
Whenever possible, the unit leader should observe this test-
ing. Nonswimmers should be given a brief opportunity to 
splash and play in the water (no one in a swimsuit leaves the 
area dry) and to meet the instructor for nonswimmers.

To	administer	the	swim	tests,	a	member	of	the	aquatics	
program staff admits the unit as a group to the swim area by 
checking to see that everyone has a buddy tag marked on 
the front with name and on the reverse with unit number and 
campsite	designation.	The	test	should	be	administered	to	
each individual by an instructor or other qualified person 
who has been trained for swim testing.

On completion of the test, the instructor should mark the 
tag accordingly and return it to the individual. (Full coloring 
of the tags can be done as the unit members leave the swim 
area and are instructed as to storage of the tags when they 
are	not	in	use.)	The	unit	leader	should	be	encouraged	to	
record the swim classification of each member of the unit as 
an aid in program planning and for convenience in the event 
a tag becomes lost.

Program Scheduling
The	aquatics	program	director	should	meet	with	all	unit	
leaders and program commissioners to plan or confirm the 
units’ aquatics program activity for the camp week.

Aquatics Program Records
Aquatics requires a certain amount of paperwork. Just as the 
advancement awards provide incentive for skill and knowl-
edge development, well-kept records of progress provide 
incentive	for	advancement.	The	advancement	records	also	
assure accuracy in recognition for awards and recognition, 
facilitate reporting to the units on individual achievement, 
and enable camp management and local council personnel to 
evaluate program performance. Also, one special aquatics 
program record that shows the classification of swimming 
ability (the buddy tag) is an important safety and protection 
factor.

Aquatics program records may be grouped generally into 
four categories:

1.	 Daily	instruction	records	(instructors’	check	sheets	and	
class rosters)

2. Advancement records

	 a.	 	Training	cards	(BSA	Lifeguard,	Safe	Swim	Defense,	
Safety	Afloat)	and	award	certificates	(e.g.,	Mile	Swim)

	 b.	 Aquatics	Advancement	Record,	No.	33406A

 c. Buddy tags (also a classification record)

	 d.	 	Unit	advancement	charts	(usually	developed	by	the	
local council service center for unit recordkeeping)

 e.  Counselor forms for merit badges and other awards 
(given to youth or to unit leaders at end of the  
camp week)

3.	 Medical	records	and	accident	reports

 A health history form completed by physician, parent, or 
legal guardian must be on file for every youth in summer 
camp. Similar forms are also required for all adults in 
camp. Written records must be kept in camp on all acci-
dents	or	medical	treatment.	The	aquatics	director	should	
record all health-related episodes and forward these 
records to camp health personnel.

4. Program summaries (forwarded weekly to camp  
management)

	 a.	 Merit	badge	tallies

	 b.	 Safe	Swim	Defense	and	Safety	Afloat	commitment	lists

	 c.	 BSA	Lifeguard	recipients

All but the first category of records is forwarded to camp 
management (and ultimately to the local council service 
center), or is turned over to the campers and their unit lead-
ers.	The	daily	instruction	records	should	be	collected	each	
week	and	retained	by	the	aquatics	director	for	one	year.	This	
assures that if any other records are lost or accidentally 
destroyed, the records can be reproduced and verified from 
the instructor’s original.
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Guests and Visitors
Summer camp aquatics program facilities are for the use of 
campers and their leaders in summer camp. As a rule, guests 
and visitors do not use the summer camp facilities. If special 
circumstances arise and the aquatics program director 
determines that certain guests or visitors will be permitted 
to use the aquatics program facilities, several factors must 
be considered.

1.	 The	visitors	must	provide	information	on	individual	
health	history	or	medical	conditions.	This	can	be	accom-
plished in a brief interview in which the director asks 
specifically about current medication, known heart con-
ditions, epilepsy, severe allergies, susceptibility to faint-
ing spells, asthmatic conditions, and recent injury or 
illness. A simple alternative to the interview would be to 
request that each visitor complete the standard BSA 
health history form. Of course, the questions should be 

answered by a parent or responsible adult if a visitor is a 
minor, and the information should be considered care-
fully by the aquatics director before a final decision is 
made about the visitor’s use of the aquatics facilities. If 
the health information suggests a risk that cannot be pro-
tected, the activity should not be permitted.

2.	 All	elements	of	Safe	Swim	Defense	and	Safety	Afloat—
including classification of swimming ability and the 
buddy system—are observed and enforced.

A signed release form is not recommended. Such forms 
are misleading, have virtually no significance in terms of liabil-
ity, and may even encourage false security and carelessness.
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There	are	four	common	causes	of	accidents	in	aquatics:

Lack of Supervision and Discipline
Almost every accidental drowning can be attributed to the 
violation	of	one	or	more	basic	rules	of	water	safety.	Most	inci-
dents in Scouting occur in circumstances that easily could 
have	been	avoided	if	Safe	Swim	Defense	and	Safety	Afloat	
principles had been followed. Qualified supervision and dis-
cipline are the first and last elements of the Safe Swim 
Defense,	for	all	of	the	other	points	depend	upon	them.	All	
aquatics activity must be completely and conscientiously 
supervised and every participant must respect the authority 
of the supervisor and follow directions.

Physical Handicaps and Limitations
Those	with	physical	handicaps	can	enjoy	and	benefit	from	
aquatics activities if the handicaps are known and necessary 
special precautions are taken. Accidents occur when such 
limitations are unknown and undetected. Children, and 
some adults, are likely not to understand their own need for 
extra caution, and the burden is properly on the personnel 
responsible	for	safety	and	protection.	The	limitation	most	
often	unrecognized	is	simple	lack	of	fitness.	Many	accident	
reports indicate an overestimation of physical ability to 
engage in strenuous aquatics activity.

Boating Mishaps
When	people	learn	to	use	personal	flotation	devices	(PFDs)	
and to stay with a capsized craft, drowning statistics involv-
ing watercraft will be greatly reduced. Annually, hundreds of 
people die in boating accidents. In many instances the cap-
sized craft are found still afloat even though the occupants 
have drowned attempting to swim to shore. Even the lightest 
craft on the waterfront, the canoe, if properly constructed, 
will support 35 to 40 people when fully capsized. Remember, 
as a general rule, stay with the boat! (Note that different pro-
cedures may be necessary under some circumstances when 
craft capsize in fast-running water. For example, if heavy rap-
ids are downstream and the capsized craft is apparently 
going to continue moving with the current, a person may 
have to release the craft and make for shore.)

The	importance	of	wearing	the	proper	PFD	also	cannot	
be	overemphasized.	(See	the	PFD	discussion	following	 
this topic.)

Diving
Injuries frequently result from diving into shallow or other-
wise obstructed water. Even when drowning is avoided, crip-

pling neck and back injuries can result. Studies have shown 
that most serious diving injuries occur to males, ages 12 to 
31, diving from low heights such as the edge of a pool deck, 
a	dock,	or	a	pier	into	water	less	than	4	feet	deep.	Therefore,	
we require a minimum of 7 feet of water beneath and behind 
the point of entry for diving from the edge of a pool, pier, or 
floating platform.

Even sufficient depth and elimination of rocks, stumps, 
and other obstructions are not adequate if diving is not regu-
lated to avoid body collisions. Injuries during troop swims 
may result from jumping or diving from high points above 
the water onto people in the water below. Proper on-site 
supervision should prevent accidents of this nature.

Personal Flotation  
Devices (PFDs)
“Properly	fitted	U.S.	Coast	Guard–approved	personal	flota-
tion	devices	(PFDs)	must	be	worn	by	all	persons	engaged	in	
activity on the open water (rowing, canoeing, sailing, board-
sailing, motorboating, waterskiing, rafting, tubing, and kaya-
king).”—BSA policy.

Only	U.S.	Coast	Guard–approved	equipment	(Types	I,	II,	
or III) is acceptable for use in Scouting aquatics. (Ski belts 
are not acceptable.) All youth members should be instructed 
on	how	to	put	on	a	PFD	and	how	to	check	it	for	proper	fit.	
Unit	leaders	responsible	for	activity	in	craft	must	always	
check	to	ensure	that	PFDs	are	of	the	right	type	and	properly	
worn. Both youths and unit leaders should be taught the 
types	of	PFDs	and	which	one	is	appropriate	for	each	specific	
circumstance.

The	U.S.	Coast	Guard	has	identified	five	different	types	of	
PFDs:

Type I. An approved device designed to turn an unconscious 
person in the water from a facedown position to a vertical or 
slightly backward position, and to have more than 20 pounds 
of	buoyancy.	The	device	will	maintain	a	vertical	or	slightly	
backward position and therefore greatly increase chances 
for	survival.	This	is	the	most	effective	PFD	in	rough	water	or	
remote environments.

aquatiCs safety



42
aquatics

42
aquatics

Type II. An approved device that may turn an unconscious 
person in the water from a facedown position to a vertical or 
slightly	backward	position.	These	must	have	a	minimum	of	
151⁄2	pounds	of	buoyancy.	They	are	recommended	for	closer,	
inshore cruising.

Type III. An approved device designed to keep a conscious 
person in a vertical or slightly backward position; these 
have at least 151⁄2 pounds of buoyancy. While these have the 
same	buoyancy	as	Type	II,	the	Type	III	has	lesser	turning	
ability.	This	makes	it	a	comfortable	design	for	water	activi-
ties, such as rowing. Recommended for in-water sports and 
close inshore operation on lakes and ponds.

Type IV. An approved device designed to be thrown to a per-
son in the water, but not worn. It is designed to have at least 
161⁄2 pounds of buoyancy. Acceptable for boats less than  
16	feet	long,	canoes,	and	kayaks,	and	as	a	throwable	device	
for	boats	16	feet	or	longer.	Must	be	in	good	condition	and	
immediately available. Buoyant cushions and ring buoys are 
typical	of	this	type	of	PFD.

Type V.	Special-purpose	PFDs	have	their	range	of	approved	
application listed on the Coast Guard approval tag. Some 
have multiple ratings, including vests approved for commer-
cial white water trips and suits approved for workers on 
workboats or oil platforms. Some are inflatable.

Type	III	PFDs	are	recommended	for	most	Scouting	aquat-
ics.	Type	II	vests	are	acceptable.	Newer	Type	II	designs	pro-
vide a better range of movement than the traditional yoke or 
horse-collar styles. Vests used for water-skiing should be 
impact	rated	for	that	sport.	Types	I	or	V	should	be	consid-
ered for rough water or whenever head injury is a foresee-
able risk.

Proper	care	and	storage	of	PFDs	is	essential.	All	PFDs	
should	be	dried	off	the	ground	and	under	cover.	Direct	sun-
drying will cause discoloration and rapid fabric deteriora-
tion. Buckles must be maintained and repaired. All labels 
should be legible. If flotation material or fabric casing is dam-
aged,	the	device	should	be	discarded	and	replaced.	PFDs	
should not be used as seat cushions or kneeling pads.

Approved BSA forms completed by a medical profes-
sional have a space to list activities that are not recom-
mended. Any such instructions should be followed. Some 
chronic conditions, such as heart disease, back problems, 
asthma, diabetes, and epilepsy, may require special safe-
guards for participation in aquatics. Some conditions are 
self-limiting, for example, someone should not be pressured 
to lift a boat or participate in a sprint if they express hesita-
tion or uncertainty. Other conditions may require that medi-
cations are kept on hand. In rare cases, a condition may 
warrant	discreet	one-on-one	supervision.	Those	with	
chronic conditions that allow them to attend camp seldom 
need to be prohibited from engaging in aquatics activities. 

Some temporary conditions such as a wound with 
stitches, a broken bone in a cast, ears with draining tubes, or 
a severe sinus infection may require that the person not be 
allowed to submerge certain body parts.

Since chronic and temporary conditions are often not 
visibly apparent, communication of the screening results to 
program personnel is essential.
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General Health Protection

Physical Examinations
All persons at summer camp are required to submit evi-
dence of a recent health history and to undergo a medical 
screening	by	medical	personnel	on	arrival	at	camp.	The	
medical screening serves to identify new conditions and to 
give notice to camp personnel of physical limitations or 
other special circumstances.

Swimming Periods
Swimming is strenuous activity and youth ages 11 to 13 
should not be in the water for more than 30 to 40 minutes in 
a single swim period. With check-in and checkout time, 
45-minute recreational swims are recommended. A total of 
approximately one hour of swimming per day is generally 
recommended as a maximum for the Scout-age group. But 
swimming time can usually be safely extended if those in 
charge are alert and careful to bring individuals out of the 
water before problems of exhaustion or chilling develop.

Water temperature has a significant effect on stamina 
and resistance; 80°F is ideal. Safe time in the water is reduced 
by lower water temperatures. At 70°F, safe-in-the-water time 
may be no more than 20 minutes. If low or variable water 
temperatures are common in an area, a water thermometer 
should	be	included	in	the	waterfront	equipment.	The	same	
rules also apply to instructional activity, except that such 
activity as distance swimming must necessarily involve time 
in	the	water	in	excess	of	30	minutes.	The	required	precondi-
tioning and extra safety precautions are intended to balance 
the risks in distance swimming. Early morning swims in cold 
water should be avoided.

Aquatics activity after sunset is prohibited, except for 
swimming activity in a pool with proper deck and water 
lighting. However, pool swimming under these circum-
stances may still be limited by wind chill and lowered water 
temperatures.	The	only	other	possible	exception	to	the	sun-
set rule would be the use of canoes or other craft by staff for 
ceremonial purposes. For such activity, special safety pre-
cautions should be strictly enforced.

Since the body is more easily exhausted by physical 
activity immediately after eating, no swimming activity 
should be permitted within one hour after meals. An imme-
diate and potentially dangerous symptom of exhaustion is 
muscle cramping.

Infection
Sinus and ear infections are often associated with swimming. 
Their	incidence	can	be	reduced	by	minimizing	high	and	
deep diving, by not swallowing while swimming, by avoiding 
sudden exhalation of air underwater, by avoiding hard nose 

blowing during or after swimming, and by proper hygiene. 
Showering after swimming and thorough drying are recom-
mended. A few drops of commercial ear treatment or a 1:3 
solution of white vinegar and water in the outer ear canal 
help control fungus infections. (Check with your camp 
health officer before using any over-the-counter or home-
made solutions.) Ear treatments are not needed when swim-
ming in treated pool water. Persons with open sores should 
not be permitted to swim. Any symptoms of infection should 
be immediately reported to the camp health officer. A per-
son complaining of illness or showing signs of fever or eye 
irritation should not be allowed to swim without medical 
diagnosis and appropriate treatment.

Foot Care
All persons are required to wear shoes to and from the 
aquatics program areas. All ground and surfaces that will be 
walked barefoot within the program areas should be raked 
and cleared periodically to be sure that all hazards are 
removed.	This	includes	sharp	rocks	and	stubs,	and	glass	and	
metal	litter.	To	avoid	fungal	infection,	feet	should	be	rinsed	
and carefully dried after swimming, and socks should be 
clean and dry.

Nosebleeds
A nosebleed is a minor but not uncommon injury in aquatics 
or	any	other	active	play	or	sport.	The	blood	vessels	in	the	
nose lie very near the surface, and bleeding may occur with 
the slightest injury.

When bleeding occurs, squeeze the nose between the 
thumb and forefinger, just below the hard portion of the 
nose.	The	person	should	be	seated	and	leaning	slightly	for-
ward.	Do	not	lean	the	head	back,	for	this	directs	the	flow	into	
the head and throat. Apply pressure for at least five minutes. 
If bleeding does not stop within five to 10 minutes, consult 
medical personnel.

Sun Protection
Most	of	us	believe	that	sunburn	is	something	to	be	avoided	
because	it	can	spoil	our	fun	at	camp	for	a	few	days.	This	is	
certainly true, but there is a much more important reason to 
avoid excessive sun exposure. Skin damage caused by the 
sun during the first 18 years of life is a major cause of skin 
cancer as an adult.

Sunlight contains several different types of light. 
Ultraviolet	(UV)	light,	which	is	invisible,	causes	sunburn	and	
increases	the	risk	of	cancer.	While	in	most	of	the	United	
States,	the	type	of	UV	light	that	causes	sunburn	is	present	in	
significant amounts between 10 a.m. and 3 p.m.,	the	UV	light	
that causes aging changes of the skin and cancers is fairly 
constant during the whole day.
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Protection from harmful effects of the sun can be accom-
plished by limiting one’s exposure, wearing light-colored 
clothing, wearing sunglasses, and using sunscreens with an 
SPF (sun protection factor) of at least 15. White clothing will 
reflect some of the sunlight, but will not always stop all of it, 
especially if it is loosely woven or wet. Aquatics staff mem-
bers should use a visor to protect the face and eyes. 
Sunglasses	should	be	chosen	to	block	UV	light	and	a	lot	of	
visible light. Chemicals are added to glass and plastic lenses 
to	make	them	block	UV	light.	Tint	does	not	necessarily	stop	
UV	light	from	passing	through	a	lens,	so	look	for	a	pair	
labeled	UV	safe.	The	American	National	Standard	Institute	
(ANSI) “general purpose” or “special purpose” classification 
is	best	for	aquatics	activities.	In	addition	to	blocking	UV,	 
sunglasses must block some of the visible light. An easy way 
to tell is to look at yourself in a mirror through the lenses. If 
you cannot see your eyes, the lenses are probably dark 
enough.	Make	sure	the	lenses	cover	enough	of	your	eyes	to	
keep light reflected from sand and water from interfering 
with your vision.

Polarized lenses preferentially reject reflected light from 
surfaces such as the water. Polarized lenses are recom-
mended since reduction of glare not only offers additional 
eye protection, but also makes it easier to observe activity 
on or beneath the surface.

Hold the glasses at arm’s length, focus on a straight line 
in the distance, and move the glasses slowly up and down 
and back and forth. If the line becomes wavy, the lenses are 
imperfect and may distort your vision.

Sunblocks are made from talc, titanium dioxide, or zinc 
oxide	and	stop	all	sunlight	from	reaching	the	skin.	These	
products are especially suited for tips of ears and nose.

Sunscreens are generally clear and only reduce the 
amount	of	sunlight	that	gets	to	your	skin.	They	include	a	
variety of chemicals and have the SPF listed on the con-
tainer.	This	is	a	number	that	lets	you	compare	the	amount	of	
sunlight	that	different	products	stop.	The	SPF	is	figured	in	
the following way: If conditions are such that with no protec-
tion you would start to sunburn in 30 minutes, an SPF of 2 
would protect you from burning for one hour. Higher SPF 
values would let you stay out in the same conditions for lon-
ger periods before you got a sunburn. A product with a rat-
ing of SPF 10 will protect you twice as long as one with a 
rating of SPF 5. Sunscreens with a minimum SPF of 15 are 
recommended.

There	are	several	important	factors	to	consider	when	
using a sunscreen: 

•	 They	work	best	if	applied	1⁄2 hour before exposure so 
they can soak into your skin.

•	 They	need	to	be	reapplied	after	sweating	or	swimming,	
EVEN IF they are listed as waterproof.

•	 Reapplying	a	sunscreen	does	NOT	extend	the	period	of	
protection.	Depending	on	the	person,	one	can	burn	even	
using SPF 50!

Hyperventilation
Deliberate	hyperventilation,	defined	as	excessive	respiration	
leading to abnormal loss of carbon dioxide, thus suppressing 
the breathing reflex, has been cited as a factor in numerous 
drowning incidents. Contestants in underwater swimming 
events may be especially prone to this danger because, under 
the stress and excitement of competition, they may ignore 
their	own	built-in	urge	to	breathe.	The	possibility	of	such	an	
accident is increased by the common practice of overbreath-
ing (hyperventilating) before swimming underwater.

Overbreathing depletes the body of carbon dioxide, 
which	triggers	the	urge	to	breathe.	Thus,	the	urge	to	breathe	
is delayed to the point where the oxygen supply is inade-
quate and the person loses consciousness. In such cases the 
swimmer may have little or no warning that he is about to 
pass out. He may even continue swimming for a few more 
seconds. As a result, observers or fellow swimmers may not 
realize he’s in trouble until he loses all consciousness, auto-
matically breathes, and, in the case of the underwater swim-
mer, drowns. Competitive underwater swimming events 
are not permitted in Scouting.	(Underwater	swimming	for	
any reason is not permitted in turbid water. See page 5-87 for 
definitions of clear and turbid.)

Cold Water
Air or water temperature below 70°F may pose risks. If an 
adult of average weight is not comfortable in the water two 
minutes after immersion and without physical exertion, then 
the water should be considered cold and precautions should 
be taken. If goose bumps appear on the wet skin surface 
shortly after leaving the water, then the air temperature 
should	be	considered	cold	and	precautions	taken.	Moving	
water, as well as wind, substantially increases the loss of 
body heat and should be part of the chill-factor appraisal.

Remember that Scout-age children are unlikely to recog-
nize or acknowledge thermal risks when anticipating or par-
ticipating in aquatics activity. For this reason, assessment of 
environmental conditions and hazards, and the steps to 
ensure safety, is the responsibility of the adult supervisor. In 
addition to relying on their own senses, adult supervisors 
should closely observe the children in their care. Scout-age 
youth have considerably less body weight than most adults 
and may, therefore, chill more quickly. Also, the susceptibil-
ity to chill and the visible symptoms of chill may vary widely 
among children. Obviously, if conditions are such that any 
child in a group begins to shiver or show discoloration, then 
precautions should be taken for everyone.

The	first	precaution	for	cold-water	activity	is	to	reduce	
the length of time in or on the water. At 70°F, maximum safe-
in-the-water time is approximately 20 minutes. Open-water 
swimming	in	water	temperature	of	65°F	or	lower	may	pose	
substantial risks and should be avoided. In all swimming 
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activities, precautions should include procedures and equip-
ment for immediate warming of anyone showing symptoms 
of chill.

For all activity afloat on cold water or in cold weather, 
appropriate clothing should be worn for warmth with the 
PFD	worn	at	all	times,	normally	on	top	of	the	outermost	gar-
ment. A dry change of clothes should also be available in 
case of a spill. As in swimming, activity afloat should include 
procedures and equipment for warming anyone showing 
symptoms of chill. Overboard activity should never be per-
mitted	in	water	temperatures	of	65°F	or	lower,	except	for	
closely supervised capsize skill training in preparation for 
activity afloat.

Remember that some streams and northern lakes can be 
quite cold even on a warm, midsummer day. It is precisely 
these circumstances that may pose serious risks because of 
failure to recognize the risks and take appropriate precautions.

All persons with responsibility for supervision of aquat-
ics activity in or on cold water should be trained in the rec-
ognition, prevention, and treatment of hypothermia.

Hypothermia
Hypothermia is the body’s last defense against cold, its final 
effort	to	defend	the	vital	organs.	The	pulse	rate	slows	and	
blood is shunted to the critical organs and away from the 
extremities.	The	effect	is	to	keep	the	heart	and	lungs	working	
at	the	expense	of	the	hands,	feet,	and	head.	The	problem	is	
that in many situations the hypothermia victim needs the 
use of the extremities—possibly to hang on to a capsized 
craft.	The	blood	shortage	affects	the	brain,	and	survivors	of	
hypothermia recall a feeling of well-being sweeping over 
them as they begin to lose their mental grip. Early symptoms 
include violent shivering and convulsions.

In case of accidental immersion in cold water, remember 
that water (particularly moving water) conducts heat loss 
many times faster than air. Get in or on a capsized boat, or 
anything else available, to get as much of the body out of the 
water	as	possible.	Wear	a	PFD	for	warmth	as	well	as	flota-
tion. Remaining still and assuming the fetal position, or heat 
escape lessening posture	(HELP),	will	increase	the	survival	
time. Since about 50 percent of heat loss is from the head, it 
is important to keep the head out of the water. Other areas 
of heat loss are the neck, sides, and groin. If several people 
are in the water, huddling close side-by-side in a circle (hud-
dle) will help conserve body heat.

Signs of hypothermia include fatigue, drowsiness, weak-
ness, slurred speech, and poor coordination. Victims may be 
confused	and	deny	there	is	a	problem.	They	may	not	feel	
they are cold and may even undress because they feel too 
warm. Oral and armpit temperatures are unreliable in decid-
ing if a person has hypothermia.

Hypothermia victims must be handled very gently and 
should not be allowed to walk. Any rough or sudden move-
ment of a hypothermia victim could cause the heart to go 
into a fatal rhythm disturbance (ventricular fibrillation). 
Move	the	victim	to	shelter	and	warmth	as	rapidly	as	possi-
ble. Gently remove all wet clothing. Place the victim on a 
hard flat surface to allow for administration of CPR, if 
needed. Apply heat to the central core of the body (head, 
neck, sides, and groin). If no other heat source is available, 
place the victim in direct bare-skin contact with another per-
son to allow for transfer of body heat. 

Help (heat escape 
lessening posture)

Huddle
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Heat Reactions
Heatstroke, heat cramps, and heat exhaustion are brought 
about by both internal and external factors. Harmful effects 
occur when the body becomes overheated and cannot elim-
inate the excess heat. Reactions usually occur when large 
amounts of water, salt, or both are lost through profuse 
sweating as a result of strenuous exercise in an extremely 
hot atmosphere. Small children are particularly susceptible 
to heat reactions.

Heat cramps (painful muscle spasms of the arms and legs 
following strenuous exercise) occasionally occur for people 
who otherwise seem to be in good condition. Very hot 
weather and prolonged sun exposure are not necessary for 
heat	cramps	to	occur.	The	normal	contraction	and	relax-
ation of muscles requires a rather strict water/salt balance in 
muscle tissue. When a person perspires excessively, both 
water and salt are lost and body reserves become depleted. 
People normally interpret this depletion as thirst. If they sat-
isfy their thirst by drinking large quantities of water without 
taking any additional salt, they deplete the body of salt. A 
result of this abnormality of salt and water concentration 
within the tissue is an involuntary, uncontrolled muscular 
spasm that causes the characteristic cramp.

A normal intake of salt with meals will avoid problems for 
most people. Persons with persistent heat cramps should 
seek medical advice before attempting to supplement their 
salt intake.

Heat exhaustion (sometimes called heat prostration or 
heat collapse) is a fairly common result of extreme physical 
exertion	in	a	hot	environment.	Under	these	conditions,	the	
muscular mass of the body and the brain require an increased 
blood flow. Similarly, an increased blood flow is required by 
the skin so that heat may be radiated from the skin and sweat 
may be made. Heat exhaustion is a manifestation of the fact 
that the vascular system is inadequate at that particular time 
to meet the demands placed upon it by skin, muscle, and 
organs. In essence, the victim is in a state of mild shock. 
Symptoms include weakness, fainting, dizziness, headache, 
loss of appetite, and nausea. A victim of heat exhaustion 
should be made to rest in a cool location to allow the vascular 
system an opportunity to meet the demands placed upon it.

A sunstroke is more correctly called a heatstroke, for sun 
exposure is not necessary for this condition to develop. It is 
by far the least common of the heat reactions, and by far the 
most serious. Normally, when a person is exposed to a par-
ticularly warm environment, the body automatically acti-
vates cooling mechanisms. Heatstroke occurs when these 
heat regulatory mechanisms of the body fail. Prolonged 
exertion in a very warm, humid environment can cause a 
cessation of sweating, a principal body mechanism for heat 
loss, and lead to heatstroke. Victims show flushed red skin 
with	high	body	temperature.	Usually	the	skin	is	dry,	but	
there may be some sweating. Pulse is rapid and weak.

Heatstroke is a life-threatening emergency and requires 
immediate treatment. Quick action must be taken to cool the 

body. Immersion, fanning, and sponging with cool water or 
rubbing alcohol may be effective first aid. Emergency trans-
portation and hospitalization must follow first aid.

Protection From Insects
Unfortunately,	most	aquatics	program	areas	are	not	free	of	
insects.	Usually	this	is	an	inconvenience	and	does	not	pose	
a serious health threat.

However, ticks can carry diseases that can make a per-
son very ill. Several easy measures can be taken to decrease 
the	chance	of	a	tick	bite.	The	easiest	is	to	make	sure	that	the	
waterfront and all paths leading to it are free of undergrowth. 
If the trails are kept clear, and people stay on them, the 
chance of getting a tick bite is greatly reduced. If it is neces-
sary to go into an area where there is no clear trail, wear long 
pants with the ends tucked in your socks. Apply an insect 
repellent containing 0.5 percent permethrin to clothes 
before entering the wooded or grassy area. Permethrin 
should	NEVER	be	applied	to	the	skin	as	it	is	very	toxic.	Daily	
bathing and inspection for ticks can reduce the chances of 
problems. It is important to remember that the deer tick, 
which is one variety that carries human diseases, is no larger 
than the period at the end of this sentence. Removal of 
implanted ticks should be done at the health lodge.

Mosquitoes	also	can	pose	a	health	threat.	The	Culex pipi-
ens	mosquito	(the	common	house	mosquito	of	the	United	
States) has been identified as the carrier of West Nile virus. 
This	particular	mosquito	feeds	on	infected	birds	and	then	
bites	humans.	The	symptoms	of	infection	often	include	rapid	
onset of headache, high fever, disorientation, tremors, and 
convulsions. In only the most severe and rare cases is paral-
ysis or death a result. 

The	most	common	breeding	environment	for	this	mos-
quito is stagnant water found in old tires and metal drums or 
containers. All camps should be inspected for such condi-
tions, and any found should be removed. Additionally, 
screened windows and doors of buildings should be repaired 
as necessary.

To	 reduce	 the	 r isk	 of 	 mosquito	 bites, 	 health	 
authorities recommend

•	 Minimizing	outdoor	activities	between	dusk	and	dawn.

•	 Wearing	long-sleeved	shirts	and	long	pants	whenever	
spending time in likely mosquito habitats such as woods 
or wetlands.

•	 Using	an	insect	repellent	containing	DEET,	according	to	
label	instructions.	In	no	case	should	DEET	be	sprayed	
directly onto skin.

Some people have rapid, life-threatening allergic reac-
tions to insect stings. If confronted with such a situation, 
aquatic staff should follow the camp’s emergency first-aid 
procedures. People with known susceptibility may carry 
medications for emergency self-administration.
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First Aid
The	aquatics	program	provides	only	preliminary	first-aid	
treatment in anticipation of treatment to be given by camp 
personnel with primary responsibility for health and medi-
cal	services.	This	preliminary	first	aid	includes	stabilizing	
the injured for transportation, providing emergency trans-
portation, and administering basic life support in critical 
circumstances. National policy requires that all injuries be 
treated and recorded in council records by the camp health 
officer. Appropriate first-aid equipment should be available 
at each aquatics program area. Standard camp inspection 
criteria require that aquatics program areas have on hand 
for immediate use at least two blankets, cravat bandages, a 
first-aid kit, and a backboard.

At least one person trained in cardiopulmonary resusci-
tation (basic life support) by the American Heart Association 
or the American Red Cross must be on duty in each aquatics 
program area at all times that aquatics activity is in prog-
ress. All program personnel should be trained and compe-
tent to give aid in the event of an emergency.

Protection From Body Fluids
On occasion, members of the aquatics staff will provide first 
aid for cuts. Whenever practical, latex or vinyl gloves should 
be used to keep from contacting blood. If blood is spilled, it 
can be disinfected by using a dilute solution of sodium hypo-
chlorite	(household	chlorine	bleach).	The	bleach	should	be	
stored in a tightly sealed container that is kept in a cool, dry 
place.	The	solution	should	be	mixed	fresh	before	each	use.	
Adding two tablespoons (one ounce) of bleach to a cup of 
water will make the right strength for use as a disinfectant. 
Using	gloves,	wipe	up	any	blood	or	other	body	fluid	with	a	
towel.	Then	wipe	the	bleach	solution	on	the	surface	and	let	
it	dry.	This	solution	is	corrosive	to	aluminum.

The	use	of	a	mouth-barrier	device	is	an	appropriate	pre-
caution to reduce the risk of disease transmission during 
rescue breathing.

Diving Injury
Camp aquatics staff members should be trained in the pre-
vention,	recognition,	and	care	of	spinal	injuries.	The	training	
should be appropriate for the camp setting, for example, 
techniques advocated for a pool may need adjustment if the 
camp swimming area has extremely shallow water or waves. 
If the victim of a suspected spinal injury is in the water, the 
aquatics staff normally is responsible for activating the 
camp’s emergency communication system, controlling other 
swimmers in the area, beginning in-line stabilization of the 
victim, and taking a primary assessment of condition (ABCs). 
Removal of the victim from the water may be a coordinated 
effort of the aquatics staff, the camp medical officer, and/or 
local	EMS,	depending	on	the	camp	situation.	For	example,	
EMS	personnel	may	arrive	at	a	Cub	Scout	camp	in	an	urban	

area while in-line stabilization and the initial assessment are 
taking	place.	The	aquatics	director	should	check	with	the	
camp health officer on the letter of agreement between the 
camp and advanced life support agencies to establish roles 
while developing an emergency action plan for spinal injury.

Although a minimum of two rescuers can successfully 
secure a victim to a backboard if necessary, additional 
trained personnel are often available in a camp setting and 
should assist. Everyone with a likely responsibility for 
responding to a spinal injury should review and practice 
their	roles	during	staff	training.	The	aquatics	director	should	
develop and oversee that training in coordination with the 
camp health officer. If the camp operates for several weeks, 
additional review and practice sessions may be an appropri-
ate component of in-service training.

Each aquatics program area should have one or more 
backboards within easy access. Straps or other fastening 
devices and a head immobilization unit are also needed. 
Commercially manufactured equipment is recommended. 
Ideally, straps and a head immobilizer are kept attached to a 
board ready for use in a spinal injury. However, such attach-
ments may interfere with the use of the board for removal of 
unconscious victims who do not have a spinal injury. If the 
straps and head immobilization unit are not kept attached to 
the board in a ready position, they should be stored nearby 
and their attachment should be part of the practice drills. 
Note that equipment kept at the camp swimming area for 
emergency response and training may be supplemented by 
equipment maintained and transported by the camp medi-
cal officer.

Drowning and Near-Drowning
The	worst	of	aquatics	problems	is	also	the	easiest	to	pre-
vent.	By	strict	adherence	to	the	Safe	Swim	Defense	and	
Safety Afloat plans, the vast majority of drownings would 
never happen. Risk factors for drowning, besides swimming 
beyond one’s ability, include fatigue, hypothermia, hyper-
ventilation, and diving injuries. Studies have shown that 25 
percent of adult drownings are associated with alcohol use.

“Drowning”	is	a	general	term	used	to	describe	death	by	
being	under	water	too	long	without	oxygen.	Death	under	
water can occur many different ways, but they all lead to 
inadequate oxygen in the bloodstream, which causes the 
brain and the heart to stop functioning. About 10 percent of 
drowning victims do not get any water in their lungs 
because the larynx (voice box) blocks off the airway by a 
reflex. While there are some differences between salt- and 
freshwater drownings, they do not matter much at the 
scene.	Many	drowning	victims	swallow	a	lot	of	water,	and	
this can cause stomach bloating that may interfere with 
resuscitation attempts.

After only a few minutes without oxygen, the heart 
stops	beating.	That	means	the	victim	has	no	pulse	in	the	
neck and is clinically dead. Biologic death, or the irrevers-
ible breakdown of cells and processes in the body, occurs 
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almost right away. If cardiopulmonary resuscitation is 
started quickly, it is possible to reverse clinical death and 
bring a person “back to life.” In drowning, as in other cases 
of heart and breathing arrest, the amount of time that is 
available before biologic death sets in is short. However, 
since people who have drowned are usually cooler than 
normal body temperature from being immersed, that criti-
cal time between the onset of reversible clinical death and 
irreversible	biologic	death	is	sometimes	extended.	The	
same is true for children and infants.

For this reason, it is crucial that resuscitation efforts be 
well-organized	and	continued.	The	head	and	neck	should	be	
moved as little as possible and should be stabilized if a div-
ing injury is suspected.

Submersion incidents or near-drownings usually involve 
aspiration of some water (in 85 percent to 90 percent of 
cases) and frequently aspiration of foreign material in the 
water, such as dirt, algae, pool chemicals, bacteria, and 
other contaminants. All of these serve to interfere with the 
chemical lining of the lung that helps it to stay inflated. After 
resuscitation from a submersion incident, this effect may 
persist and may cause problems such as acute respiratory 
distress	or	pneumonia.	These	conditions	may	not	occur	
immediately, so it is important to arrange for appropriate 
transportation of submersion victims to a health facility 
where they can be observed for delayed problems.

If an individual who has been resuscitated refuses to 
allow transportation, you should write down as much infor-
mation as you can about the incident, including the victim’s 
name and address (if the victim will give it to you) and turn 
in this report to your local council Scout executive or  
the designee.

Emergency Procedures  
in Summer Camp
The	safe	operation	of	an	aquatics	program	depends	not	only	
on the application of policies designed to prevent emergen-
cies, but also on preparations to handle emergencies that 
may arise. General emergency action plans will be in place for 
campwide situations such as tornadoes, fire, and intruders. 
Those	should	be	reviewed	with	the	entire	camp	staff	by	camp	
management. Additional plans specific to swimming and 
boating programs are the responsibility of the camp aquatics 
director, working in conjunction with the camp health officer 
and other camp management.

Prior to the opening of camp, the aquatics director should 
develop or review emergency action plans to handle situa-
tions such as a person suffering a stroke or seizure while sail-
ing, a spinal injury in a crowded pool, or finding a submerged 
swimmer in turbid water. Plans should be shared with all 
appropriate personnel, coordinated with local emergency 
services, and practiced to the extent possible.

Emergency action plans are facility-specific, and details 
might vary from facility to facility even when situations are 
similar. Several situations might be covered by a single plan. 
For instance, one plan will suffice for a variety of medical 
emergencies in a variety of boats if the overall response does 
not depend critically on those details. Plans will tend to share 
common elements. For example, notification following a seri-
ous injury incident should follow standard BSA procedures in 
all cases.

The	first	step	in	formulating	an	emergency	action	plan	is	
to assess who is at risk under what circumstances. Worst-
case	scenarios	should	be	considered.	The	second	step	is	to	
determine who responds and how. Each plan should address 
the following basics:

•	 Who	is	in	charge	of	overall	response

•	 Who	is	responsible	for	each	task

•	 Emergency	alert	system	within	the	program	area

•	 Specific	response/rescue	procedures

•	 Coverage	of	vacated	patrol	areas

•	 Supervision	of	Scouts	not	directly	involved	in	 
the incident

•	 Need	and	procedure	to	evacuate	area

•	 Emergency	communication	with	the	rest	of	camp	and	out-
side services

•	 Need	for	backup	support	and	equipment

•	 Need	to	summon	EMS	and/or	law	enforcement

•	 Aftercare	of	subjects

•	 Notification	of	family,	authorities,	and	the	media

•	 Replacement	of	used	equipment

•	 Debriefing	and	reporting

An accurate drawing of the program area, including water 
depths, is useful for reviewing potential problem areas, utility 
shut-offs, locations of rescue personnel and equipment, 
access for emergency transportation, and evacuation routes.

While formulating an emergency action plan, determine 
the status and location of rescue equipment. Acquire or 
replace as appropriate. Also, test available communication 
systems. Evaluate them for reliability and effectiveness. If not 
satisfactory, alternates may be needed.

A flowchart showing how personnel are to respond  
during an emergency is useful to clarify roles and check  
for completeness.

Effective emergency action plans contain specific infor-
mation that is easily understood by all who may have occa-
sion to use them. Personnel who respond to emergencies 
should be trained in the procedures to be followed, including 
the appropriate use of equipment. Practice drills serve to 
check the thoroughness of the plan and the readiness of 
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those charged with its execution. Ideally, leadership during 
practice emergency drills should be rotated among staff.

It is important that outside response teams, the camp 
health officer, and camp aquatics personnel understand their 
relationships and what each can expect of the others. 
Aquatics staff members are usually first on the scene of a 
water-related incident, but generally are not trained beyond 
basic	first	aid.	They	manage	the	scene	consistent	with	their	
level of training until the arrival of persons with a higher level 
of	training,	such	as	the	camp	health	officer	or	EMS.	The	camp	
health officer should be involved in the development and 
practice of emergency action plans for the aquatics program 
areas.	The	camp	health	officer	should	be	involved	in	the	
development and practice of emergency action plans for the 
aquatics	program	areas.	The	camp	health	officer	should	also	
work with the aquatics director to coordinate with outside 
services	such	as	EMS,	search	and	rescue	squads,	hospitals,	
and law enforcement. If possible, the camp health officer 
should arrange a visit to the camp by outside response 
teams.	The	aquatics	director	and	staff	should	be	present	
when they review the aquatics program area.

Emergency Communications
Adequate communication is an important aspect of all emer-
gency action plans. Several types of communication are 
needed in an emergency: 

•	 Between	initial	responders

•	 Between	responder	and	victim

•	 Between	response	team	and	Scouts	not	directly	involved

•	 Between	the	site	and	other	parts	of	camp

•	 Between	the	site	and	outside	EMS

Emergency actions plans should consider each aspect.
Emergency response personnel at the scene need to be 

able to quickly alert each other of the situation and the 
actions they are initiating (often two or more people will 
notice the problem almost simultaneously). An audible sig-
nal, given by the staff member who first responds, should be 
followed by a quick visual scan by other individuals charged 
with response. Although a coded whistle blast is a standard 
emergency alert signal at a pool, a verbal message, such as 
“active victim,” “submerged victim,” or “spinal injury” may 
better convey essential information. Verbal communication 
is particularly important at the boating area. For example, a 
staff member launching the rescue craft may need to tell the 
lookout “injury at canoe 5, call for backup,” or, alternatively, 
a lookout in a tower may need to tell his counterpart check-
ing out boats “injury at canoe 5, man rescue boat, I’ll call for 
backup and cover the shore.”

It also is important to be able to communicate with the 
person in distress, both to provide directions and to offer 
encouragement. For a swimming rescue of a conscious vic-
tim, a simple “grab this” is appropriate when presenting the 

rescue tube. At the boating area, there may be a need to con-
vey instructions such as “go back to the boat, help is on the 
way” or “let go of the sail and the tiller.” A battery-operated 
megaphone is useful in such circumstances.

Emergency responders also need to be able to effectively 
provide instructions to onlookers who are not in need of 
assistance. At swimming areas, the standard signal for a 
buddy check can be used to quickly gain attention and clear 
the water (if that action is appropriate). A megaphone is use-
ful for providing detailed instructions at both the swimming 
and boating areas. A compressed-air boat horn is useful for 
gaining attention prior to giving instructions.

Although some camps may rely on audible signals or a 
runner to alert essential camp personnel (e.g., the camp med-
ical officer) of a problem at an aquatics program area, phones 
or radios provide better exchange of important information. 
If phones and radios are used, they should be checked at the 
beginning of each day for proper operation and continuously 
monitored by medical personnel. If phone lines are strung on 
overhead poles, a backup system may be needed in case 
severe weather results in downed lines.

If radios are used, formal procedures and expectations 
need to be established, including general etiquette, emer-
gency call signs, and who is responsible for maintaining a 
charged battery. Complications may arise if a single channel 
is used for all general camp operations as well as emergen-
cies. For example, instructors for a boating class may carry a 
radio in their craft to be able to make outgoing requests for 
emergency aid. However, if it is important to alert them to an 
emergency in another part of camp, a backup system may be 
needed.	They	may	not	be	monitoring	their	radio	continu-
ously because its persistent, irrelevant chatter might distract 
Scouts in class.

Wireless telephones might be appropriate for situations 
such as an instructor in a ski boat or a unit on an overnight 
boat trip, provided reception is adequate.

Lastly,	it	is	very	important	that	a	procedure	is	established	
to quickly request emergency aid from outside agencies 
(EMS,	fire,	law	enforcement).	Emergency	action	plans	should	
specify primary and alternate camp personnel with the 
authority and responsibility to place such requests.  
In addition:

•	 Emergency	telephone	numbers	and	procedures	should	be	
listed near each phone.

•	 A	checklist	of	information	to	be	provided	should	include:

 —Name of caller

 —Identification and location of facility

	 —	Location	of	the	facility	where	the	accident	occurred	(i.e.,	
bathhouse, beach, pool, campsite or activity area, etc.)

	 —	Type	of	incident—drowning;	cardiac	arrest;	severe	
bleeding; head, neck, or spine injury; etc.

	 —Type	of	assistance	needed
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 — Answer all questions asked by the rescue unit’s  
operator.

 — If necessary, advise the arriving unit that it will be met 
at the entrance and will be lead to the scene.

	 —DO	NOT	HANG	UP	UNTIL	TOLD	TO	DO	SO.

•	 Serious	accidents	require	the	immediate	notification	of	
the camp director, who may in turn notify the council 
Scout	executive	or	president.	They	will	serve	as	spokes-
persons in notifying parents or guardians and will 
respond to any inquiries by the news media. Aquatics 
staff personnel should discuss accidents only as outlined 
in camp emergency action plans.

Lost-Bather Drill
A number of situations can cause a person to lose conscious-
ness and submerge while swimming. Prompt assistance is 
extremely	important.	The	situation	may	be	further	compli-
cated if water visibility is such that the victim cannot be seen 
from above or near the surface. Camps that conduct swim-
ming activities in such conditions should emphasize proper 
surveillance techniques, review the need to limit underwater 
swimming, and prepare and practice an emergency action 
plan for a “lost bather.” 

A guard who observes a person submerged in murky 
water should immediately undertake a rescue attempt while 
other personnel clear the area and activate other compo-
nents of the emergency action plan. If the guard does not rap-
idly locate the victim, or if the victim’s general location is 
unknown, as it would be if a bather’s absence is first noted 
during a buddy check, then at least two guards should imme-
diately begin a coordinated, systematic search of the area 
where the victim was last seen (by guard or buddy) or as 
indicated by the location of his buddy tag.

Other personnel complete a buddy check to account for 
all other swimmers, clear the area, and check the immediate 
area around the swimming area in the unlikely event that the 
missing person slipped by the person monitoring the buddy 
board.	Unit	leaders	may	be	called	upon	to	assist.	A	person	
previously assigned the task should notify the camp health 
officer and provide camp leadership with the name, unit 
number, and campsite of the missing individual (as taken 
from the buddy tag) so that other camp personnel can locate 
the Scout’s unit leader if that person is not already present. 
The	emergency	action	plan	should	clearly	designate	who	is	
responsible	for	calling	EMS	if	such	a	system	is	available.	That	
call should be placed immediately—not delayed until the 
person is recovered from the water or on the assumption 
that	the	exercise	is	a	false	alarm.	The	call	to	EMS	should	
include precise directions for locating the site of the emer-
gency or the exact location to pick up someone who  
will	guide	them	the	rest	of	the	way.	If	EMS	is	not	available,	
then designated camp emergency transportation should  
be summoned.

As they become available, additional trained staff mem-
bers should join the initial guards in the in-water search if the 
missing	person	has	not	been	 found.	Unit	 leaders	and	
untrained camp personnel who happen to be in the area can 
assist in a wading search of the nonswimmer area and part of 
the beginner area if a search of those areas is indicated. Only 
trained personnel who are familiar with the bottom condi-
tions and who have practiced together should participate in 
a deep-water search. Non-aquatics staff whose programs 
areas are near the swimming area may be included in such 
training, but it seldom is practical to summon aid from 
remote areas of the camp.

Once four or more people are available, a line search is 
most	efficient.	The	searchers	should	be	formed	in	a	line	by	
the person in charge, submerge on signal, swim a specified 
number of underwater breast strokes along the bottom, sur-
face vertically, check their buddies and then reform the line 
on	the	person	farthest	back.	The	entire	line	then	backs	up	a	
few feet to ensure no gaps in coverage when repeating the 
underwater search pattern. If the area is covered in one direc-
tion without success, the same area should be crisscrossed 
at	a	right	angle	to	the	previous	direction.	The	searchers	
should proceed quickly but systematically under strict 
supervision.	The	person	in	charge	is	responsible	for	guarding	
the event and making sure that all searchers are accounted 
for before the next dive. Anyone unduly fatigued should be 
removed from the exercise and his/her buddy assigned to 
someone else.

If the appropriate ability area has been thoroughly cov-
ered without result, the search should be extended to the 
other swimming areas and to surrounding areas outside of 
the boundary markers. Areas under docks should be 
searched by teams covering both the bottom and the water 
surface under floats or planking. If personnel are available, all 
swimming areas, adjacent waters, and docks should be 
searched simultaneously.

An underwater search can be both strenuous and stress-
ful.	The	procedure	needs	to	be	ironed	out	before	camp	opens	
and practiced during the season. Potential search areas need 
to	be	examined	carefully	prior	to	the	first	practice.	The	
search should not be allowed to extend into areas beyond a 
predetermined safe swimming zone, including areas of inap-
propriate depth or areas with underwater vegetation, 
obstructions, or debris.

Ideally, the deep-water swimming area can be searched in 
a few minutes with personnel that are normally on hand. It 
may not be necessary to assemble a large number of search-
ers if the area is relatively small and the guards making the 
initial search are equipped with masks and fins.

Notification and Reporting
In case of serious accident or illness, parents, guardians, or 
next of kin should be notified by the council Scout executive 
or representative about the accident or illness and what 
steps have been taken to aid the injured or ailing individual. 
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This	will	usually	be	done	by	a	telephone	call	or	personal	
visit.	The	Scout	executive	or	representative	will	reassure	the	
family that everything possible is being done. Arrangements 
should be made to contact the family physician, if such is 
the desire of the parent or guardian. Be sure that the parent 
or guardian is satisfied with the medical arrangements. If 
necessary, provide transportation for the family to the loca-
tion of the injured or ailing person.

In case of a serious accident, notify the Scout executive. 
Collect all facts (including names of witnesses), and notify 
authorities as required by local ordinance. In case of serious 
illness where there is a risk of contagion, local health author-
ities should also be contacted.

In the event of a fatal accident, the Scout executive and 
local	authorities	must	be	immediately	notified.	The	Scout	
executive will personally make contact with family, news 
media,	attorneys,	and	insurers.	Local	authorities	will	insti-
tute an inquiry to determine the cause of death and whether 
responsible precautions were taken to prevent the accident.

After any accident or other emergency, all relevant pro-
gram, rules, and procedures should be thoroughly reviewed 
to make adjustments that will prevent further problems. 
Steps to follow in reporting and notification are more fully 
explained in Camp Health and Safety.

Safety Procedures
Protection of Aquatics  
Program Personnel
Possibly the most neglected area of aquatics protection in 
summer camp involves the aquatics program staff while 
they are pursuing their program duties and responsibilities. 
The	following	procedures	are	strongly	recommended.

•	 A	primary	concern	of	the	aquatics	program	director	is	
the safety of staff personnel. At all times the aquatics 
director should be consciously alert to the precise loca-
tion and activity of each staff member. At the instant the 
director leaves the area or assumes the role of instructor, 
or otherwise engages in specific or confining program 
activity, this function must be assigned to someone act-
ing on the director’s behalf.

•	 Whenever	an	instructor	is	to	perform	a	demonstration	or	
other procedure in the water, the instructor must be 
accompanied by an assistant serving as “buddy.” Both 
the assistant and the instructor should be thoroughly 
familiar with the procedure to be demonstrated, so that 
the buddy will immediately notice even the slightest 
deviation from the procedure. A student in the class can 
serve as the assistant for this purpose if the role of 
buddy and the procedure have been thoroughly 
explained to the student. All such demonstrations should 
take place in designated areas regularly used for, and 
known to be well-suited to, this particular use.

•	 All	persons	engaged	in	recreational	activities—spontane-
ous, planned, or scheduled—will adhere to the  
Safe	Swim	Defense	and	Safety	Afloat	procedures	in	 
all respects.

•	 All	guard	personnel—whether	assisting	with	instructional	
activity or guarding recreational activity—check in and 
out of the area where they are working according to pro-
cedures	followed	by	Scout	swimmers.	(The	term	“guard	
personnel” is discussed on page 5-33 of this manual.)

•	 Staff	tags	may	be	placed	on	a	separate	“in”	board	that	is	
divided by swimming areas, or by designated guard posi-
tions within each swimming area. It may be helpful to 
mark aquatics staff tags differently from other tags (with 
a green perimeter, for example). Remember that the “in” 
boards for the swimming areas must provide two impor-
tant bits of information: (1) how many people are in the 
swimming	area;	and	(2)	specifically,	where	they	are.	The	
“in” board itself is not meant to identify swimming ability, 
job description, or status.

Recreational Swims
Distribution of program personnel. At least one instructor 
is assigned to each swimming area and is designated as a 
guard team supervisor for that area. Guard personnel are 
assigned to each area so that the ratio of one guard for every 
10 swimmers is approximately maintained. Other personnel 
are	assigned	to	the	gate	and	as	the	lookout.	The	person	at	
the gate is also responsible for the “in” buddy board. If no 
other program activity is in progress and other personnel 
are unavailable, the director may assume this responsibility. 
Any dependable individual can maintain the lookout, but the 
director should not assume this role, nor should the director 
be engaged in specific guard activity unless the responsibili-
ties of directing have been delegated.

Check-in and checkout. Bathers check into the swimming 
areas by entering the turnstile gate with their buddy and 
their tag in hand. None may enter or leave without his tag 
and a buddy, and the activity is carefully regulated by the 
individual	assigned	to	the	gate.	The	buddy	pair	hang	their	
tags side by side on the “in” board area corresponding to the 
area where they will be swimming. Each handles only his 
own tag. All guards should be in position before check-in 
begins and should maintain their positions until all are 
checked out and the board is clear.

If it is impossible to find a buddy for every individual and 
an unpaired individual remains after all others are checked 
in, the unpaired individual should be checked into the appro-
priate swimming area and sent directly to the guard team 
supervisor for that swimming area for buddying with a regu-
lar buddy pair. But triples simply do not fulfill the buddy 
function, and the arrival of another unpaired individual will, 
of course, resolve the situation.
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Buddy checks.	The	purpose	of	the	buddy	check	is	to	remind	
all bathers to remain near their buddy and to be always 
aware of their buddy’s situation so that they can lend imme-
diate assistance when needed. As soon as all are checked in 
and before a swim activity actually begins, a buddy check is 
called to be sure that everyone went to the area he checked 
into and that there is no confusion as to who is whose buddy. 
After swimming has commenced, buddy checks should be 
called when needed to remind the buddies to remain 
together, and immediately before all swimmers get out.

The	signal	for	a	buddy	check	is	usually	a	single	blast	of	a	
whistle, bell, or horn, followed by the call of “Buddies” by 
the	lookout	guard.	The	guard	counts	slowly	to	10,	and	by	
then all swimmers are to have joined hands with their buddy, 
and stay still and silent until all guards have checked their 
areas and have reported as follows: “Swimmers area—14 
buddy pairs.” Each report is acknowledged and confirmed 
by	the	individual	responsible	for	the	“in”	board.	Two	blasts	
mean resume swimming. When all cooperate quickly, a 
buddy check can be taken in a very few seconds, and not 
much	time	will	be	lost	from	actual	swimming.	Three	blasts	or	
bells immediately following a buddy check signal the end of 
the swim period.

When a small group is in the water and it is readily appar-
ent that all are complying with the buddy system, there is no 
reason to interrupt the activity. Checks should be called 
more frequently if it appears that the buddy system is not 
being followed. For a small, well-disciplined swim group, the 
only checks may be at the beginning and end of the swim 
period. For a large recreational swim period, it is usually 
appropriate to call checks at approximately 10-minute inter-
vals to remind all swimmers of their responsibility to their 
buddy.

Remember that the mechanical procedures are not the 
buddy system, but are used only to assure that all swimmers 
are	fulfilling	their	responsibility	to	their	buddy.	The	buddy	
system is two people enjoying aquatics activity together 
while each provides the critical margin of safety for the 
other. Bells, whistles, horns, and tags accomplish nothing; 
buddies do.

Instructional Swims
Essentially the same procedure as described above for rec-
reational swims is also followed during instructional swims. 
The	major	exception	is	that	between	check-in	and	checkout,	
the instructor has full responsibility and discretion with 
respect to buddy checks and the positioning of guards for 
the class session. Appropriate guard ratios and buddy 
responsibilities are unchanged.

Open-Water Swimming
Distance	swimming	may	take	place	on	open	water	and	
requires special precautions. Each swimmer enters the water 
when told to do so by the instructor in charge of the activity 

and is immediately accompanied by a rowboat with at least 
two occupants, including an experienced rower and a life-
guard.	The	boat	personnel	may	be	Scouts	with	Rowing	and	
Lifesaving	merit	badge	experience.	The	boat	stays	clear	of	
the swimmer but keeps the swimmer within reach of the pole 
or other lifesaving equipment held by the lifeguard (passen-
ger).	The	lifeguard	at	all	times	keeps	eyes	on	the	swimmer.	A	
swimmer who tires may be brought into the boat or simply 
held with arms over the transom while the boat is rowed in.

If the number of swimmers, or the availability of equip-
ment and guard personnel, makes the one-boat-per-swim-
mer arrangement impractical, the activity may proceed with 
one boat per pair of swimmers. An effort should be made, 
however, to match buddies by swimming speed and style. If 
the swimmers do not stay together, then of course they can-
not be protected from one boat. But a distance swimmer 
who must alter his normal pace or style to match that of 
another swimmer will tire more quickly and create addi-
tional risk.

The	course	itself	should	be	well-marked	and	measured,	
and checked for depth and hazards. Channels and other 
water over 12 feet in depth should be avoided. Swimming 
should not be in any area where there is sail- or power-craft 
activity.	Hazards	must	be	marked	and	avoided.	The	course	
should begin and end at or near the general aquatics pro-
gram area. An instructor on the water should supervise with 
one or more assistants at the start and end points. If the 
swimming course can be plotted on a closed circuit where 
all swimmers are constantly within reach of guard personnel 
strategically positioned on anchored boats, pier positions, 
or shore points, then there may be no need for boats on the 
water accompanying each swimmer or pair of swimmers.

Diving and Elevated Entry
“Diving”	as	used	here	refers	to	any	water	entry	where	the	
feet are not making first contact with the water. “Elevated 
entry” refers to any water entry from a height more than 18 
inches above the water surface. According to BSA Safe Swim 
Defense	standards,	no	diving	or	swimming	activity	of	any	
kind is done in water deeper than 12 feet.

All water entry must be feetfirst where the water has less 
than 7 feet of unobstructed depth. A leaping entry is recom-
mended where water is at or above head level, and a step-
down or jump-down entry from a sitting position is 
recommended for shallower water.

No diving is permitted in water with less than 7 feet of 
unobstructed	depth.	Diving	is	permitted	in	clear	water	more	
than 7 feet deep from a dock, pier, or platform no more than 
18 inches above the water surface. For elevated entry from a 
height greater than 18 inches, but less than 40 inches, above 
the water surface, clear and unobstructed water depth must 
be	at	least	10	feet.	The	water	must	be	clear	enough	to	enable	
supervisory and guard personnel to see the diver at the 
deepest point of the plunge.

Board diving is permitted only from a board mounted on 
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a fixed (not floating) deck or platform no more than 40 
inches (approximately 1 meter) above the water surface. 
Clear water depth below the board should be 10 to 12 feet. A 
guard or supervisor should be positioned where the diver 
can	be	seen	at	all	times	while	beneath	the	surface.	There	
should be no other surface or underwater activity or 
obstruction for at least 15 feet on either side of the board 
and	25	feet	in	front	of	the	board.	Diving	should	always	be	
done straight ahead from the board, never to the sides.

Any elevated entry from a height greater than 40 inches 
must be feetfirst and only from a fixed platform or solid foot-
ing	no	more	than	60	inches	(5	feet)	above	the	water	surface.	
Clear water depth should be 10 to 12 feet. Other protective 
measures and distances are the same as for board diving.

Recreational Boating
For recreational boating periods, one instructor or assistant 
should be assigned responsibility for checking out boats, 
issuing equipment, and checking for proper fit and use of 
personal	flotation	devices	(PFDs).	The	instructor	or	assis-
tant should remain onshore or on the pier in the boating 
area throughout the boating session.

If rowboats and canoes are in separate areas, additional 
personnel are required. A sufficient number of guard boats 
should be on the water to provide supervision and protec-
tion.	Determination	of	the	sufficient	number	depends	on	the	
size of the confined area used for recreational boating, the 
number of small craft checked out, and the nature of the rec-
reational	activity.	Under	no	circumstances	should	there	be	
fewer than one guard per 10 boats involved in recreational 
activity. If the boating is on open, unconfined water, at least 
one guard is required for every five boats.

All	recreational	boaters	must	be	with	buddies.	Three	may	
go out in one canoe and up to four in one rowboat (depend-
ing on boat capacity). Special arrangements for singles’ 
 practice during recreational boating periods may be made 
through the appropriate instructor for those in merit badge 
classes.

All may go out in rowboats, but only swimmers may pad-
dle canoes. Beginners and nonswimmers may ride as pas-
sengers	in	a	canoe	when	wearing	a	PFD	and	accompanied	in	
the canoe by a BSA Aquatics Instructor or Cub Scout 
Aquatics Supervisor, or by an aquatics staff member or 
other adult leader designated by the BSA Aquatics Instructor 
or Cub Scout Aquatics Supervisor.

Use	of	sailboats	is	limited	to	persons	who	have	earned	
the Small-Boat Sailing merit badge or completed other spe-
cial	training	offered	by	the	camp.	Motorboats	are	not	used	
by Scouts except when accompanied by an instructor. All 
personnel	must	wear	PFDs	and	must	remain	in	the	craft	at	all	
times except when launching or landing at the boating area 
beach or pier.

Scouts should not go out in watercraft alone for practice 
during recreational boating periods until they have passed 
the swimmer test and the basic handling test for the craft 

they	will	be	using.	The	basic	handling	test	should	also	be	
used in training and qualifying youths for unit activities 
afloat.

Basic Handling Test—Rowboat

1.	 Demonstrate	ability	to	launch	a	boat	properly,	row	a	
straight line for 100 yards, turn, come back, land, and 
moor the boat properly.

2. Participate in a swamped boat safety demonstration, 
including	a	demonstration	of	the	use	and	care	of	PFDs.

Basic Handling Test—Canoe

1. As a stern paddler (tandem with a partner) demonstrate 
ability to launch the canoe properly, paddle a straight 
course for 100 yards, turn, come back, land, and rack  
the canoe.

2. With a buddy, jump out of the canoe, hold onto it, and 
climb back into it without swamping.

3. With a buddy, get into a swamped canoe and paddle it  
to shore.

Recreational Waterskiing
Recreational waterskiing, if offered in summer camp, is open 
to all swimmers who hold the Waterskiing merit badge or 
have completed a qualifying skills test. Everyone must wear 
a	U.S.	Coast	Guard–approved	Type	II	or	III	PFD	(ski	belts	are	
not acceptable). A ski boat must have an observer in addi-
tion	 to	 the	driver.	The	safely	 rules	explained	 in	 the	
Waterskiing merit badge pamphlet must be observed  
and enforced.

Personal Watercraft
Personal motorized watercraft are not used in Scouting 
aquatics and their use should not be permitted in or near 
BSA program areas.  

Instructional Boating
Only swimmers may enroll in boating merit badge courses, 
but some discretion may be exercised with respect to the 
first day of class for those youths who are reasonably 
expected to complete swimmer requirements before the end 
of the day. Basic instruction in rowing should be given to all 
who	are	interested.	The	use	of	PFDs	is	strictly	controlled	by	
the precise language of the Scouting policy statement on 
PFD	use.	Buddies	work	together	even	when	in	separate	craft	
for singles’ work. Each instructor should have an assistant, 
but in small classes the instructor may use one of the stron-
ger	students	as	an	assistant.	The	importance	of	the	assistant	
instructor is discussed on page 5-33 of this manual.

Any activity involving capsizing or going overboard must 
be done in a known and designated area with no more than 
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one-half the class practicing while the other one-half serve 
as guards. If the practice area is not within 25 feet of shore, 
pier, or shallow water, guard boats crewed by program per-
sonnel should be on duty in addition to the instructor in 
charge. Before the activity commences, all should fully 
understand the procedure and what to do in an emergency.

Special Events
Swimming and boating that are part of an aquatics special 
event should be protected as recreational activity with 
swimming buddy checks called only before and after com-
pletion of the individual events. Competitors check in when 
their event is called and check out immediately after the 
event ends. One guard is the starter and judge for all swim-
ming events and another handles the boating events. 
Protection against accidents during a special event depends 
largely on cooperation from unit leaders, good organization, 
and judicious selection of events.

Boardsailing
Whenever Scouts or Venturers participate in boardsailing 
activities, the following guidelines and procedures should  
be followed.

 1. All boardsailing activity must be supervised by a mature 
and conscientious adult at least 21 years of age who 
understands and knowingly accepts responsibility for 
the well-being and safety of those in his or her care, who 
is experienced in the water and confident of his or her 
ability to respond in the event of an emergency, and who 
is familiar with and committed to compliance with the 
BSA	boardsailing	guidelines	and	procedures.	The	board-
sailing supervisor must be an experienced boardsailor or 
be assisted by an adult or older youth with such experi-
ence.

 2. Only persons who have successfully completed the offi-
cial BSA swimmer test in the current year may partici-
pate in boardsailing activity.

 3. All participants must present evidence of fitness 
assured by a complete health history from a physician, 
parent,	or	legal	guardian.	The	adult	supervisor	should	
adjust all supervision, discipline, and protection to 
anticipate any potential risks associated with individual 
health conditions. In the event of any significant health 
condition, an examination by a physician should be 
required by the adult supervisor.

 4. All participants should receive instruction in boardsail-
ing skills and safety from an experienced boardsailor.

	 5.	 All	persons	must	wear	an	approved	U.S.	Coast	Guard	
personal flotation device at all times while participating 
in boardsailing activity.

	 6.	 No	one	sails	alone;	always	have	a	buddy	on	the	water	

(in a boat or on another board). Boardsailors must stay 
within view and easy rescue range of a lookout with an 
appropriately equipped rescue boat.

 7. No boardsailing at night, at dusk, or in rough water. 
Weather and water conditions must be known and 
understood in advance of any boardsailing activity, and 
weather forecasts should be studied. Exposure suits are 
recommended for cool water or cool weather.

 8. Avoid swimming areas, fishers, and underwater diving 
activity.	Use	designated	boardsailing	beaches	when	
available. Stay out of traffic.

 9. All equipment should be safety checked and repaired as 
needed before each use.

 10. When in difficulty, a person should stay with the board 
and not attempt to swim ashore.

 11. All participants should know, understand, and follow 
the	rules	and	procedures	for	safe	boardsailing.	The	
supervisor should encourage the individual exercise of 
good judgment and self-discipline, and assure that 
safety rules are fairly and constantly enforced.

Outpost Unit Aquatics
Unit	leaders	are	trained	in	the	Safe	Swim	Defense	and	unit	
swim	procedures	early	in	the	week.	They	are	then	encouraged	
to conduct a swim using their own resources and leadership. 
Aquatics program personnel should be available to assist and 
counsel as needed during the unit activity, but the unit should 
be essentially on its own. Any failure to satisfy safe swim stan-
dards should be immediately brought to the attention of the 
unit leadership, and if the risk is not corrected the swim activ-
ity should be terminated. If at any time the aquatics personnel 
are uncertain as to the unit’s ability to conduct a safe swim, an 
instructor	should	be	assigned	to	serve	as	an	observer.	Units	
should be encouraged to use the regular aquatics program 
area for their swims and one or more remote safe swim areas 
should be designated for unit use. All unit swim activities 
should be scheduled with the aquatics program director even 
though they are to be in a remote area.

Unit	boating	activity	 should	also	be	encouraged.	
Recreational boating rules apply to use of the rowboats and 
canoes. A session on Safety Afloat must be held for unit lead-
ers planning for such activity, and basic instruction in safety 
and skills should be required for the inexperienced mem-
bers	of	the	unit.	Time	of	departure	and	specific	routes	for	
unit activity afloat must be worked out in advance with the 
aquatics program director. If for any reason the aquatics per-
sonnel are unsure of the unit’s ability to conduct a safe activ-
ity afloat, an instructor should be assigned to accompany 
the unit. Nonswimmers and beginners are allowed in canoes 
only when accompanied in the craft by a BSA Aquatics 
Instructor or under circumstances specifically approved by 
the aquatics program director.
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Advanced Skill Activities  
and Instruction
Protective measures for advanced skills such as scuba, sail-
ing, snorkeling, motorboating, and waterskiing vary accord-
ing	to	the	nature	of	the	skill.	The	buddy	system	is	always	
applicable and always followed. Sailing, motorboating, and 
waterskiing safety measures are discussed in the respective 
merit badge pamphlets. Snorkeling safety is covered in the 
Snorkeling, BSA reference materials. Scuba must always be 
conducted pursuant to Scouting policy and the safety rules 
of certifying agencies.

Fishing
Although not part of the aquatics program, fishing frequently 
interacts with aquatics. Campers should always fish with a 
buddy, and fishing in camp should be supervised by an adult 
unit leader or outdoor skills personnel. Fishing is not permit-
ted in or near any of the swimming areas or the boating 
areas where people are likely to be barefoot or wading. 
Hooks hurt, and tackle lost by fishers should not be acciden-
tally found by swimmers or waders.

Camp policy may permit fishing from rowboats. Boat 
fishing should be done away from other boating activity and 
should be supervised. Boats that have been used for fishing 
should be carefully cleaned before being used for general 
aquatics activity. If equipment permits, assignment of a par-
ticular boat to the ecology or field sports programs for 
exclusive use as a fishing craft may be considered.

Rope Swings and Bridges
Camp facilities sometimes include recreational equipment 
such as rope swings, monkey bridges, a slide-for-life, or sim-
ilar equipment sometimes resulting from pioneering or out-
door skills projects. As in any camp program, this equipment 
should be used safely.

Any recreational devices such as rope swings or slides 
that involve entry, or possible entry, into the water should 
be under the supervision of the aquatics program director. If 
water is involved, it is a swimming activity and must be con-
ducted	in	compliance	with	Safe	Swim	Defense.	Aquatics	per-
sonnel should consult camp management to determine the 
most effective way to protect such activities.

Bridge Construction and Activities 
Involving Incidental Water Entry
There	may	be	activities	at	camp	and	on	unit	outings	where	
entry into the water is an expected consequence rather than 
a	primary	objective.	These	include	wade	fishing,	seining	for	
bait, building a bridge across a stream as a pioneering proj-
ect, having a tug-of-war across a shallow creek, or simply 
fording a stream. Whenever it is plausible that a person’s 

head may become submerged, such activities invoke the 
safety	precautions	of	Safe	Swim	Defense.	Generally,	any	exer-
cise conducted in water greater than knee deep should be 
considered a swimming activity. Any location, regardless of 
water depth, where swift current could sweep participants 
into deeper water should be avoided.

Some activities, such as testing coracles, may also 
require compliance with Safety Afloat rules, particularly the 
use	of	PFDs.	Since	swimming	is	not	the	primary	objective,	
the	use	of	PFDs	in	all	such	activities	should	be	considered.	
Flotation vests add an extra margin of safety, particularly if 
the water is cold or turbid. Again, aquatics personnel should 
consult with camp management to determine the most effec-
tive way to protect such activities.

Pets in Camp
Camp policy usually prohibits pets, but occasionally a friendly 
hound wanders into camp and is quickly “adopted” by friendly 
campers. Not only is a dog distracting in an instructional set-
ting, it can create health and safety hazards and disrupt disci-
pline and supervision during aquatics activity. Also, some 
children are fearful of dogs and other animals, and even 
friendly dogs have been known to bite when startled or 
teased. Aquatics personnel should insist that all pets either 
be confined away from the waterfront or removed from camp.

Weather
One of the more difficult decisions for the conscientious 
aquatics program director is when to interrupt the schedule 
because of weather. In the event of an electrical storm, hard 
freeze, or tidal wave, the decision is not difficult. But the per-
sistent drizzle or threatening clouds in the distance are more 
troublesome. Just as “the show must go on,” so must the 
program—but never in the face of hazardous weather. 
Lightning,	for	example,	is	clearly	hazardous,	and	any	indica-
tion of electrical activity requires a suspension of activity in 
and on the water. Wind, rain, and temperature fluctuations 
may also pose hazards, but in many cases the risks may be 
handled by varying, rather than canceling, the program.

The	schedule	should	be	flexible	and	the	staff	prepared	to	
substitute other aquatics-related activity when weather 
interrupts.	The	campers	should	never	feel	that	the	weather	
has	prevented	their	learning	and	having	fun	at	camp.	The	
staff should always be ready and willing to work to ensure 
that youth are not denied advancement tests or other impor-
tant activity because of bad weather. Because weather and 
facilities vary with each camp, no simple formula can be 
offered for making the difficult decision. But caution, flexibil-
ity, and a strong program commitment are recommended.
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Ice Safety and Rescue*

Although ice conditions are not usually a concern in 
summer camp, many units plan winter camping and hiking 
activities. In the colder parts of the country, summer camp 
aquatics personnel should include ice safety and rescue 
information in their training sessions with unit leaders.

Small bodies of water freeze more quickly than larger 
bodies, and the ice usually remains longer, is generally 
smoother, and skates better. Ice formed over swift water or 
where water depth rises and falls is always unsafe. Ice must 
freeze to a uniform thickness of 4 inches before it is safe for 
skating	or	walking.	Thawing	ice	is	unsafe	regardless	of	thick-
ness.

At least two general rules apply in all cases in which a 
person breaks through ice: (1) the person should not 
attempt to climb out immediately, and (2) the victim should 
kick his feet to the surface to the rear to avoid jackknifing his 
body beneath the ice rim. Rather than follow the first 
impulse to climb out after breaking through the ice, the per-
son should extend hands and arms forward on the unbroken 
surface, kick to nearly level position, and attempt to work 
forward onto the ice. If the ice breaks again, the victim 
should	maintain	position	and	slide	forward	again.	The	vic-
tim, upon reaching firm ice, should not immediately stand, 
but should roll away from the break area, thus distributing 
the weight over as broad an area as possible on the weak ice.

Too	often,	when	someone	falls	through	ice,	a	would-be	
rescuer also breaks the ice in attempting to assist. Any 
equipment that helps distribute the weight of rescuers 

across a broader area of ice will alleviate this problem. One 
of the most useful devices for ice rescue is a light ladder, 
from 14 to 18 feet long, with a light, strong line attached to 
the	lowest	rung.	The	ladder	should	be	shoved	out	on	the	ice	
to the limit of its length with the line serving as an extension. 
The	victim,	if	able	to	do	so,	can	climb	onto	the	ladder	and	
move along its length in a prone position.

If the victim is unable to climb onto the ladder, the res-
cuer may crawl out on the ladder to assist. If the ice breaks 
under the ladder, the ladder will angle upward from the bro-
ken ice area and can be drawn to safety by other people.

For rescues in which the rescuer must remain at a dis-
tance from the victim because of ice conditions, a ring buoy 
with line attached or a coiled line with a weighted end may 
be thrown to the victim. A ring buoy can be skidded along 
the ice for a considerable distance.

A hockey stick with line attached can also be skidded 
along the ice. Sometimes a tree branch or board may be the 
only available device. A spare tire, preferably with line 
attached, may be used for an extension rescue and will sup-
port several people. In addition, a victim of an ice accident 
may be rescued by use of a small flat-bottom boat shoved 
along	the	ice.	The	victim	is	pulled	aboard	over	the	stern.

Where no regular or improvised rescue devices are avail-
able, it may be necessary to form a human chain to effect a 
rescue.	To	form	this	chain,	several	rescuers	approach	as	closely	
as they can with safety and then lie prone upon the ice, forming 
a chain. Each person holds tightly to the skates or ankles of the 
person ahead. If possible, the lightest person should be closest 
to the victim. When the lead person grasps the victim, the per-
son nearest shore pulls the others back. If the ice breaks under 
the weight of the leading person in the chain, the individual can 
be held and drawn to safety by the others.*Source:	Lifesaving	Rescue	and	Water	Safety	(American	

National	Red	Cross,	1974),	pages	156–61.
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Cub Scout camping programs are today one of the strongest 
growth areas in the Scouting outdoor program and, there-
fore, one of our best opportunities for developing skills and 
knowledge of water safety. Cub Scouts and Webelos Scouts 
are	involved	in	a	variety	of	camping	experiences.	Day	camps	
are conducted at council-owned camps or, more commonly, 
on a district level at a facility near the Cub Scouts’ homes. 
Also, Cub Scout/Webelos Scout resident camps are held in 
council-owned or -leased camps, often using some or all of 
the program areas and facilities used for Boy Scout long-
term camping. Cub Scout camps should offer different pro-
grams	appropriate	for	Cub	Scout–	and	Webelos	Scout–age	
boys, and it is recommended that these be theme-based. 
Other Cub Scout and Webelos Scout outdoor programs 
include weekends for “Parent and Pal,” “Adventure 
Weekend,” or some other such program, and Webelos 
Scout–parent	overnighters.

If the local council provides camping opportunities for 
Cub Scouts using the council camp aquatics facilities during 
the summer camping season, the summer camp aquatics 
personnel should be responsible for all aquatics activity in 
cooperation with the Cub Scout camp leadership. If Scout 
summer camp aquatics personnel are not available, a staff 
under the direction of a trained BSA Aquatics Instructor or a 
Cub Scout Aquatics Supervisor is required.

The	Cub	Scout	Aquatics	Supervisor	is	qualified	to	man-
age and protect Cub Scout and Webelos Scout resident and/
or day camp aquatics programs, providing opportunities for 
recreational swimming, basic learn-to-swim instruction, 
aquatic games, and recreational boating, in accordance with 
BSA	Safe	Swim	Defense	and	Safety	Afloat	policies	and	local	
law	where	applicable.	The	Cub	Scout	Aquatics	Supervisor	is	
responsible for all aquatics program management and pro-
tection, using assistants that he or she has selected, trained, 
and supervised.

To	qualify	for	the	Cub	Scout	Aquatics	Supervisor	desig-
nation, an individual must satisfy requirements as follows:

1. 21 years of age

2.	 Current	BSA	Lifeguard,	ARC	Lifeguard,	or	YMCA	Lifeguard	
training (If boating is included in the program, ARC 
Lifeguard	or	YMCA	Lifeguard	training	alone	is	not	suffi-
cient.	BSA	Lifeguard	training	includes	boating	safety.	If	
the	supervisor	is	not	a	BSA	Lifeguard,	then	he	or	she	
should participate in and satisfactorily complete training 
and orientation in BSA Safety Afloat conducted by a BSA 
Lifeguard	or	BSA	Aquatics	Instructor.)

3. Successful completion of a three-day NCS Cub Scout 
Aquatics Supervisor training program

4.	 Current	ARC	Community	Life	Support	or	American	Heart	
Association “B” training in basic life support 

Note that a Cub Scout Aquatics Supervisor is not quali-
fied for instruction beyond basic learn-to-swim. If more 
advanced youth training is to be included in the program, 
the program should be under the supervision of a trained 
BSA Aquatics Instructor.

Protection of Cub Scout and 
Webelos Scout Activities
Safe	Swim	Defense	and	Safety	Afloat	are	used	for	all	Cub	
Scout and Webelos Scout aquatics activities. Cub Scout lead-
ers	receive	the	same	Safe	Swim	Defense	training	that	Boy	
Scout	leaders	receive.	Safe	Swim	Defense	guidelines	(includ-
ing the tests for swimmers and beginners) are the same for 
Cub Scouts and Webelos Scouts as they are for Boy Scouts.

If the swimming area in a lake or pool in a camp built for 
Boy Scout long-term camping is being adapted for use by 
Cub Scouts and Webelos Scouts, careful attention should be 
given to the following concerns.

1.	 The	depth	of	water	in	the	nonswimmers’	and	beginners’	
areas must not be too deep for the Cub Scouts and 
Webelos	Scouts.	Under	Safe	Swim	Defense	guidelines,	the	
beginners’ area varies “from shallow water to just over 
the	head.”	This	may	not	be	the	same	for	7-	to	10-year-old	
Cub Scouts and Webelos Scouts as it is for older Scouts.

2. Buddy boards may need to be lowered so that the short-
est	swimmer	can	reach	the	hooks.	Towel	racks,	shower	
pulls, and anything the swimmers will need to use should 
be within reach of the smallest camper.

3. Changing areas for female leaders need to be convenient 
to the waterfront.

4. If masks, fins, and snorkels are provided by the camp, be 
sure the proper sizes are available for Cub Scouts and 
Webelos Scouts.

Unlike	Safe	Swim	Defense,	there	are	important	modifica-
tions of the Safety Afloat program for Cub Scouts and 
Webelos Scouts. (Read carefully the paragraphs “For Cub 
Scouts” under Qualified Supervision, Skill Proficiency, and 
Planning in all current printings of the Safety Afloat guide-
lines.) In addition to meeting the safety standards in Safety 
Afloat, those planning and supervising Cub Scout and 
Webelos Scout boating programs should be sure that the 
equipment is appropriate for younger children.

1.	 PFDs	must	be	properly	fitted.	While	most	Boy	Scouts	can	
be	fitted	with	adult-sized	PFDs,	Cub	Scouts	will	require	
youth-sized	PFDs.

2. Canoe paddles should be shorter in length than those 
commonly found in Boy Scout camps.

CuB sCout aquatiCs
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3. Care should be taken that Cub Scouts are not expected to 
lift and carry heavy equipment that older Scouts are able 
to handle.

Cub Scout and Webelos Scout boating activities must be 
planned carefully. Be sure to have sufficient adult supervi-
sion.	The	ratio	of	adults	to	Cub	Scouts	and	Webelos	Scouts	
for all boating activities is one adult to five boys. Canoeing, 
rowboating, and rafting are restricted not only to council/ 
district events but to flatwater ponds or controlled lake areas 
free of powerboats and sailboats.	This	may	necessitate	spe-
cial scheduling constraints when the activity is on a public 
lake or a lake shared with a Boy Scout aquatics program that 
includes sailing or motorboating.

Program Elements
Basic learn-to-swim programs and good safety demonstra-
tions should be a part of every day camp or resident camp 
program.	The	attention	span	of	Cub	Scouts	and	Webelos	
Scouts generally is shorter than that of Boy Scouts, so the 
length of the instructional times should be shorter than with 
Boy	Scouts.	The	proportion	of	class	time	spent	in	super-
vised free play and games will be greater for Cub Scouts and 
Webelos Scouts than for Boy Scouts.

Awards and Advancement
The	Cub	Scout	Sports	Swimming	belt	loop	and	Sports	pin	
may	be	earned	by	Tiger	Cubs,	Cub	Scouts,	and	Webelos	
Scouts.	They	may	complete	the	requirements	in	a	family,	
den,	pack,	school,	or	community	environment.	Tiger	Cubs	
must work with their parents or adult partners. Parents and 
partners do not earn loops or pins.

Participation in a “tournament” can be the culmination of 
a week of activities in which Cub Scouts and Webelos Scouts 
in each ability group have learned new swimming skills and 
strokes	and	the	importance	of	Safe	Swim	Defense.	In	plan-
ning a tournament, make time for Cub Scouts and Webelos 
Scouts to demonstrate reaching and throwing rescues or to 
participate in a capsized-boat demonstration.

When	Tiger	Cubs	have	completed	all	15	parts	of	the	five	
achievements,	they	receive	the	Tiger	Cub	badge.	Once	a	boy	
has	earned	his	Tiger	Cub	badge,	he	can	earn	Tiger	Track	
beads.	For	each	10	electives	he	finishes,	the	Tiger	Cub	will	
receive	one	Tiger	Track	bead.	The	Tiger	Cub	elective	involv-
ing aquatics is this one:

Tiger Cub Elective 40. Fun in the Water
Together	with	your	adult	partner,	go	swimming	or	take	part	
in an activity on water.

When second- and third-graders, or 8- and 9-year old Cub 
Scouts, complete 12 achievements in their book, they receive 
the Wolf and Bear badges. After the Cub Scout earns his Wolf 
or Bear badge, he can earn Arrow Points for completing 10 
electives.	The	Wolf	and	Bear	achievements	and	electives	
involving aquatics are these:

Wolf Achievement 1. Feats of Skill

h.		Using	a	basic	swim	stroke,	swim	25	feet.

i.		 Tread	water	for	15	seconds	or	as	long	as	you	can.	Do	your	
best. 

Wolf Elective 20b. Sports
Know boating safety rules.

Bear Achievement 11b. Be Ready
Tell	what	to	do	in	case	of	a	water	accident.

A boat overturns and you are in it; what do you do?
Someone slips off a bank into the water; what do you do?
Someone falls through the ice; what do you do?

Bear Elective 5. Boats

a.	 Help	an	adult	rig	and	sail	a	real	boat	(wear	your	PFD).

b. Help an adult repair a real boat or canoe.

c. Know the flag signals for storm warnings.

d. Help an adult repair a boat dock.

e.		 With	an	adult	on	board,	and	both	wearing	PFDs,	row	 
a boat around a 100-yard course that has at least two 
turns.	Demonstrate	forward	strokes,	turns	to	both	sides,	
and backstrokes.

Bear Elective 19. Swimming

a. Jump feet first into water over your head, swim 25 feet on 
the surface, stop, turn sharply, and swim back.

b. Swim on your back, using the elementary backstroke, for 
30 feet.

c. Rest by floating on your back, using as little motion as 
possible, for at least one minute.

d.	 Tell	what	is	meant	by	the	buddy	system.	Know	the	basic	
rules of safe swimming and simple rescue.

e.	 Do	a	racing	dive	from	the	edge	of	a	pool	and	swim	60	feet,	
using a racing stroke. (You might need to make a turn.)

Webelos Aquanaut. When Cub Scouts become fourth-grad-
ers or 10 years old, they join a Webelos den in their pack. 
Webelos Scouts earn activity badges. Here are the require-
ments for the Aquanaut activity badge:

Do	these:

1.  Jump into water over your head. Come to the surface and 
swim 100 feet, at least half of this using a backstroke.

2.  Stay in the water after the swim and float on your back 
and your front, and demonstrate survival floating.

3.		 Put	on	a	personal	flotation	device	(PFD)	that	is	the	right	
size	for	you.	Make	sure	it	is	properly	fastened.	Wearing	
the	PFD,	jump	into	water	over	your	head.	Show	how	the	
PFD	keeps	your	head	above	water	by	swimming	25	feet.	
Get	out	of	the	water,	remove	the	PFD,	and	hang	it	where	
it will dry.
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And do three of these:

4.		 Do	a	front	surface	dive	and	swim	under	water	for	four	
strokes before returning to the surface.

5.		 Explain	the	four	basic	water	rescue	methods.	Demonstrate	
reaching and throwing rescues.

6.		 With	an	adult	on	board,	show	that	you	know	how	to	han-
dle a rowboat.

7.  Pass the BSA swimmer test.

8. While you are a Webelos Scout, earn the Cub Scout Sports 
belt loop for swimming.

For Webelos Scouts who meet the distance swimming 
requirement of the Aquanaut activity badge, a week in camp 
earning the badge will provide an introduction to snorkeling, 
rowing, basic rescue, and surface diving. If the badge is part 
of a camp aquatics program, the instructor should include 
explanation	of	the	“Reach,	Throw,	Row,	Go”	lifesaving	proce-
dure as the Webelos Scouts demonstrate the reaching and 
throwing	rescues.	Teach	the	dangers	of	hyperventilation	and	
basic skills of snorkeling as the Webelos Scouts learn surface 
dives and the use of the mask, fins, and snorkel.

Many	day	camps	award	beads,	feathers,	“gold”	nuggets,	
or	other	incentives	for	daily	activities.	These	can	be	used	to	
reward the learning of new skills and participation in safety 
demonstrations. Everyone can demonstrate reaching and 
throwing rescues. Nonswimmers can earn a bead for a jelly-
fish float or a prone glide; beginners can receive the same 
bead by demonstrating a flutter kick or a back float; and 
swimmers can earn the bead by demonstrating a surface dive 
or a swimming stroke.

Programming for  
Theme Camps
Cub Scout and Webelos Scout day camps and resident camps 
feature yearly themes (Sea Adventure, Space Adventure, 
Athlete, etc.), and because many boys will attend day camp 
or resident camp for four years (two years as Cub Scouts and 
two years as Webelos Scouts), a four-year theme cycle is 
essential to avoid repetition.

Themes	do	not	always	require	new	activities	or	equip-
ment.	Tried	and	tested	aquatics	games	and	activities	with	a	
new twist, a new name, and an appropriate costume can 
become part of a theme camp program. With appropriate 
costumes and decorations, a rowboat race can be a Congo 
hippo	ride,	a	flatboat	exploration	of	the	Missouri	River,	a	
search for pirate treasure, or a race around the castle moat. 
Games appropriate for many of these themes can be found in 
Resident Camping for Cub Scouting and in the Cub Scout 
Academics and Sports Program Guide.

Listed	below	are	seven	suggested	themes,	with	a	few	sug-
gestions for waterfront activities.

Sea Adventure. Costumes for staff and decoration of the 
waterfront that incorporates a Swiss Family Robinson, pirate, 
Captain Nemo and the Nautilus, or King Neptune theme; a 
shipwreck	game	where	swimmers	must	find	PFDs	and	put	
them on in the water; survival floating; a whale hunt using a 
rowboat and plastic milk jugs for whales.

Space Adventure.	Throwing	a	flying	disk	into	a	target;	a	
space	walk	in	PFDs	where	swimmers	on	a	tether	go	into	the	
water and fix something; a re-entry contest (lifesaving jump); 
games that use the analogy of weightlessness in space to 
weightlessness in water.

Athlete. Swim meets, contests, and tournaments that feature 
skills of swimmers in each ability group; contests that involve 
relays of reaching and throwing rescues.

Knights.	Transforming	the	waterfront	into	Castle	Getwet,	
complete	with	a	castle	tower	and	knights	in	armor	(PFDs);	a	
rowboat	race	to	save	a	lady	in	distress;	a	London	Bridge	game	
for nonswimmers; a search for the Holy Grail in which a den of 
knights must send members on missions to underwater caves 
(plastic bag or box tied to a dock) or islands (floating inner 
tubes) to get additional clues or locate the prize.

Folklore. Costumes and decorations that carry out the 
themes	of	Tom	Sawyer	and	Huckleberry	Finn,	Captain	Ahab	
and	Moby	Dick,	or	Blackbeard;	a	swamped-boat	demonstra-
tion that becomes Captain Nemo’s Nautilus; a Rip Van Winkle 
float;	a	“Mark	Twain”	contest	to	measure	water	depth;	a	rope	
toss; rafting to Skull Island, using a section of the swimming 
dock and a rubber raft; a Johnny Appleseed apple push; a 
sternwheeler (kickboard) race.

The World Around Us. A round-the-ocean rowboat trip that 
stops at different countries along the shore of the “Atlantic” 
or “Pacific” lake; a “search for history” rowboat, canoe, or 
raft event where answers to numbered questions are found 
on buoys located on the water, with Cub Scouts, Webelos 
Scouts, and den leaders using maps to find the numbered 
answers to questions on a game card.

Indians and Pioneers.	Decorations	and	costumes	that	turn	a	
waterfront	into	Fort	Necessity,	Fort	Ticonderoga,	or	Sutter’s	
Fort; a silent swim across the Gila River to escape from the 
Apaches;	an	exploration	of	Lake	Huron	in	decorated	“birch-
bark” canoes; panning for “gold” in the nonswimmers’ area.

These	are	only	examples	of	how	leaders	and	staff	can	be	
creative in planning events using the materials they have at 
hand. Rafts and inner tubes are especially useful and can be 
adapted to many different activities in a Cub Scout and 
Webelos Scout aquatics program. All games should meet 
basic BSA safety standards and must not violate local codes, 
such as those in some states prohibiting swimmers from 
 riding or standing on another swimmer’s shoulders. 
Swimming and boating activities should also emphasize the 
buddy system. For example, there should always be two 
knights wading or swimming to the underwater cave to cap-
ture the sea monster.
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A method of instruction recommended in aquatics may be 
identified in five steps: (1) new-skill introduction (catching 
the interest), (2) explanation, (3) demonstration, (4) prac-
tice, and (5) review.

Begin a new skill by catching the interest of the student. 
The	instructor	can	give	a	quick	demonstration,	or	tell	a	brief	
story of an actual situation in which the skill was used, or 
ask the class questions like, “What would you do if . . . ?” 
Remember, the students will have to be able to relate the 
skill to something they understand before it becomes mean-
ingful and interesting to them. Some skills may be most effec-
tively introduced by putting learners in a situation where 
they see the disadvantage of their lack of skill.

Explanation of the skill to be learned is usually done  
by the instructor. Begin the explanation by dividing the  
new skill into its distinct components. Explain each compo-
nent separately, covering why, when, and how, and  
then explain how the components fit together. After the skill 
has been explained, it should be demonstrated and all ques-
tions answered.

Demonstration of the skill may be given by the instruc-
tor	or	someone	selected	by	the	instructor.	Demonstrations	
of the entire skill should be done strictly in accordance with 
the explanations so the students will have a mental picture 
of	what	they	will	be	attempting	to	do.	The	demonstrator	or	
selected assistant should explain the skill again as it is dem-
onstrated, telling exactly what is being done.

When the demonstration has been completed and all 
questions answered, it is time for practice. All learners are 
given the opportunity to practice the skill and are assisted in 
correcting and improving their skill. Remember, in correct-
ing a new skill it is helpful to the learner if the instructor 
points out one thing at a time for the learner to correct even 
if the student is doing several things incorrectly. As the stu-
dent masters one component, the instructor may correct the 
next until all components of the skill are being done cor-
rectly.

After the practice period, the entire skill is reviewed. 
Repetition is often the key to learning, particularly for children.

For many water skills, it is easier to explain, demonstrate, 
and practice each skill component separately, rather than 
trying to put it all together the first time through. For exam-
ple, most people would consider the crawl stroke a distinct 
swimming skill, but an experienced instructor will recognize 
that for the nonswimmer, the crawl stroke is a complex 
maneuver involving at least five new skills—prone float, flut-
ter kick, kick and glide, overarm stroke, and rhythmic breath-
ing.	The	instructor	should	apply	the	sequential	learning	
steps to achieve mastery for each of the crawl-stroke skills 
before attempting to achieve mastery of the stroke itself.

The	instructor	should	not	overlook	an	important	sixth	
step—the reward. Congratulations and praise are important 

learning aids. Recognition can be a positive reinforcement 
for learning. Prizes and other tangible incentives may be 
appropriate in some circumstances.

Peer Instruction
A Scout frequently learns most quickly from his fellow 
Scouts, and the buddy system in aquatics lends itself par-
ticularly well to the coach-pupil approach. As coach and 
pupil, the buddies alternately practice the skill and give 
instruction	to	each	other.	The	buddy	practicing	learns	from	
the comments and encouragement of his “coach,” while the 
coach learns from observing the skill of his “pupil.” Buddy 
pairing for instructional purposes should carefully consider 
compatibility and skill level. Skills should be such that each 
buddy can serve as a credible coach with respect to the skill 
level of his partner.

Use of Analogy
It is often difficult to understand and relate to skill instruc-
tion when the learner has little or no previous contact with 
the new skill or related skills. For this reason, the instructor 
should explain in terms of analogies using familiar things 
and concepts. Analogies used for Scout instruction should 
rely on things and concepts familiar to boys 10 to 14 years 
old. A 12-year-old attempting to visualize the movement of 
the paddle blade in sculling, for example, would get more 
help from a suggestion like “spreading butter on a slice of 
bread” than from a discussion of “leading edge up, trailing 
edge down.”

Learning Environment
The	place	for	the	learning	activity	should	be	considered.	For	
example, we can all appreciate the difficulty of teaching 
swimming in a hay barn. However, there is more to selecting 
and preparing a place for aquatics instruction than simply 
ensuring	access	to	suitable	water	and	equipment.	The	
instructor	must	consider	and	minimize	the	“DID”	(distrac-
tion, interference, and discomfort).

Imagine trying to explain and demonstrate sculling to a 
group of 12-year-old learners while behind you the beginner 
waterskiing	class	tries	to	“get	‘em	up”	for	the	first	time.	Plan	
your learning environment to avoid distractions that will 
steal the attention and interest of your learners. It may be as 
easy as facing another direction.

Have you ever had a luxury cruiser throw up a big wake 
just as you were about to demonstrate overboard proce-
dures? What about the other class that needs to use the 

method of instruCtion
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same limited dock space just as you begin your reach and 
rescue practice? Such interference may rob you of precious 
learning time and opportunity. Planning, coordination, and 
careful selection of teaching sites will minimize interference.

Finally, what is your own level of concentration and com-
prehension when you are squinting into the sun, your body 
aches, dust is gagging you, you are shivering from exposure 
or immersion, your lower half is numb from kneeling, or your 
head is pounding and your stomach is growling from hunger 
and	exhaustion?	Learner	discomfort can defeat even an 
inspired instructional effort. A conscientious instructor will 
ensure that students are not discomforted by avoidable cir-
cumstances. If someone must suffer discomfort, better you 
than the learner.

Learning Theory
The	recommended	method	of	instruction	is	based	upon	
learning theory applicable to all so-called psychomotor 
skills,	such	as	swimming.	This	theory	identifies	three	levels	
of control.

Conscious level. Initial learning stage when learner must con-
sciously think through each component of the skill. At this 
level, the skill will be uncoordinated, and transition between 
skill	elements	is	slow	and	uncertain.	This	results	from	body	
tension caused by the self-conscious concentration.

Automatic level. Intermediate level where the skill has been 
learned but still requires conscious execution. Some body ten-
sion remains; some skill components have become automatic.

Reflex level.	The	skill	is	mastered	through	practice	that	
overcomes remaining body tension. Coordination and pac-
ing become automatic.

Learning	theory	has	also	defined	four	“laws”	or	princi-
ples of learning:

Law of readiness.	Learning	is	dependent	upon	the	learner’s	
readiness	to	act,	or	his	motivation.	This	readiness	on	his	
part will facilitate his ability to learn the skill.

Law of exercise. Repetition strengthens the learner’s ability 
to	perform	the	skill.	Drills	in	which	the	movement	is	repeated	
many times are an example of an application of this law.

Law of effect.	The	effect	of	the	act,	whether	it	is	pleasing	 
or displeasing, influences the chance of recurrence. Stu-
dents tend to repeat pleasant experiences and to avoid  
unpleasant ones.

Law of specificity.	Learning	is	specific	to	the	skill,	and	there	
is a transfer of learning only when the elements of a skill 
already learned are identical to those in a new skill.

A learning theory is of little value in the absence of 
instructor-learner communication. For this reason, we sug-
gest the use of peer communication and the use of analogies, 
and stress the importance of instructor-student rapport, 
interest, and understanding. Young people learn best when 

they are liked, entertained, and encouraged.

What’s Important
All BSA instructors should appreciate that subtle indicators 
of importance can significantly increase or decrease the 
effectiveness	of	instruction.	The	learner’s	perception	of	
importance is a key factor in retention of new information. 
Such indicators include the following.

Duration.	The	more	time	given	to	a	topic	or	element	of	
instruction, the more importance the learner will likely attri-
bute to it. Of course, the converse is equally true—less time, 
less importance. For example, if the order of methods in life-
saving is briefly discussed in a two-hour class session that 
includes one and a half hours of lecture, demonstration, and 
practice on tows and carries, the learner will likely attribute 
less importance to the order of methods and more impor-
tance to the rescue techniques.

Placement.	The	order	of	presentation	during	a	learning	ses-
sion also suggests relative importance. Information placed 
at the outset of a presentation carries an aura of greater 
importance than information relegated to a later placement 
in	the	instructional	sequence.	The	common	expression	“last	
but not least” acknowledges that, normally, that which is last 
is less important.

Frequency. Repetition is a strong indicator of importance. 
For example, even if the order of methods in lifesaving is 
initially presented in a relatively brief discussion, it will loom 
large in the learner’s mind if it is revisited at every transition 
point	in	the	learning	experience.	The	more	frequent	the	rep-
etition, the greater the attribution of importance.

Who says it.	The	instructor	should	appreciate	that	delega-
tion of instructional activity to an assistant or subordinate 
will diminish the learner’s perception of importance. 
Conversely, if the instructor brings in a perceived superior 
authority—perhaps the program director or unit leader—to 
present certain material or information, the perceived 
importance likely will be enhanced. Similarly, if two instruc-
tors either jointly or independently present an element of 
instruction, the importance is enhanced, not only by the rep-
etition, but also by the fact that two people have addressed 
the	instructional	point.	This	suggests	that	a	team-teaching	
effort on each instructional element may be more effective 
than a solo presentation.

Enthusiasm/commitment.	The	apparent	appreciation	of	the	
teacher for a particular instructional point correlates 
strongly	with	the	learner’s	perception	of	importance.	The	
instructor’s point may be strongly evidenced by factors 
beyond simply what is said or shown. Body language and the 
level of energy and emotion in a presentation say much to 
both the conscious and subconscious perceptions of the 
learners. Compare a drowsy, distracted, monotonic lecture 
to an aggressive presentation punctuated by appropriate 
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gestures,	inflection,	and	volume.	The	apparent	preparation	
by the instructor—skill practice, organization of notes and 
information, readiness and use of teaching aids, familiarity 
with the subject matter—strongly evidences enthusiasm 
and positive commitment and elevates the importance of 
the material presented.

The	ultimate	sense	of	importance	conveyed	by	the	
instruction, and the effectiveness of the instructor, is obvi-

ously not determined solely by one or another of the above 
factors.	The	learner’s	perception	will	result	from	the	inter-
play of these and other factors, but attention to just these 
few issues in the planning and presentation of instructional 
activity can substantially improve the learning outcome.
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Scouting aquatics has no higher obligation than teaching 
basic swimming skills to those who have not yet learned to 
swim. Additionally, much attention in Scouting aquatics 
must be given to assisting beginners. (Note that the begin-
ner swim classification requires a specific level of ability. A 
youth may have learned a number of beginning skills and 
still	not	be	classified	as	a	beginner.	Moreover,	a	Scout	who	
has qualified as a beginner has yet to learn many of the 
skills essential to being considered—by himself, as well as 
 others—a swimmer.)

Instruction for 
Nonswimmers
No aquatics program activity requires greater teaching skill 
and experience than teaching swimming to children as a new 
skill. In addition to an advanced knowledge of swimming 
skills and teaching methods, the instructor of nonswimmers 
must be able to instill and develop in each child a sense of 
security and self-confidence.

The	children	must	feel	secure	not	only	in	terms	of	per-
sonal safety, but also in their relationship with the instruc-
tor. At the outset of the instructional relationship, the 
instructor should convince the child that there is no risk of 
an unpleasant experience, that the instructor is a friend who 
can be trusted and relied upon, that the learning experience 
is and will continue to be fun, that the goal is important and 
will lead to even more fun and accomplishment, and that dif-
ficulty in mastering some skills is to be expected and is not a 
reason for disappointment or embarrassment. Self-
confidence also must be encouraged and reinforced through 
the instructional relationship. It should be obvious that the 
instructor of nonswimmers must be the most experienced, 
mature, and skilled instructor in the aquatics program.

Class Organization
Before approaching the water, the nonswimmers should be 
paired with buddies. Each student should have a buddy of 
similar skill level, and the instructor should rearrange bud-
dies at any time it appears that such a rearrangement will 
enhance the learning process.

Five buddy pairs per instructor is maximum, and each 
instructor should have at least one assistant (unit leader, 
BSA	Lifeguard	candidate,	guard	personnel,	etc.).	Larger	
classes should be avoided by scheduling or by assigning 
additional instructors so that larger groups can be divided. 
Assistants help with demonstrations and practice, serve as 
a buddy for the instructor, and are lifeguards.

Discipline
Before the first session in the water, the instructor should 
remind the learners that they are to listen closely to instruc-
tors, to watch carefully when skills are being demonstrated, 
never to interfere with another learner’s practice, and always 
to	practice	and	play	with	their	buddy.	The	opportunity	for	
games and general play should be explained and recre-
ational activity should be a part of each session.

If a youth must be reminded or cautioned about disrup-
tive or uncooperative behavior, it should be done in a man-
ner that effectively maintains discipline and control, but 
that also avoids distracting and interrupting the instruc-
tional	activity.	Discipline	may	be	a	problem	if	one	or	two	in	
a group are much more advanced than the others, but this 
usually can be remedied by careful pairing of buddies and 
by splitting the class into two or more work groups. If it 
becomes apparent that a particular youth will pose recur-
ring disciplinary problems, the instructor should discuss 
the problem with the unit leader. It may be that the leader 
can be involved in the class and thereby solve the problem, 
or it may be necessary to rearrange the schedule for the 
particular	youth.	(Disciplinary	problems	are	rare	in	one-to-
one swimming instruction.)

Orientation and  
Adjustment to Water

Every youth who is going to learn to swim should begin by 
getting acquainted with the instructor. An initial get-
acquainted opportunity should be included in the general 
orientation and swim classification activity when the camp-
ers	arrive	in	camp.	The	emphasis	at	this	time	should	be	on	
encouraging the nonswimmer to participate in the aquatics 
program and to learn to swim.

At the beginning of the first instructional period, the 
instructor should meet each youth, learn the child’s name, 
and determine the level of enthusiasm or reluctance that 
each	youth	brings	to	the	learning	activity.	This	can	be	
accomplished through brief conversation before or after 
check-in while sitting beside the pool or on the beach. An 

teaChing swimming
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effort also should be made before the first instructional 
period to identify any special learning problems through 
inquiry to unit leaders and observation of other activity. 
When a young, would-be swimmer is eager and enthusiastic, 
the learning experience will be enhanced considerably.

Although many nonswimmers will be ready to enter the 
water immediately to begin playing and learning, some will 
be timid or cautious, particularly on the first day or if the 
water is a bit cool, turbid, or unfamiliar. For this reason and 
to minimize physical discomfort, the initial adjustment pro-
cess should be gradual and deliberate. (After the first ses-
sion, the adjustment routine may be somewhat quicker and 
more spontaneous.)

The	instructor	should	begin	the	first	instructional	period	
by entering shallow water and facing participants who are 
either seated on the pool edge or standing on the beach at 
water’s edge just a few feet from the instructor. With their 
buddies, participants should either dangle their feet in the 
water where they can bend and reach water with their 
hands, or walk into the water down steps or on a beach until 
they are approximately knee deep. (If the instructional area 
is not a pool, the nature of the bottom should be carefully 
explained before the learners are asked to enter the water. A 
reassuring comment on turbid or discolored water is also 
important.) Imitating the instructor, the learners dip, splash, 
and rub water on their necks, faces, arms, and upper bodies. 
This	exercise	will	enable	the	instructor	to	identify	quickly	
those who are uneasy and who will need special assistance 
in overcoming a reluctance about the water. If all are willing 
and enthusiastic, however, this exercise may be advanced 
quickly to a brief bob and splash.

Once an initial wetting has been accomplished, partici-
pants should join hands for an orientation tour of their 
swimming	area.	The	instructor	takes	the	free	hand	on	one	
end of the line and the assistant instructor takes the hand of 
the	youth	on	the	opposite	end.	(The	instructor	should	
arrange the line so as to hold the hand of any youth who has 
shown a reluctance or insecurity about the activity. If two or 
more assistants are available, the instructor should get in 
the	middle	of	the	line.)	The	“tour”	should	walk	the	boundar-
ies and perimeter of the area, explore any bottom variations 
(sand to mud, etc.), locate steps and ladders, and demon-
strate	the	maximum	water	depth	(3	feet).	(This	exercise	
should be repeated in subsequent classes for any newcom-
ers.)

Breathing
The	most	basic	and	important	skill	in	swimming	is	breath	con-
trol—when and how to inhale and exhale. Form the class into 
a circle in waist-deep water with the instructor in the center 
and	the	assistants	participating	in	the	circle.	The	instructor	
demonstrates cupping the hands, holding water to the face, 
and blowing into the water through the nose. Participants 
should then imitate and practice.

Next, have the learners imitate the instructor in bending 
forward at the waist with hands on knees, exhaling through 
the mouth and nose toward the water (humming is fun), turn-
ing	to	the	side,	and	inhaling	through	the	mouth.	This	rhythm	
is quickly learned, and the next step is to repeat with the face 
in the water while exhaling (now we can hum an underwater 
chorus). After exhaling slowly through the mouth and nose 
for three to four seconds, participants rotate the head to one 
side until the mouth is clear of the water. With the mouth 
clear, each takes a breath and rotates the face back into the 
water to exhale. Practice until each can comfortably perform 
rhythmic breathing from 10 to 15 times without hesitation. 
(In clear water, encourage participants to keep their eyes 
open. Even in muddy or turbid water, they should learn to 
open their eyes when inhaling to avoid disorientation.)

One problem that could develop is that nonswimmers 

may want to raise their heads before turning to breathe. 
Demonstrate	turning	the	head	with	the	ear	in	the	water,	then	
the nose in the water. Help the participants practice by 
reminding them: ear-nose . . . ear-nose . . . ear-nose. Also, be 
sure that they blow air out through their nostrils when they 
exhale	in	the	water.	This	keeps	water	out	of	the	nose.

Next, have buddies practice the seesaw in chest-deep 
water.	To	do	this,	have	them	join	hands	and	face	each	other.	
One takes a breath, goes below the surface, and remains there 
for two to three seconds while the other buddy remains above 
the surface. As the first buddy exhales and comes up, the 
other	goes	down	for	two	to	three	seconds.	This	continues	in	a	
rhythmic pattern. Keep the pairs working on this until they are 
able to do it 15 to 20 times without stopping.

P r a c t i c e 
breathing

Seesaw



65
aquatics

65
aquatics

Body Position and Buoyancy
Some nonswimmers may be reluctant to try floating or other 
skills because they do not know how to recover their footing. 
The	instructor	should	demonstrate	how	arm	motion	in	the	
water moves the body (forward sweep of arms moves the 
body	back,	and	vice	versa).	The	participants	should	experi-
ment with these motions while standing in chest-deep water.

They	should	then	be	shown	how	to	recover	from	a	prone	
float by lifting the head and pressing down with the arms, and 
how to recover from a back float by bending the head for-
ward and pushing down on the water with the arms. 
Participants should practice these maneuvers as they learn 
to float.

Buoyancy is most easily demonstrated in shallow water 
by taking a deep breath, leaning forward, and holding the 
knees against the chest with the face down in the water (the 
“barrel”	or	“jellyfish”	float).	The	instructor	can	demonstrate	
the importance of breath control in floating by beginning a 
barrel float, then slowly exhaling and sinking while staying in 
the floating position. While practicing the barrel float, par-
ticipants also have an opportunity to practice their recovery 
to a standing position. After they have practiced the barrel 
float and discovered their own buoyancy, they are ready to 
begin learning the basic swimming stroke components and 
coordination.

Prone Float and Glide
The	prone	float	should	be	demonstrated	by	the	assistant	
instructor, who faces and holds hands with the instructor 
(the buddy) with arms extended, takes a deep breath, puts 
his or her face in the water, and then eases the legs back and 
straight behind until the body is extended and relaxed in the 
prone-float position. After a few seconds in this position, the 
hands are released and the assistant recovers his or her foot-
ing by pulling the knees forward, pressing the hands down, 
and	lifting	the	head.	(The	recovery	should	be	slow	and	easy.)	
The	instructor	and	assistants	should	help	all	participants	
personally with their first attempts if there is any reluctance. 
The	buddies	should	practice	until	all	are	confident	of	their	
skill.

The	next	step	is	to	have	the	participants	learn	and	prac-
tice	“plunging	and	coasting”	(the	prone	glide).	This	skill	is	
nothing	more	than	a	moving	prone	float.	The	skill	should	first	
be demonstrated by the instructor, including a proper recov-
ery to the standing position.

In waist-deep water, have the participants lean forward 
with arms extended and hands together until the shoulders 
are below the surface; then have them take a breath, place 
their faces in the water, and push forward off the bottom. (Be 
sure to have the learners push toward or across shallow 
water, never toward deep water.)

For the reluctant, the instructor should hold the youth’s 
hands and walk quickly backward for several repetitions 
until the learner becomes familiar with the movement.

Back Float and Glide
The	instructor	demonstrates	the	back	float	in	waist-deep	
water by squatting down as if to sit on a chair. When the shoul-
ders are just below the surface, the instructor extends the 
arms to the side just below the surface with the palms up. 
Next, the instructor takes a deep breath and tilts the head well 
back, with the chin up and the ears in the water.

Now the legs are slowly extended and relaxed as the body 
bobs and settles into a natural floating position with the arms 
extended	above	the	head	with	palms	up	on	the	water.	(Many	
youths will float high on the water with hips and legs near the 
surface; others will float with only their face and portions of 
their chest breaking the surface.) As with the prone float, the 
back float demonstration should include an easy recovery to 
the standing position.

Recovering from 
a prone float

Prone float/glide

Barrel float  
and recovery
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As participants make their first attempts to float on 
their backs, the instructor or assistant should provide 
some support under their backs and hips, not lifting but 
simply balancing the body at the buoyant level. Physical 
contact is important in this exercise to overcome natural 
insecurity about falling backward in the water. Once the 
learner has relaxed and is floating, the support should be 
withdrawn.	This	withdrawal	should	not	be	sudden	and	
unanticipated, however.

When the participants have learned the back float, they 
can be taught a back glide. Have them squat down and lean 
back with arms out, as if beginning the back float, and then 
push off gently with the feet as the arms are swept down to 
the sides with palms in. Watch the position of the head. If it 
is	too	far	back,	water	may	wash	over	the	face.	(This	skill	
should be demonstrated with an easy recovery at the end of  
the glide.)

Flutter Kick
Demonstrate	the	flutter	kick	out	of	the	water	lying	prone,	
and then repeat lying on the back.

Keeping the toes slightly pointed, the ankles and knees 
relaxed but straight, kick from the hips. With the legs close 
together, the depth of the kick should be about 12 to 14 
inches. Kick slowly and fluidly. Have the participants lie on a 
bench, table, floor, ground, or deck of a swimming pool to 
practice. Encourage them to make the movement slow and 
even.	(Dry-land	drills	are	helpful,	but	not	much	fun.	Do	not	
overdo this practice.) If a kickrail is available in a pool, par-
ticipants can easily practice the flutter kick while holding on. 
Kickboards may also be useful, but the best way to practice 
is with the prone or back glide. Have participants begin their 

glide and then add the flutter kick. “Steamboat races” for 
distance can encourage practice. (Emphasize rhythm and 
distance, not speed.)

Many	learners	will	want	to	chop	when	they	kick,	bending	
the leg at the knee. Others will tend to kick on the top of the 
water. Some forget to kick. Stress that the legs remain under 
the water while kicking. Kicking from the hip is much like 
walking stiff-legged on tiptoe.

Arm Movement
Demonstrate	and	explain	the	arm	movement	as	a	progres-
sion	from	the	prone	glide.	To	practice	the	basic	skill,	have	
participants stand in chest-deep water and bend forward 
slightly, practicing the arm movement slowly and accurately 
without losing their balance. Next, have them push off into 
the prone glide and add the arm movement while keeping 
the	face	in	the	water.	Do	not	move	on	to	other	skills	until	at	
least four or five arm strokes can be performed easily on one 
breath. Once the learners have experienced the basic move-
ment of the arms and understand the result of such move-
ment, they are ready to practice the arm movement with 
rhythmic breathing, as follows.

Turn	the	head	toward	the	breathing	side	so	the	ear	is	
down.	The	arm	on	the	breathing	side	is	next	to	the	thigh.	
The	other	arm	is	over	the	head	next	to	the	ear.	Move	the	arm	
on the breathing side by bending the elbow and extending it 
so the arm is straight over the head, resting next to the ear. 
As this arm is moved, the head is turned so the face is in the 
water. At the same time, the other arm is pulled through the 
water,	down	to	the	thigh.	This	is	one-half	of	a	revolution.	To	
complete the revolution, pull the arm on the breathing side 
down through the water and next to the thigh. While doing 
this, turn the head so the ear is down. At the same time 
move the opposite arm, bending it at the elbow, and raise it 
straight	over	the	head	next	to	the	ear.	That	is	one	full	revolu-
tion of the arms.
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Participants should first practice the arm motion slowly 
while bent over at the waist and standing stationary. As a 
second practice step, have them walk forward in the water 
while	moving	their	arms	and	breathing	rhythmically.	They	
should	feel	the	pulling	effect	of	the	arm	motion.	To	refine	the	
movement, make sure that as the arm recovers from the 
water, the elbow leaves the water first and the arm is 
extended	over	the	head.	The	thumb	and	index	finger	should	
enter	the	water	first.	The	palm	of	the	hand	may	be	slightly	
cupped,	but	should	be	relaxed	and	comfortable.	The	power	
of the stroke comes from the arms. Remind participants that 
they should pull through the water with their entire arm, not 
just their hand, as if the arm were the paddle of a canoe. 

Coordination

Putting the rhythmic breathing, the arm motion, 
and the flutter kick together in the prone position produces 
the crawl stroke. Be sure to synchronize the rhythm of the 
kick with the arm motion (kicking about six beats for every 
complete	revolution	of	the	arms).	The	coordination	cannot	
be taught; it must be learned through practice, supported by 
enthusiastic	encouragement	and	skillful	coaching.	The	
instructor should stress the ease of the stroke. Swim it eas-
ily, relaxed, and streamlined.

Turning Over
Once participants have learned the crawl stroke and are able 
to do a back float and back glide, they should learn how to 
turn	over	from	front	to	back	and	from	back	to	front.	This	is	a	
useful safety skill, enabling swimmers to rest on their backs 
when they begin to tire and then to resume the crawl stroke 
when rested.

To	turn	from	the	crawl-stroke	position	onto	the	back,	the	
swimmer lowers one shoulder and turns the head in the 
opposite	direction.	To	turn	over	while	swimming	on	the	
back, the swimmer lowers one shoulder and turns the head 
in the same direction. When turning off the back-float posi-
tion, the swimmer should immediately begin swimming the 
crawl stroke.

Although explanation and demonstration of these turn-
over maneuvers will be helpful, participants will learn most 
quickly by simply practicing and experimenting with the 

concepts of “roll over and float” and “roll over and swim.” 
Despite	the	apparent	simplicity,	the	instructor	should	not	
omit this specific instruction, and participants should prac-
tice these maneuvers in shallow water before attempting to 
swim in water over the head in depth.

Turns, Reverses, Stops, and Starts
Some skills are not particularly significant when swimming 
in shallow water where footing is always available. But the 
ability to stop and restart swimming, to reverse direction, 
and to turn while swimming is of critical importance when 
swimming in deep water. (Note that the beginner swim test 
requires the candidate to stop, turn, and resume swimming.)

To	stop	while	swimming	the	crawl	stroke,	the	swimmer	
simply stops kicking and raises the head while pushing 
down and slightly forward with the arms. A reverse after 
stopping can be done in one quick motion by sweeping both 
arms in the same direction across the front of the body while 
turning the head and shoulders in the opposite direction.

Starting the swim stroke in deep water is accomplished 
by pressing the arms down from the surface of the water and 
back alongside the body while at the same time leaning for-
ward, putting the face in the water, and beginning the flutter 
kick.	This	planes	the	body	into	the	prone	glide	position	for	
the crawl stroke to begin.

To	turn	while	swimming	the	crawl,	the	swimmer	simply	
sweeps wide with the arm stroke on the side opposite the 
turn and reaches out in the direction of the turn with the 
other arm. When demonstrating this maneuver, the instruc-
tor should show how the head, when down in the prone 
glide position, can be used as a rudder to assist in swimming 
turns. (A turn when swimming on the back is also accom-
plished by ruddering with the head and sweeping wide with 
the arm stroke opposite the turning side.)

Entering the Water
An important part of learning to swim is mastering the skills 
involved in deep-water entries. Participants should be 
taught the leaping entry as illustrated and explained in the 
Swimming	merit	badge	pamphlet.	The	leaping	entry	tech-
nique cannot be taught, however, until participants have 
overcome the initial reluctance about jumping into the 
water.

To	teach	a	simple	jump	entry,	have	the	learner	stand	at	
the pool or dock edge where the water will be chest deep. 
The	learner	should	bend	slightly	at	the	knees	and	hop	for-
ward as though trying to land with both feet together on the 
surface	of	the	water.	The	arms	should	be	extended	forward	
and the body leaning slightly forward from the waist.

On the first attempt, an instructor should be in the water 
facing the edge just beyond where the participant will enter 
the water. As soon as the learner splashes into the water, the 
instructor makes contact and speaks encouragement.
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When this initial jump entry can be performed confi-
dently, the instructor should back away several steps and 
have the learner jump in and immediately begin swimming 
the	crawl	stroke.	This	practice	should	then	progress	to	
slightly deeper water until the participants are ready for 
their	initial	jumps	into	water	over	their	heads.	The	water	for	
this practice should be about shoulder deep on the instruc-
tor, so that the instructor can again stand in the water and 
have	the	participants	jump	and	swim	toward	him	or	her.	The	
participants will be much less reluctant to make an initial 
jump if they are going toward, rather than away from, the 
instructor. Also, any possibility of an unpleasant first experi-
ence can be avoided by timely support from the instructor. 
This	procedure	also	counters	the	dangerous	tendency	to	
jump at or near the edge of the pool or dock. 

Once the basic “jump and swim” has been mastered, the 
learners should progress to the leaping entry.

Precautions and Limitations
As the participants learn the basic swimming skills, the 
instructor should emphasize necessary precautions associ-
ated with each skill. (For example, as participants learn how 
to enter the water by jumping and leaping, they should also 
learn not to jump into any water that has not been carefully 
explored	for	depth	and	subsurface	obstructions.	They	should	
also be cautioned about not jumping when others might be in 
the way.) In addition to teaching safety precautions, the 
instructor should be sure that all of the participants know 
and understand their own limitations—what their skills 
enable them to do, and what is beyond their ability.

Special Instruction
Occasionally, the learning process will be affected by physi-
cal, mental, or emotional limitations. Only in rare circum-
stances, however, will such limitations prevent an individual 
from healthy exercise and recreation in the water.

To	the	extent	it	is	practical,	a	youth	with	limitations	
should be included in learn-to-swim instruction with other 
youths. When this is not practical, the instructor should 
make arrangements to work with the youth and the unit 
leader on an individual basis. It is important that the youth’s 
unit leader be included in the special instruction activity to 
facilitate continued instruction when the camper returns 
home.

The	instruction	itself	should	be	adapted	to	the	abilities	
and limitations of the individual. Since every individual in 
need of special instruction may present unique capabilities, 
the instructor may have to set distinct learning objectives in 
each	case.	The	rule	is	to	give	every	youth	opportunity	to	
learn new skills that will increase self-confidence and enable 
the youth to enjoy safe activity in the water.

The	most	common	limitation	is	fear	of	the	water.	This	
learned fear goes beyond reluctance and can seriously 
impair the ability to learn. A youth with such fear poses a 

real challenge for the instructor’s patience and ability to 
develop	trust	and	confidence.	The	first	step	may	involve	
considerable instructor-learner interaction away from the 
water. A pan of water on a table may be useful in beginning 
the learning process.

Games and Incentives
Every instructional session should include some playtime. 
The	instructor	can	add	to	the	fun	by	suggesting	and	organiz-
ing games and play that make use of the learners’ new swim-
ming skills.

Incentives, praise, recognition, special opportunities, 
and prizes are important instructional aids. Incentives 
should be used in such a way that every youth is encour-
aged. Special recognition for the most improved in a particu-
lar skill or in overall ability is an effective way to encourage 
the youths who might not be the best in comparison with 
others.

Scheduling
In summer camp, a camper who participates in daily instruc-
tion and has an additional opportunity to swim and practice 
each	day	can	usually	learn	to	swim	in	five	days.	Unit	leaders	
should be encouraged to schedule daily recreational swims 
for their nonswimmers in addition to the instructional peri-
ods. (If the adult leaders observe and participate in the 
instruction, they are then better able to coach and encour-
age the youths to practice during unit recreational swims.)

Each swim class should be scheduled for one hour, and 
the students should be in the water for no more than 30 to 40 
minutes	per	class.	(The	time	in	the	water	is	reduced	if	water	
temperature is less than 80°F.)

After the orientation and adjustment-to-water exercises, 
the swimming skills should be explained, demonstrated, and 
practiced in sequence as follows:

 1. Breathing

 2. Body position, control, buoyancy

 3. Prone float

 4. Prone glide

 5. Back float

	 6.	 Back	glide

 7. Kick

 8. Arm movement

 9. Coordination

 10. Rollover 

	11.	 Turns,	reverses,	stops,	and	starts

 12. Jumping into the water
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All learners must be permitted to progress at their own 
speed, and all of the skills should be explained and demon-
strated	at	least	by	the	end	of	the	third	session.	The	first	part	
of each session should review the skills covered in earlier 
sessions.	The	beginner	test	should	be	administered	at	the	
end of each session for those who show sufficient skill and 
self-confidence.

Instruction for Beginners
Scouting’s obligation to teach basic swimming skills applies 
not only to teaching nonswimmers, but also to assisting and 
encouraging beginning swimmers to develop and improve 
their swimming skills.

Instruction for beginners should concentrate first on 
floating	and	the	elementary	backstroke.	Mastery	of	floating	
and a restful backstroke, plus a strong crawl stroke and the 
other maneuvers learned in nonswimmer instruction (stops, 
turns, etc.), will enable a youth to complete the swimmer 
test. But the objectives of beginner instruction go well 
beyond completion of the swimmer test. Beginning swim-
mers must have an opportunity to develop a variety of use-
ful swimming skills and to learn the precautions that ensure 
safe fun in the water.

Floating
Many	good	swimmers	have	never	been	taught	to	float.	The	
first instruction for beginners should concentrate on the 
floating technique as presented in the Swimming merit badge 
pamphlet.	Most	youths	will	learn	to	float	in	a	matter	of	min-
utes when shown the proper position and breathing tech-
nique. A few may have some difficulty achieving the float 
position and require some in-the-water support and coach-
ing. A few may have difficulty floating even after learning the 
proper	position.	This	difficulty	usually	arises	from	a	reluc-
tance or inability to relax, inhale deeply, and hold the breath.

Teach	and	practice	floating	in	neck-deep	water	before	
putting	participants	in	deep	water.	The	instructional	empha-
sis and objectives are simple:

1. Balance (body position distributes body weight equally 
above and below the buoyant fulcrum—the lungs)

2. Buoyancy (only air floats, so the lungs must be fully 
inflated and never deflated)

Obviously, different body types float differently. A woman 
usually will float higher in the water than a man; an obese 
person will float higher than a thin person. But remember 
that only the mouth needs to clear the water for a person to 
maintain a motionless float for a prolonged period.

For persons not to be able to float, their overall density 
with	lungs	fully	inflated	must	exceed	that	of	water.	Most	
“sinkers” who relax, hold a full breath, and assume a barrel 
float position may sink slightly at first but normally slowly 
rise to an equilibrium position with their shoulders just 

above the water surface. It is extremely rare for a person in 
such an exercise to sink to the bottom and remain there until 
they run out of breath.

Backstroke
Any truly restful backstroke will enable a candidate to pass 
the swimmer test. Scouting believes that the elementary 
backstroke, as presented in the Swimming merit badge pam-
phlet, is a superior stroke that every swimmer should master.

Other Strokes
The	sidestroke,	breaststroke,	and	trudgen	should	be	
included in the beginners’ instruction. A youth who has mas-
tered the crawl stroke, floating, and the elementary back-
stroke; who can enter and maneuver in the water confidently 
and without hesitation; and who has at least basic skill in the 
sidestroke, breaststroke, and trudgen is clearly a competent 
swimmer who will continue to improve and develop skills 
while	maturing	into	adulthood.	The	sidestroke,	breaststroke,	
and trudgen are presented in the Swimming merit badge 
pamphlet and are included in the merit badge requirements.

Diving
As a part of the beginners’ instruction, participants should 
be introduced to both standing dives from deck or pier, and 
surface dives. Elementary dives and surface dives are pre-
sented in the Swimming merit badge pamphlet.

The	objective	in	this	instruction	is	not	skill	proficiency,	
but simply to acquaint the youth with new skills. Proficiency 
in the basic diving skills is part of the Swimming merit badge 
requirements. At the beginner level, this instruction furthers 
the	development	of	coordination	and	self-confidence.	This	
instruction also provides a good opportunity for the instruc-
tor to emphasize safety precautions and to identify the limi-
tations imposed by different skill levels.

Class Organization and Scheduling
Each participant should have a buddy of similar skill, and  
the instructor should reassign buddies whenever it appears 
that	reassignments	will	enhance	the	learning	process.	Ten	
buddy pairs per class is maximum for one instructor and 
assistant instructor.

A youth in summer camp who participates in daily 
instruction and has an additional opportunity to swim and 
practice each day can usually progress from beginner to 
swimmer	in	three	to	five	days.	Unit	leaders	should	be	encour-
aged to schedule daily recreational swims for beginners in 
addition to the instructional periods.

Each swim class should be scheduled for one hour, and 
youths should be in the water for no more than approximately 
45 minutes of the hour. A daily instruction outline follows.



70
aquatics

70
aquatics

First Day

1. Floating (body position and buoyancy)

2. Elementary backstroke

3. Swimmer tests

Second Day

1. Review of floating and backstroke

2. Breaststroke

3. Crawl

Third Day

1. Review of floating, backstroke, breaststroke, and crawl

2. Sidestroke

3. Swimmer tests

Fourth Day

1. Review of floating, backstroke, breaststroke, sidestroke, 
and crawl

2.	 Trudgen

3. Surface dives

Fifth Day

1. Elementary dives

2. Review of all skills

3. Swimmer tests

Swimmer tests on the first day are primarily for those 
who are strong swimmers and need only an opportunity to 
learn floating and/or a restful backstroke to qualify for the 
swimmer classification. Scheduling and announcing swim-
mer tests for the third and fifth days gives the beginners 
some incentive and a target, with reasonable time to permit 
skill development. However, a youth who requests an oppor-
tunity to take the swimmer test at an earlier time should be 
given	the	opportunity.	Those	who	complete	the	test	in	the	
middle of the week should be encouraged to continue to 
attend the beginner instruction to learn additional skills. 
Participants who join the beginners’ instruction after the 
first day begin with the floating and backstroke skills and 
progress through the sequence of skills until they catch up 
with others in the class.

Teaching Methods
For each stroke or new swimming skill, the instructor 
should first explain the unique purpose and advantage of 
the	skill.	Then	the	stroke	or	skill	is	explained	step	by	step	
and demonstrated.

Stroke practice begins out of the water. Each stroke is 
broken down into individual elements that are again 
explained	and	demonstrated.	The	first	element	considered	is	
body position, then kick, arm movement, breathing, and 
coordination. Practice for each element includes both land 
and	shallow-water	drills.	The	drills	enable	the	instructor	to	
observe and coach. Also, the drills give the instructor an 
opportunity to hold a participant’s hands, feet, or head and 
to guide the participant through the proper motion and 
rhythm	of	the	stroke.	This	hands-on	assistance	is	an	impor-
tant aid in understanding and learning each movement.

After the basic movements and coordination have been 
learned in land and water drills, participants practice, one 
buddy at a time while the other buddy observes and 
coaches.	The	instructor	should	observe	each	participant	in	
the water and analyze or diagnose any stroke deficiencies. 
Suggestions should focus on only one problem area at a 
time—the problem that, when corrected, will make the most 
improvement. Body position is usually the first thing to cor-
rect.	Do	not	confuse	and	discourage	the	learner	by	listing	a	
series of problems. Practice one correction at a time, begin-
ning with whatever is most problematic.

Advanced Instruction
The	most	important	advanced	swimming	instruction	for	
Scouts who are classified as swimmers is the Swimming 
merit badge. All Scouts should be encouraged to earn this 
award	and	 then	 to	earn	 the	 Lifesaving	merit	badge.	
Additionally,	Scouts	and	Venturers	may	earn	the	Mile	Swim,	
BSA recognition.

If campers wish to pursue instruction in other advanced 
swimming skills and the resources are available, then the 
aquatics program should make such instruction available. 
New strokes, perfection of swimming form, and racing tech-
nique are possible subjects for advanced instruction.



71
aquatics

71
aquatics

Eight merit badges are included in the aquatics program in 
Boy	Scouting:	Swimming,	Lifesaving,	Rowing,	Canoeing,	
Whitewater,	 Small-Boat	 Sailing,	 Motorboating,	 and	
Waterskiing. Current merit badge pamphlets should be relied 
upon and followed for requirements and skill information.

An important principle for craft-handling skill instruction 
is “get them in the boat.” Early in the first instructional 
period,	the	Scouts	should	get	on	the	water	in	the	craft.	This	
experience responds to their initial interest and curiosity, 
enhances learning incentives, and may help both instructor 
and Scout in recognizing initial skill levels. Explanations are 
more readily received and land drills more willingly under-
taken by the Scout after his initial on-the-water experience.

Swimming
The	Swimming	merit	badge	is	one	of	the	most	popular	
awards	in	Scouting.	The	entry-level	skills,	age,	and	experi-
ence of Scouts enrolled in the training is usually quite varied. 
A few might be able to demonstrate proper form for the 
strokes during the first session; most will need instruction 
and practice. Each Scout will progress at a pace within his 
individual capability. Counselors should be fair and consis-
tent and should teach and evaluate all performances based 
upon generally accepted standards as recognized by the 
BSA, American Red Cross, or other organizations offering 
swimming instruction. References include current and previ-
ous editions of the Swimming merit badge pamphlet, The 
Boy Scout Handbook, ARC Swimming and Diving, and the 
YMCA Swimming Manual. All Scouts should complete the 
swimming requirements for Second and First Class ranks 
prior to the start of the merit badge instruction.

A ratio of one instructor to every 10 to 12 students is 
recommended. At a minimum, five 90-minute water sessions 
are	suggested.	Two-hour	periods	would	be	the	maximum	
length for any instructional session. In a summer camp pro-
gram, the first-aid and CPR requirements should be com-
pleted under unit leadership or at a time separate from the 
water skills development.

Instructional procedures should include:

1.	 Demonstration	of	the	finished	stroke—this	is	what	it	
should look like when you have completed instruction 
and practice.

2.	 Discussion	of	parts	of	the	stroke,	legs,	arms,	breathing,	
timing, etc.

3.	 Practice.	Depending	upon	the	individual	skill	level,	use	
the whole, part-whole, or progressive parts techniques 
for	teaching	and	practice.	Use	land	drills	and	in-water	sta-
tionary	and	fluid	drills.	Utilize	teaching	aids,	e.g.,	kick-
boards, leg or arm floats.

4. Review. Relate all new material to previously learned 
skills.

5.	 Monitor	all	practice	swimming	for	signs	of	fatigue.	If	 
students become overly tired their ability to learn may be 
impaired.

6.	 Evaluate	and	encourage.	Recognize	accomplishment,	
even if minor. Reward all achievements with praise.

First Session

1. Conduct a screening test for completion of Second and 
First	Class	swimming	requirements.	This	is	an	opportu-
nity to evaluate the strength of the Scout’s swimming 
ability and determine whether the Scout is ready for 
training. If the Scout cannot make the 100-yard distance 
required by the swimmers test, he should be encouraged 
to enroll in instructional opportunities other than 
Swimming merit badge.

2. Work on mechanics for the crawl stroke. Establish use of 
the	stroke	for	recreation,	lifesaving,	and	competition.	This	
stroke should be familiar to most.

3. Float in a face-up position for one minute. Review ele-
ments of learning how to float. Point out that almost 
everyone can float. Show techniques for resting in the 
water, sculling, fining, etc.

4. Practice the elementary backstroke—described as paired 
coordinated movement of the arms and legs; a resting 
stroke. Emphasize proper leg action, as related to the 
breaststroke.

5. Introduce the breaststroke, which is used as a resting 
stroke in lifesaving and competitive swimming. Relate the 
breaststroke to the elementary breaststroke.

6.	 Have	Scouts	obtain	a	copy	of	the	Personal Fitness merit 
badge pamphlet and begin developing a swimming exer-
cise program to be discussed at the final session. Consult 
The Boy Scout Handbook and other available literature. 
Give students any materials that might be available to 
assist them in accomplishing requirement 10. Review the 
requirement with the candidates, and answer any ques-
tions. Set deadline for completion.

Second Session

1. Practice the crawl and elementary backstroke.

2. Review and practice the breaststroke.

3. Introduce and practice the sidestroke—primarily a recre-
ational stroke, with modifications can be adapted to life-
saving skills.

merit Badge instruCtion
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4.	 Introduce	diving.	Teach	the	headfirst	dive	and	long	shal-
low dive. If a one-meter board (or lower) is available, 
teach	a	plain,	headfirst	dive.	The	water	must	be	at	least	
10 feet deep and meet potentially more restrictive local 
or state standards on minimum depths and pool shape. 
Diving	from	starting	blocks	or	from	the	dock	or	pool	edge	
into water less than 7 feet is prohibited. Review other 
safety needs. Practice.

5. Introduce surface dives—feetfirst, pike, and/or tuck posi-
tion. Practice.

6.	 Introduce	use	of	PFD—include	“help”	and	“huddle”	 
positions.

7. Introduce and practice survival floating.

8. Specify what type of clothes the participants need to  
be gathering for the clothes inflation session during  
the fourth session. Remind them of exercise program 
assignment.

Third Session

Either 

1. Practice all skills. Critical points of all strokes should be 
reviewed; provide positive reinforcement as needed.

2.	 Discuss	competitive	swimming	and	modifications	to	
crawl stroke and breaststroke. Practice.

3. Introduce back crawl stroke—used in recreational swim-
ming and competition. Practice.

4.	 Demonstrate	butterfly	stroke.	Practice.

5. Introduce competitive starts and turns. Practice. In a 
lake, racing turns must be taught and practiced using 
properly fixed and stabilized wall turn targets, or taught 
in open water. Water depth of at least 4 feet is required at 
the turning point.

6.	 Remind	participants	that	they	need	to	bring	clothes	to	
the next session. Remind them of exercise program 
assignment.

Or 

1. Introduce snorkeling skills—See Snorkeling, BSA folder 
and application for suggestions on information to be cov-
ered.	Discussion	of	snorkeling,	scuba,	and	sport	diving.	
Practice and test skills.

2. Remind participants that they need to bring clothes to 
the next session. Remind them of exercise program 
assignment.

Fourth Session

1. Clothes inflation. Resource material in The Boy Scout 
Handbook. Check that valuables have been removed from 
all pockets and that Scouts are wearing trunks beneath 

pants. One instructor should perform demonstration 
while a second explains. Scouts who attempt to keep 
their heads out of the water throughout this exercise may 
fail to complete it due to fatigue. Remind them to use the 
survival floating techniques learned in the second ses-
sion. A few Scouts may need to be coached in shallow 
water. Have reach poles discreetly at hand.

2. Practice and review of previous material.

3.	 Testing	as	appropriate.	(Provide	individual	attention	 
to those having difficulty. If appropriate, privately  
broach possibility of a partial completion, but encourage 
continuation.)

Fifth Session

1. Practice and final skills check-off

2. Review and discuss health benefits of regular aerobic 
exercise,	focus	on	swimming.	Mention	other	activities,	
i.e.	cycling,	hiking,	skiing,	etc.	Discuss	swimming	exercise	
plan developed by Scouts. (Scouts should be reminded of 
this assignment throughout the program.)

Lifesaving
Several merit badges in Boy Scouting prepare the Scout for 
immediate	service.	First	Aid	is	one;	Lifesaving	is	another.	
Earning these merit badges should give the Scout an under-
standing	consistent	with	performance	of	that	service.	The	
well-being of both the accident victim and the rescuer 
depends on such understanding.

It	is	the	responsibility	of	the	Lifesaving	instructor	to	pro-
vide the merit badge candidate with rescue skills and knowl-
edge appropriate to his age and beyond what he has learned 
through	rank	advancement.	The	Lifesaving	merit	badge	
instructor should carefully review and consider the “Note to 
the Counselor” in the Lifesaving merit badge pamphlet.

The	following	schedule	assumes	a	five-day	program	with	
one 90-minute session per day at the swimming area and a 
single 90-minute classroom session. Class size should be in 
the range of five to 10 buddy pairs with two instructors.  
The	larger	group	size	may	require	that	some	or	all	sessions	
be extended to two hours to allow adequate practice and 
evaluation.

First Day

1. Class organization

 a. Review of expectations, schedule, and prerequisites

 b. 400-yard swim

 c. Buddy pairing

 d. Construction of class roster
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2. Preliminary skills

 a. Review of swimming strokes as necessary

	 b.	 Leaping	entry

	 c.	 Treading	water	(rotary	kick)

3. Rescue planning I: Recognizing need

 a. Query class on what a drowning person looks like

 b. Introduction to victim classification

 (Begin discussion of causes of drowning, obvious precau-
tions to prevent drowning, and how the state of the vic-
tim will influence rescue procedures. Stick to the main 
points and keep things simple so participants get the big 
picture.	Details	can	be	provided	later	in	discussions	of	
various rescue techniques.)

4.	 Rescue	planning	II:	Deciding	how	to	act

 a.  Who is best qualified? (e.g., rescues should be left to 
lifeguards when present)

 b.  Can the lifesaver make a safe rescue, or should he 
seek more qualified help with advanced equipment?

5. Rescue planning III: Order of methods of rescue—reach, 
throw, row, go

6.	 Reaching	rescues

 a.  Role of victim—simple, realistic behavior. Avoid the 
word help, practice leaping entry.

 b.  Explain, demonstrate, and practice reaching with 
hand and foot.

 c.  Explain, demonstrate, and practice reaching with 
equipment	such	as	poles.	(Make	distinctions	between	
victims who will reach for aids and those who can’t. 
Class can be divided into two to four small groups, 
depending on deck space, to more efficiently use 
equipment. Instructors on each side of a pool should 
be able to monitor two groups each.)

Second Day

1. Review victim characteristics and order of methods  
of rescue.

2.	 Throwing	rescues:	Explain	and	demonstrate

 a. Free-floating supports

 b. Rescue bag

	 c.	 Throw	line

 d. Ring buoy and/or jug

 (Note that these are ineffective for unconscious victims 
and that some conscious victims will be unable to reach 
for an aid that lands nearby; hence the importance of 
placing the line over the victim’s shoulder.)

3. Practice throwing rescues by groups or stations.

4. Rowing rescues

 a. In a pool, demonstrate a canoe or kayak rescue.

 b.  At a lakefront, perform several demonstrations and 
exercises as time allows.

5. Swimming rescues with equipment for a conscious victim

 a.  Present examples of common rescue aids and note 
advantages of those that float and are easy to grasp.

 b.  Explain and demonstrate various entries and 
approaches with a flotation aid. Final portion of the 
approach includes a visual and verbal assessment of 
the victim’s condition from a safe distance.

	 c.	 	Demonstrate	an	entry,	approach,	release	of	a	flotation	
aid to the subject, and escort of the victim to safety. 
(Note the similarity to a throwing rescue using a free-
floating	support.	This	is	an	option	when	a	throw	is	
inaccurate or the distance is too far to heave the 
available aid.)

	 d.	 	Demonstrate	entry,	approach,	presentation	of	a	flota-
tion	aid,	and	tow	to	safety.	(This	is	to	be	used	when	
the victim cannot propel himself while supported by 
the aid.)

 e.  Supervise practice using a variety of flotation aids, 
including a rescue tube.

6.	 Remind	participants	to	bring	clothes	to	the	next	session.

Third Day

1. Review.

2.  Swimming rescues with equipment for a conscious victim 
(continued): Explain, demonstrate, and practice rapid 
disrobing and shirttail rescue.

3. Contact rescues for an unconscious victim

 a.  Note that contact with the victim is required in swim-
ming rescues for an unconscious victim.

 b.  Explain and demonstrate the “scoop” using a rescue 
tube or other buoyant device.

 c.  Explain and demonstrate removal of a victim from  
the water.

 d.  Arrange safety release signal between buddies for use 
in practice of contact rescues.

 e. Practice “scoop” rescue.

 f.  Explain, demonstrate, and practice front approach 
and	wrist	tow	with	rescuer	wearing	a	PFD	as	a	recom-
mended rescue aid.

 g.  Explain, demonstrate, and practice rear approach 
and	armpit	tow	with	rescuer	wearing	a	PFD.
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 h.  Repeat wrist tow and armpit tow exercises with - 
	out	PFDs.

 (Note:	Dry-land	drills	before	in-water	practice	are	often	
effective teaching aids for contact assists such as the 
wrist tow.)

4. Submerged victims

 a.  Explain how to search for a victim from the surface in 
clear water.

 b.  Advocate feetfirst search in deep, turbid water  
only when the victim’s location was noted just  
before submersion.

 c.  Explain, demonstrate, and practice feetfirst surface 
dives to recover weight.

 d.  Explain, demonstrate, and practice headfirst surface 
dives to recover weight.

Fourth Day (water session)

1. Contact rescues for a conscious victim

 a.  Explain the importance of avoiding contact with  
an active victim and discuss situations when it may  
be appropriate.

 b. Explain lead-and-wait concepts.

 c.  Explain, demonstrate, and practice a swim-along 
assist for a cooperative, tired swimmer.

 d.  Explain, demonstrate, and practice an armpit tow for 
a cooperative, tired swimmer.

 e.  Explain, demonstrate, and practice a cross-chest carry 
for an exhausted, passive victim who does not respond 
to instructions to aid himself. An armpit tow may pre-
cede the cross-chest carry but is not required.

2.	 Defenses:	Explain,	demonstrate,	and	practice

 a. Rapid submersion

 b. Escape from hold on wrist

 c. Escape from front headhold

 d. Escape from rear headhold

3. In-line stabilization for spinal injuries

 a. Explain signs and symptoms of a spinal injury.

 b.  Explain, demonstrate, and practice support of a 
faceup victim in shallow water.

 c.  Explain, demonstrate, and practice techniques for 
turning a spinal-injury victim from facedown to faceup 
in shallow water.

Fourth Day (classroom session)
(May	be	scheduled	at	separate	times	for	different	buddy	
pairs for better use of time and equipment.)

1.	 Training	in	CPR

2. Review of basic first aid

3. Oral or written tests to cover the knowledge require-
ments for the merit badge

Fifth Day

1. Continue above schedule if behind.

2. Basic review

3. Situation exercises

4. Formal skill testing

Rowing
Rowing has long been recognized as one of the best activi-
ties for developing strength and muscle tone in the upper 
body, and the advent of sliding-seat rowing has made rowing 
an increasingly popular recreational and competitive sport 
that affords full-body exercise. Scouting is perhaps the only 
major youth organization that conducts extensive instruc-
tional programs in both fixed- and sliding-seat rowing. 
Rowing is taught and practiced in virtually every Scout sum-
mer	camp	in	the	United	States,	and	it	has	been	suggested	
that Scout councils collectively maintain the world’s largest 
fleet of privately owned rowing craft. With this investment 
and healthful opportunity, all Scouts should be encouraged 
to master this functional body-building skill.

The	Rowing	merit	badge	requirements	can	be	completed	
using either fixed-seat or sliding-seat equipment. Ideally, both 
will	be	available.	The	sliding-seat,	recreational	craft	are	by	far	
the easiest to master, and usually more fun, for Scout-age youth. 
In a summer camp program, the first aid and CPR requirements 
can be completed separately under unit leadership. 

A recommended five-day (71 ⁄2- to 10-hour total) instruc-
tional schedule is as follows.

First Day

1.	 Review	and	discuss	BSA	Safety	Afloat.	Fit	PFDs.

2. Explain and demonstrate launch and landing procedures.

3. Practice launch and landing with short rowing exercise 
for initial rowing experience.

4. General orientation:

 a. Why rowing? (History and function)

 b. Review merit badge requirements.

 c. Review boat and oar parts and terminology.
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5. Explain and demonstrate basic rowing:

 a. Equipment selection, handling, and placement

	 b.	 Launching	(review)

	 c.	 Trim

 d. Body positioning and posture

 e. Basic stroke

 f. Commands

 g. Getting underway fast

 h. Backing water

	 i.	 Turns

 j.  Changing positions (if using tandem fixed-seat  
equipment)

	 k.	 Landing	(review);	securing	boat	and	equipment

6.	 Practice	board	and	drydock	drills.

7. Boat assignment and equipment selection.

8. Practice rowing skills.

Second Day

1. Review and practice rowing skills.

2. Explain and demonstrate pivots and sculling.

3. Practice rowing skills.

Third Day

1. Explain and demonstrate differences between fixed-seat 
and sliding-seat rowing.

 a. Equipment selection, handling, and placement

	 b.	 Launching

	 c.	 Trim

 d. Body positioning and posture

 e. Stroke

 f. Backing water

	 g.	 Turns

	 h.	 Landing

2. Practice fixed-seat and sliding-seat rowing skills.

3. Explain, demonstrate, and practice coming alongside a 
pier in a fixed-seat rowboat, and assisting passenger 
boarding from pier.

4. Explain, demonstrate, and practice coming alongside a 
pier in a fixed-seat rowboat, getting out on the pier with 
proper assistance, and how to help another rower board 
from a pier.

Fourth Day

1. Explain, demonstrate, and practice boat rescue  
procedures.

2. Explain, demonstrate, and practice swamped boat maneu-
vers for both fixed-seat and sliding-seat equipment.

3.	 Discuss	and	illustrate	types	of	rowing	craft	and	their	
uses, types of anchors and their uses, types of oarlocks 
and their uses, and common boat-building materials and 
their advantages or disadvantages.

4.	 Discuss	and	 illustrate	how	to	handle	a	rowboat	 in	 
a storm, how to maintain and store rowing equipment 
during the off-season, and the health benefits of rowing 
for exercise.

5. Practice fixed-seat and sliding-seat rowing skills.

Fifth Day

1. Oral or written testing on Rowing merit badge knowledge 
requirements 

2. Instruction, practice, and skill testing, as needed

Canoeing
The	purpose	of	the	Canoeing	merit	badge	is	to	teach	team-
work and to help every Scout become a skilled flatwater 
canoeist.	The	merit	badge	pamphlet	provides	detailed	infor-
mation on skills and procedures. A recommended five-day 
schedule (10 hours total) is as follows.

First Day

1. Introductions

2. Class organization

 a. Buddies

 b. Equipment assignments

	 c.	 PFD	selection	and	proper	fit

 d. Review of BSA Safety Afloat

3. Familiarization exercise

 a. Paddle selection

 b. Basic tandem procedures

  —From rack to water’s edge

	 	 —Launch	and	boarding

  —Positions in canoe (trim and balance)

	 	 —Landing	and	getting	out

 c. Initial paddle opportunity

   Students have opportunity for self-discovery and 
demonstration of initial skills; short paddle should 
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end at predetermined location suitable for discus-
sion, land and standing-water drills and practice, and 
demonstrations.

4.	 The	canoeist	and	his	gear

 a. Swimming requirement review

 b.  Importance of fitness, conditioning, and self-protec-
tion (from sun, temperature, etc.)

 c. Proper clothing, shoes, kneeling pads

5. Paddles and canoes

 a. Paddle parts and how to grip

	 b.	 Types	of	paddles	and	their	use

 c. Canoe nomenclature

	 d.	 Types	of	canoes	and	their	differences

6.	 Basic	tandem	strokes

 a. Paddling positions in canoe

 b. Kneeling positions

 c. Changing positions and paddling sides

 d. Commands—Who is in charge?

 e.  Bow strokes—power or forward, diagonal draw, quar-
ter sweep, hold water, stopping

 f.  Stern strokes—power and steering with J-stroke, hold 
water, stopping

7. Skills practice including landing and storing equipment at 
end of class

Second Day

1. Review and practice—launch from shore, commands, 
changing positions, changing sides, kneeling positions

2. Review and practice—bow strokes (power, diagonal 
draw, quarter sweep), stern stroke (J-stroke), stops, and 
holding water

3. Explanation and demonstration—pushaway, pullover, 
reverse sweep, backwater, and tandem pivots

4. Practice of all tandem strokes and maneuvers in both 
positions and on both sides

5. Explanation, demonstration, and practice of dock landing 
and launch

6.	 Discussion	 and	 demonstration	 of 	 loading	 and	 
securing gear

Third Day

1. Explanation, demonstration, and practice of tandem 
overboard and capsize procedures

2. Explanation, demonstration, and practice of the canoe-
over-canoe rescue

3. Solo skills

	 a.	 Launch	from	shore	and	pier

 b.  Basic strokes (J-stroke, forward and reverse sweeps, 
backwater, stop, pullover, and pushaway)

	 c.	 Landing

4. Solo practice

Fourth Day

1. Review and practice of solo skills

2. Explanation, demonstration, and practice of sculling, inside 
and outside pivots, and deep-water reentry (single man)

3.	 Discussion	and	demonstration	of	care	and	maintenance	
of canoe equipment; canoe sailing; discussion of  
river canoeing

4. General review and practice

Fifth Day
Instruction, practice, and testing, as needed

Whitewater
Whitewater merit badge instruction requires both a time 
commitment and facilities not always available in a week at 
summer camp. If the camp has access to Class I and II rapids, 
and Scouts and leaders are willing to commit a substantial 
portion of their camp time to this activity, then the opportu-
nity should be offered as part of the summer camp program. 
Assuming that the Scouts taking the course have strong flat-
water skills and experience, the requirements can be com-
pleted with 20 to 25 hours of instruction and practice plus 
the one-day river trip.

A recommended merit badge program would include 
three eight-hour instruction and practice sessions on con-
secutive weekends, with the river trip on the fourth week-
end. In a summer camp setting, the schedule could include 
four six-hour instruction and practice sessions on four con-
secutive days, with the fifth day for the river trip. An alterna-
tive approach could use the summer camp as a preliminary 
to weekend activity later in the season. A 10-hour summer 
camp program (five two-hour sessions) emphasizing refine-
ment of basic skills on flatwater and completion of the sla-
lom gate requirement would lay a strong foundation for 
completion of the requirements in two or three weekends 
later in the season.

A recommended four-day schedule, assuming approxi-
mately eight hours per day on consecutive weekends, is  
as follows.
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First Day (on flatwater)

1. On the water, review flatwater skills including overboard 
procedure ( 1⁄2 hour).

2. Review and compare BSA Safety Afloat and the American 
Whitewater Affiliation Safety Code (1 hour).

3. Explain, demonstrate, and practice the backstroke, draw 
stroke, pushaway, and pry (11⁄2 hours).

4.	 Diagram	and	discuss	gate	maneuvers;	explain	techniques	
to enhance performance of gate maneuvers; demonstrate 
gate sequence (1⁄2 hour).

5. English gate practice (11⁄2 hours).

6.	 Discuss	and	display	equipment	for	use	on	running	water,	
including canoes, kayaks, paddles, and safety equipment 
( 3⁄4 hour).

7. “Reading a River” display board exercise; homework 
assignment on river reading ( 3⁄4 hour).

8. Practice skills and gate maneuvers (1 hour).

Second Day/Morning (on flatwater)

1. Gate practice and testing (11⁄2 hours).

2. Explain and discuss the International Scale of River 
Difficulty;	review	and	discuss	river	reading;	explain	and	
discuss the whitewater buddy system (1 hour).

3. Explain and illustrate (using film, video, or other media) 
forward and back ferry, eddy maneuvers, and braces  
(1 hour).

4. Gate practice and testing (1 hour).

Second Day/Afternoon (on Class I or low Class II rapids)

1.	 Discuss	and	apply	International	Scale	of	River	Difficulty;	
river-reading exercise (1⁄ 2 hour).

2. Explain, demonstrate, and practice self-rescue and proce-
dures when capsized on running water; explain and dem-
onstrate safe rescue of others (11⁄2 hours).

3.	 Demonstrate	and	practice	ferries,	braces,	and	eddy	
maneuvers (2 hours).

4. Explain, demonstrate, and practice portaging (1⁄2 hour).

Third Day/Morning (on flatwater)

1. Gate practice and testing (11⁄2 hours).

2. Explain and demonstrate recognition and treatment  
of hypothermia; discuss use of inflatable boats on mov-
ing water; explain the risks of tubing on moving water  
(11⁄2 hours).

3. Explain, demonstrate, and practice kayak maneuvers  
(1 hour).

Third Day/Afternoon (on Class I or low Class II rapids)

1. Practice tandem skills (2 hours).

2. Practice kayak maneuvers (1 hour).

3. Hold whitewater trip-planning exercise (11⁄2 hours).

Fourth Day (on Class I and Class II rapids)
Make	whitewater	trip	according	to	plan.

Small-Boat Sailing
Sailing, like canoeing, has become a popular recreational 
sport	in	the	United	States,	and	many	Scout	camps	have	fully	
equipped sailing programs. Every camp should provide 
opportunity for Scouts with advanced aquatics skills to 
learn the basics of sailing. A lack of equipment should not 
deny sailing opportunities in summer camp, for any aquatics 
program with canoes and a bit of ingenuity can put together 
a canoe sailing rig. (See the Canoeing merit badge pamphlet.) 
While no specific sail plan is required for use in completing 
the requirements, it is recommended that the craft be less 
than	20	feet.	The	craft	must	have	a	rudder	and	the	capability	
of sailing to windward.

The	recommended	class	schedule	is	based	on	11 ⁄2 to 2 
hours of instruction and practice per day on a five- 
day schedule.

First Day

1. Class organization and introductory comments

2. Review of safety rules

3. Boarding craft (Scouts and instructor in same craft); 
identification of parts and their function while underway; 
demonstration and practice of sailing skills

4. Review of requirements and schedule for the week

5. Assignment of reading for discussion requirements

Second Day

1. Review and practice of sailing skills

2. Ropework

Third Day

1. Practice

2.	 Discussion	of	reading	assignments

Fourth Day

1. Practice

2. Capsize, if practical (small boats only); man-over - 
board drill

3. Ropework (complete requirement)



78
aquatics

Waterskiing
If camp facilities are well-suited and used for outboard 
motorboating instruction and recreation, then in most cir-
cumstances waterskiing should also be offered.

Only classified swimmers may participate in waterskiing. 
Skiers are towed only by a boat operated by specially trained 
and experienced aquatics program personnel. A conscien-
tious second person must always be in the boat as a safety 
observer.	A	vest	or	jacket-type	PFD	approved	for	waterskiing	
must be worn at all times by skiers, observers, and boat 
operators. Priority may be given to older and more advanced 
Scouts	if	demand	exceeds	instructional	capabilities.	The	
Motorboating	merit	badge	is	not	required	but	may	be	recom-
mended.

The	current	Waterskiing merit badge pamphlet should be 
relied upon for information on equipment, skills, and require-
ments. A recommended five-day (10-hour) schedule, not 
including first aid and CPR requirements, is as follows.

First Day

1. Review safety and signals. Assign readings on discussion 
requirements. Review requirements.

2. Explain and demonstrate equipment selection and fit, 
and putting skis on in deep water.

3. Explain and demonstrate basic skills on two skis.

4. Practice.

Second Day

1. Review safety and signals.

2. Explain and demonstrate crossing the wake, proper fall-
ing to stop, coasting, and running with one ski lifted clear 
of the water.

3. Practice.

Third Day

1. Review safety and signals.

2. Explain and demonstrate one-ski skills.

3. Practice.

Fourth Day

1. Review safety and signals.

2. Practice.

Fifth Day

Skills	test.	Many	of	the	skill	requirements	may	be	completed	
during the supervised practice sessions before the fifth day. 
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Fifth Day

1. Completion of discussion requirements

2. Skills test

Motorboating
If a suitable body of water, approved by Coast Guard or state 
authorities for motor craft, is available, and at least one pow-
erboat is available for instructional use, then the aquatics 
program should include motorboating. A V-bottom,  
14-foot-long transom boat with an outboard motor not 
exceeding rated boat capacity is recommended.

Scouts must be classified as swimmers to participate in 
motorboating instruction, and priority may be given to older 
or First Class Scouts if demand exceeds instructional capa-
bilities.	The	current	merit	badge	pamphlet	should	be	relied	
upon for requirements and skill information.

The	recommended	class	schedule	that	follows	is	based	
on 11 ⁄2 to 2 hours of instruction and practice per day on a 
five-day schedule.

First Day

1. Class organization and introductory comments

2. Get underway, explain boating safety rules and proce-
dures, and demonstrate motorboat handling procedures.

3. Review all requirements; assign reading for discussion 
requirements.

Second Day

1. Review and practice boat-handling skills.

2. Explain and demonstrate equipment maintenance and 
storage procedures.

Third Day

1. Review and practice boat-handling skills.

2.	 Discuss	and	review	boating	safety	rules	and	procedures.

Fourth Day

1. Complete discussion requirements.

2. Have practice and skills test.

Fifth Day
Instruction, practice, and testing, as needed
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Thousands	of	years	before	steam	power	and	navigation	
were developed, the basic elements of seamanship—knot-
ting and splicing, rigging, boat handling, anchoring, and 
mooring—were practiced by the world’s first mariners, the 
ancient Phoenicians, Chinese, Egyptians, Arabians, Greeks, 
and Romans.

Historically, lines were made from natural manila, hemp, 
sisal,	cotton,	flax,	and	jute	fibers.	Manila	and	hemp	are	con-
sidered to be better quality than sisal, but of the natural 
fibers, sisal remains the most common. It is often used for 
pioneering work at camps and is appropriate for lashing on-
shore	structures	at	the	waterfront.	Most	applications	at	
camp aquatics program areas are better served with the use 
of synthetic lines, which have almost replaced natural fibers 
for all applications.

The	most	common	synthetic	fibers	used	for	lines	are	
nylon,	polyester	(Dacron),	and	polypropylene.	Aramid	and	
other high-strength fibers (known by brand names such as 
Kevlar,	Technora,	and	Spectra)	are	less	common	and	gener-
ally more expensive. Relative to natural fibers, all of the syn-
thetics are waterproof, but some do deteriorate with 
exposure, particularly to sunlight. Old lines can become 
rough and hard to handle. Nylon is strong and tends to 
stretch, which makes it good for dock and anchor lines. 
Polyester does not stretch as much and is the standard for 
running rigging on sailboats (wire rope is often used for 
standing rigging). Polypropylene floats, which gives it advan-
tages for throw lines, painters, boundary lines, and water-ski 
towrope.	The	more	exotic	fibers	are	used	for	rigging	on	rac-
ing sailboats where the advantages of greater strength over-
come their cost.

Lines	may	be	laid	or	braided,	and	braided	lines	may	be	
hollow-cored	or	solid-cored.	Laid	lines	consist	of	fibers	
twisted into three strands that are then twisted around one 
another.	Laid	line	is	easy	to	splice,	but	the	tension	in	the	
twists makes it easy to unravel and subject to kinks (if not 
coiled with care, a single loop will twist into multiple smaller 
loops).	The	fibers	in	braided	line	are	woven	together.	Braided	
nylon and polyester lines, as well as better quality polypro-
pylene, may consist of a cover woven around another line 
that	forms	the	core.	The	polypropylene	line	often	used	for	
water skiing, including that on the general-purpose yellow 
spools found at many waterfronts, is formed from a loosely 
woven, coarse braid with no center. Such line is easily 
spliced using a fid, but is not as soft and flexible as its solid-
core counterpart. Polypropylene ski rope is a poor choice 
for a throw bag or heaving line, whereas solid-core braided 
polypropylene	is	a	better	choice	than	other	materials.	Most	
small diameter synthetic lines, either laid or braided, can be 
prevented from unraveling by carefully fusing the ends with 
heat.

Pioneering and seamanship skills, such as knot-tying  
and	splicing,	are	very	useful	around	a	waterfront.	Mooring	
boats, placing buoys, marking off swimming areas, readying 
rescue equipment, and general setup of the program area all 
require ropework.

Useful	ropework	skills	in	aquatics	include	(a)	splicing	
(back, eye, and short); (b) whipping; (c) hitches (mooring, 
clove, slippery clove, taut-line, and half); and (d) knots (bow-
line, sheet bend, square knot, and figure eight).

ropework

Hold

standing  
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The	proper	care	and	upkeep	of	a	line	is	important.	Keep	
these points in mind:

1. Kinks. A kink can seriously weaken a link of fiber  
rope, making it dangerous for further use. A kink can ruin 
wire rope.

2. Clean lines.	Dirt	or	sand	in	the	strands	will	cut	the	fibers.	
Wash the line in fresh water, allow it to dry, and then rap 
or shake it thoroughly to get out any remaining dirt.

3. Stowage.	 Lines	should	always	be	stowed	 in	a	dry	 
place,	away	from	heat	and	moisture.	Line	lockers	should	
be ventilated.

4. Blocks. Always use a block that is the proper size for  
the line.

5. Lubrication.	The	line	should	not	be	lubricated.	Natural	
fiber has its own lubrication that preserves the internal 
fibers. Anything else will only weaken the line.

6.	 Chemicals. Acids and alkalies attack line. Never stow line 
where even chemical fumes are present.

7. Overload.	Use	line	big	enough	for	the	job.

8. Frozen line. In very cold weather, lines may freeze. When 
wet line freezes, it is easily broken and cannot be trusted. 
Thaw	and	dry	thoroughly	before	using.

Remember that the proper care and use of a line is more 
important than being able to tie fancy knots.

Probably the most useful BSA publication on ropework is 
Knots and How to Tie Them. All of the recommended knots, 
whipping, and splicing are included in this publication, 
except for the slippery clove and the modified mooring 
hitch. Other good references are the Pioneering and Small-
Boat Sailing merit badge pamphlets, and the Fieldbook.
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Water sports should be enjoyed by all individuals. Because 
an individual has a physical or mental disability should not 
be cause to stop him or her from participating in aquatics. 
One of the best sports for people with disabilities, particu-
larly those with neurological or orthopedic disabilities, is 
swimming.	Many	disabled	people	can	achieve	a	level	of	suc-
cess	in	swimming	that	is	denied	them	in	other	activities.	The	
water offers the disabled person a freedom of movement 
that he or she might not have on land.

Safety Precautions
The	disability	of	the	individual	should	be	taken	into	consid-
eration and the necessary safety precautions put into place 
to provide for a safe aquatics experience. In addition to fol-
lowing	the	basic	guidelines	given	in	Safe	Swim	Defense	and	
Safety Afloat, each situation should be examined and the 
necessary	precautions	taken.	Depending	on	the	disability,	it	
may be necessary to increase the lifeguard ratio to as high as 
one to one. Other steps may also need to be taken to mini-
mize potential risk.

The	aquatics	director	should	review	the	needs	of	those	
individuals participating in the aquatics activity and take 
any	steps	needed	to	provide	for	a	safe	activity.	Meticulous	
planning based on the needs of the group and the individu-
als	is	required.	Many	factors	should	be	considered	when	
planning	aquatics	for	people	with	disabilities.	These	fac-
tors include recruiting and training instructors, providing 
the necessary facilities, and working with leaders and par-
ents. Every effort should be made to include everyone in 
the regular aquatics program.

The	advice	of	a	physician	should	be	sought	before	the	
disabled individual participates in an aquatics activity. Each 
individual and his or her specific needs should be consid-
ered. It is rare that adequate steps cannot be taken to pro-
vide for a safe aquatics activity for people with disabilities.

Aquatics Staff
Interacting with disabled people can be both challenging 
and rewarding. It is not possible to define one technique in 
teaching	them.	The	individual	personalities	of	the	aquatics	
staff should be used to advantage to best meet the needs of 
the	participants.	The	aquatics	staff	should	be	trained	and	
knowledgeable about the impairments and disabilities of 
the participants. It should be remembered that disabled 
youth are individuals with individual needs. Any instructor 
who works with a disabled person must have the capacity 
to look beyond the disability and relate to each person as 
an individual.

Instructors must have the initiative to use teaching tech-
niques not necessarily used with other groups, the imagina-
tion to individualize their teaching technique, and the 
patience to work in situations requiring repetition and sim-
plification with, perhaps, slower rates of learner achieve-
ment.	The	instructor’s	goal	must	always	be	to	provide	
challenges and achievable goals. Instructors must exhibit an 
intelligent understanding of the condition while not showing 
overt	sympathy.	They	must	be	able	to	recognize	ways	in	
which the disabled learners are similar to their peers.

Swimming
Swimming	offers	unique	opportunities	to	the	disabled.	The	
basic objectives of Scouting aquatics apply to all individuals 
and are well met in the teaching of people with disabilities to 
swim. Swimming provides the opportunity to do something 
well and to enjoy the feeling of success.

Movement	exploration	is	a	teaching	method	that	should	
be	considered	when	teaching	disabled	people.	Movement	
exploration is conducted by challenging the participants to 
figure out for themselves ways of performing a motor skill. 
They	are	not	told	how	to	do	something,	but	rather	what	to	
do.	Their	method	of	performing	a	given	task	is	of	their	own	
invention.	They	do	not	compete	against	a	performance	norm	
or against the skills of other individuals. Rather, they seek to 
explore the movement of their body through space and vari-
ous ways of accomplishing a motor task.

Canoeing
Canoeing is a varied sport, ranging from paddling around a 
lake to running a river. Anyone with good hands can handle 
a	canoe.	Many	disabled	people	can	take	part	in	canoeing	in	
one form or another. Generally the canoeist should be able 
to sit up, have reasonable balance, and have the ability to 
use	both	arms	and	hands.	There	is	no	need	to	have	the	use	
of	the	legs.	Those	with	polio	or	cerebral	palsy,	as	well	as	
paraplegics, have been successful at canoeing.

Blind people often paddle in the front of a tandem canoe 
or paddle solo with a buddy canoe to give them directions. 
Deaf	people	can	also	enjoy	canoeing,	but	a	sense	of	balance	
is necessary.

Modifications	to	the	equipment	may	be	necessary	to	
accommodate the needs of the individual. Some may find 
that a back rest is needed in the canoe. Extra padding may 
be needed to prevent injury and pressure sores. Some may 
find that wet suits are desirable to keep warm and to prevent 
bruising and other injury.

aquatiCs for the disaBled
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Rowing
Both fixed-seat rowing and sliding-seat rowing are excellent 
sports	for	disabled	people.	The	fixed-seat	rowboat	used	in	
many Scout camps is a very stable craft that can easily be 
used	by	a	disabled	camper.	The	rowboat	can	be	used	with	
one person rowing or with one person on each oar. It is also 
possible to give each person in the rowboat a paddle and let 
them go boating. Blind boaters can be paired with the 
sighted	to	give	directions.	Those	who	do	not	have	the	use	of	
their legs can also be successful at fixed-seat rowing.

Sailing
Sailing can be an enjoyable and rewarding sport for the dis-
abled. Some will be able to take command of the helm, while 
others may act as crew or participate as passengers. Some 

of the obstacles in sailing for people with disabilities are the 
cold and wet conditions that often are a part of sailing, diffi-
culty in getting into a small craft, and moving in the craft 
once on board. Selection of the proper equipment is impor-
tant	in	overcoming	these	problems.	The	larger	and	more	
stable the craft, the easier it will be to board and move while 
keeping	it	stable.	The	proper	clothing	will	keep	the	individ-
ual warm and dry.

Medical Considerations
The	aquatics	staff	should	understand	the	limitations	of	
those participating in an aquatics activity. By understanding 
individual limitations, it is possible to provide for a safe and 
successful aquatics experience.
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The	use	of	water	games	and	events	can	greatly	enhance	the	
instruction of swimming and boating skills. Having an 
objective can provide the challenge needed to cause learn-
ing	to	happen.	To	just	go	swimming	or	boating	is	fun,	but	to	
turn it into an adventure is what Scouting is all about. Water 
games and events can be used during regular instruction 
time, campwide activities, free-time activities, and special 
demonstrations.

Benjamin Franklin once wrote: “When I was a boy I 
amused myself one day with flying a paper kite and, 
approaching the bank of a pond which was near a mile 
broad, I tied the string to a stake and the kite ascended to a 
very considerable height above the pond while I was swim-
ming. In a little time, being desirous of amusing myself with 
my kite and enjoying at the same time the pleasure of swim-
ming, I returned and loosened from the stake the string with 
the little stick which was fastened to it, went again into the 
water where I found that lying on my back and holding the 
stick in my hand I was drawn along the surface of the water 
in a very agreeable manner. Having engaged another boy to 
carry my clothes around the pond to a place where I pointed 
out to him on the other side, I began to cross the pond with 
my kite which carried me quite over the water without the 
least fatigue and with the greatest pleasure imaginable. I was 
only obliged occasionally to halt a little in my course and 
resist its progress when it appeared that by following too 
quick I lowered the kite too much, by doing which occasion-
ally I made it rise again. I have never since practiced this 
 singular mode of swimming, though I think it not impossible 
to	cross	in	this	manner	from	Dover	to	Calais.”	We	should	
encourage a sense of adventure and imagination in every 
youth member of the BSA, so they—like Franklin—can sail 
the seas on a kite string.

Three	keys	to	having	a	successful	game	or	event	are

1. Safety

2. Fun

3.	 Timing

All activities involving water must follow the basic safety 
principles	of	Safe	Swim	Defense	and	Safety	Afloat.	In	plan-
ning your water activities, the first thing to remember is the 
safety of the participant and aquatics staff. Just because the 
activity may be a special event is no excuse to forgo the 
safety principles that have been taught all week at summer 
camp.

The	activity	needs	to	be	fun.	The	right	activities	will	
attract the youth and provide you a teaching opportunity. 
Young people are looking for fun and adventure at camp and 
are naturally attracted to the water, so the fun and adventure 

can be provided easily.
The	timing of the activities is critical to their success. A 

long-drawn-out	activity	is	not	much	fun.	The	participants	
will lose interest if they must wait in long lines for their turn. 
Special events, especially, need to move quickly and not 
have long pauses between the different events.

Swimming Games
Umbrella race. Participants race a short distance, swim-
ming on their backs and carrying open umbrellas. Avoid 
accidents by instructing swimmers to hold the umbrellas as 
high above the water as possible. Entrants will be disquali-
fied if the cloth top of the umbrella touches the water.

Newspaper reading. Swimmers race to a given point, swim-
ming on their backs, propelling themselves only with their 
feet while holding a newspaper in their hands.

Tub race.	Two	or	more	contestants,	each	seated	in	a	tub,	
race to the goal line and back, propelling themselves with 
their hands.

Table waiters’ race. Each contestant is given a tin or paper 
plate	with	a	stone	on	it.	The	winner	is	the	one	who	finishes	
first	with	the	stone	still	on	the	plate.	Distance	is	optional	but	
should not be too great. A paper, a plastic cup of water, or a 
cork may be used instead of a stone.

Water pail race.	Set	several	empty	water	pails	on	a	raft.	Line	
up the contestants about 20 yards from the edge of the 
water. When the starter gives them “go,” they sprint to the 
water, swim to the raft, grab a pail, and swim with it back to 
the	shore.	There	they	fill	their	pails	with	water	and	race	to	
the starting point. Any racer finishing with a pail less than 
half full of water is disqualified.

Tug-of-war. Judges, in a boat anchored in the swimmers’ 
area, start the contest with the center of the rope (tied with 
a red marker) exactly even with the bow of the boat. At the 
end of the time allotted (two to five minutes), the team that 
has more rope wins the contest and a rest.

Candle race. Each contestant starts from shallow water with a 
lighted	candle	in	hand.	The	first	to	cross	the	finish	line	with	the	
candle	still	burning	wins	the	race.	Use	any	style	of	stroke	you	
wish, but do not splash too much! You can carry the candle 
most safely by swimming on your back. Swimming sidestroke 
and holding the candle high with one hand is good, or a one-
armed backstroke will give a chance to use the crawl kick.

Towel race. Swim the crawl or backstroke with a large towel 
held in each hand by one corner.



84
aquatics

84
aquatics

Paddle race. Swim by paddling the body through the water 
with a regular-sized canoe paddle.

Lifebuoy race. Participants lie flat on the buoys and paddle 
to the goal, then return to the starting point. Inflated rubber 
inner tubes may be used.

Ball tag.	This	is	played	in	a	limited	area,	in	water	waist	deep	
for nonswimmers, or in deep water for swimmers. “It” tries to 
tag	someone	by	tossing	the	ball.	The	one	tagged	becomes	“It.”

Stunt tag. Instructor calls out a certain part of the body that 
must be out of the water to secure immunity. “It” may tag any 
player not thus immunized. Variations are “One foot out,” 
“Head submerged and hand out,” “Both feet out,” etc.

Poison. Form a ring by joining hands or grasping a circle of 
rope. “Poison” is some floating object anchored in center of 
group.	The	object	is	to	pull	others	so	that	they	touch	the	
poison but to keep from touching it yourself. Anyone touch-
ing the poison is eliminated from the ring until only one per-
son is left.

Ring games. Ring games can be played in shallow water by 
nonswimmers.	They	are	designed	to	make	the	youth	forget	
their fear of water.

Leapfrog. Players line up, starting in shallow water, those in 
deep	water	treading.	The	last	in	line	puts	his	hands	on	the	
shoulders of the one before him, pushing the latter under 
water	while	he	leaps	over	with	feet	widespread.	Leaping	con-
tinues	until	former	first	in	line	becomes	last.	This	is	a	good	
game to help swimmers feel at home in the water.

Volleyball.	May	be	played	by	any	number	of	people.	Players	
form two groups, one group on each side of a line that is 
suspended about 3 feet above the water. Have players rotate 
from	shallow	to	deep	water	if	possible.	Use	a	water-polo	ball;	
bat it back and forth over the net using hands.

Crocodile race.	Two	teams	of	even	numbers	line	up	behind	
their captains, each swimmer keeping hands on the hips of 
the swimmer in front and, with the exception of the first in 
line, all swim by the power of the leg kick. Place the person 
with the strongest kick last, so as to keep the line unbroken.

Alligator race.	Two	teams	line	up	on	their	backs,	each	swim-
mer clasping the one behind around the head or neck with 
the feet. All swim with a sculling motion of the hands, except 
the last swimmer, who can use the legs to kick. Place the 
best kicker last.

Water baseball. Players used are pitcher, catcher, batter, 
basemen, and fielders. Home base is on shore. A projecting 
point of land or a boat anchored near shore is first base. 
Boats are used for second and third bases, and the players 
swim	between	bases.	The	pitcher	is	in	a	boat	out	in	the	
water.	A	rubber	ball	is	used.	The	game	is	carried	on	as	in	
land baseball. Basemen are in the boats. If the ball lands in 
the water, it must be swum or rowed after.

Cat and mouse. Players form a ring with a “cat” outside and a 
“mouse”	inside.	The	cat	tries	to	catch	the	mouse.	Players	may	
help or hinder the cat or mouse as they wish. When the mouse 
is caught, two new players are chosen as the cat and mouse.

Navy gliders. Any number may compete in this event. 
Contestants start in back-float position at the shallow or 
deep	end	of	the	swim	area.	The	purpose	of	this	event	is	to	
determine	which	contestant	can	navigate	60	or	75	feet	in	the	
fewest full elementary backstrokes. Four full strokes is very 
good	for	60	feet;	five	is	excellent	for	75	feet.	Instructors	will	
find this game good in encouraging swimmers to glide 
between	strokes.	This	event	may	be	adapted	for	any	of	the	
gliding strokes.

Gallery race. Pair off contestants and have them get in back-
float position. Partner No. 1 places his feet on the shoulders 
of partner No. 2. When the partners reach the end of the first 
lap, they change places and partner No. 1 becomes the kicker.

Kickboard race. Any number of contestants may participate 
on an individual basis, but, if you are short on kickboards, 
run the race in shuttle-relay formation, one kickboard for 
each team. Contestants line up in the water, hanging onto a 
marker rope or pool gutter. On the go signal, all race a dis-
tance of at least 30 feet in prone-glide position, holding the 
kickboard in both hands, arms extended, and performing the 
breaststroke kick. Encourage swimmers to inhale at the end 
of each glide and exhale with heads in the water during kick 
glide.

Jockey race.	Two	teams	of	four	or	six	are	at	the	starting	
gate. Both teams, with the exception of one member from 
each,	line	up	in	file	formation.	The	extra	member	is	the	first	
“horse”; horses face their teams from a distance of about 20 
or 25 feet. On the go signal, the horses do the breaststroke to 
the	second	member	of	their	team	and	turn	around.	The	sec-
ond team members become the jockeys and hold the horses’ 
shoulders while the horses do the breaststroke back to the 
starting	point.	The	jockeys	then	become	the	horses	and	go	
for	the	next	jockey	on	each	team.	This	continues	until	all	the	
team members have been given a ride to the finish line.

Breaststroke tag.	This	is	played	as	regular	tag,	but	everyone	
must	swim	breaststroke,	including	“It.”	The	game	should	be	
played in deep water, and the only way players may rest is by 
doing the back float. Play the game in three-minute time inter-
vals, and let everyone rest by hanging onto the sides of the 
pool.

Waterbug race.	Two	or	more	teams	of	three	each	start	in	
shallow	water	and	race	at	least	60	feet.	The	waterbug	is	
formed by swimmer No. 1 starting in prone-float position 
and putting his legs around the waist of swimmer No. 2, who 
is also in prone-float position in back of No. 1. No. 2 then puts 
his legs around the waist of swimmer No. 3, and on the start-
ing signal No. 1 does the overarm crawl and No. 3 does the 
flutter	kick	to	the	turning	line	60	feet	away.	At	the	turning	
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line, No. 3, who has been doing the kicking, takes No. 1’s 
place; No. 1 becomes the middle man; and No. 2 moves back 
to	do	the	kicking.	The	threesome	swims	back	to	the	starting	
point, and again they change positions, so the original No. 1 
becomes the kicker.

Zigzag relay.	Two	teams	(of	five	or	six	each)	line	up	single	
file across the pool with 5 feet of space between team mem-
bers.	The	first	in	line,	on	the	starting	signal,	does	the	front	
crawl to the end of the file by zigzagging between the others. 
He swims completely around the last member and, continu-
ing the front crawl, zigzags back to the starting place. He 
then swims the front crawl directly to the last position in 
line, without zigzagging. Everyone moves up one place, and 
the second swimmer zigzags in the same fashion as did the 
first,	and	then	swims	directly	to	the	last	position	in	line.	This	
continues with each swimmer zigzagging in turn and then 
swimming directly to the last position while the team moves 
up	one	position.	The	first	team	to	have	each	member	in	his	
original position wins.

Boating Games
Handpaddle boat races.	Two	or	more	boats	compete,	each	
with a crew of four or more, who propel the boat by paddling 
only with their hands.

Paired oar race. From the starting line, crews consisting  
of two oarsmen and a coxswain row straightaway to the 
 finish line. 

Water spaniel. Boaters row straight to floating blocks dead 
ahead and recover the block with the same number as their 
boat number.

Paddle crew.	Teams	of	six	start	with	the	stern	at	stake	 
on shore, paddle to the opposite shore, take the boat out  

of the water, carry it around a stake, launch, return to the 
starting point, and place the boat with its bow against the 
starting stake.

Rescue.	Teams	of	three	start	on	shore,	row	to	a	subject	in	
the water, pick up the victim, and return to shore.

Sculling. Individuals scull around a buoy and return.

Crew of four. From the starting point, a paddle crew of four 
paddles 200 yards to the finish line. 

In-and-out. On whistle signal, a paddle crew of two jumps 
out, gets back in, and paddles around a buoy. On return 
whistles, crew members make fast changes of positions.

Tandem paddling. A crew of two paddles straight away, 
passes a buoy, pivots, and returns.

Message relay. With four to a team, No. 1 receives a mes-
sage, runs to No. 2, who swims to No. 3, who rows to No. 4, 
who paddles to judges and delivers the message.

Ring buoy and heaving line. Contestants (eight to a team) 
throw a ring buoy three times in one minute at a marker 15 
yards	wide	and	9	yards	from	the	starting	point.	Then	each	
contestant does the same with the heaving line.

Canoe history course. Set up a course around the lake to be 
followed by each team. (Each canoe has a team of two.) Give 
each	team	a	card	with	questions	on	it.	The	canoe	is	paddled	
to each location around the lake, where the canoeists find 
the answers to the questions.

Rowboat tug-of-war.	Tie	the	sterns	of	two	rowboats	together.	
Have a team of four in each rowboat. On the signal each 
team paddles with their hands until they pull the other 
across the middle line, or time runs out.

Canoe course. Set up floats around the lake, marking the 
course	to	be	followed.	Teams	of	two	are	in	each	canoe.	The	
object is to follow the course using the correct strokes.
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Swimming Areas
The	entire	swimming	area	should	be	fenced	with	access	lim-
ited	to	one	turnstile	gate.	The	“in”	board	should	be	just	
inside the fence at the turnstile and should be divided to 
correspond	with	the	swimming	areas.	The	“in”	board	must	
clearly and unambiguously indicate how many and where 
people	are	in	the	swimming	areas.	The	“in”	board	should	not	
include designations or tag groupings other than “nonswim-
mer,” “beginner,” and “swimmer,” corresponding to the three 
swimming	areas.	The	“out”	board	should	be	placed	conve-
niently outside the fence so as not to interfere with the turn-
stile traffic, and should be divided to correspond to unit 
camping areas. Each of the swimming areas should be 
labeled	and	well-defined.	Dock	areas	should	also	be	identi-
fied according to the area they serve.

Nonswimmer and beginner areas must be completely 
enclosed.	The	swimmers’	area	does	not	have	to	be	enclosed	
but	must	be	defined	and	well-marked.	The	nonswimmers’	
area should have a walk-in beach, bank, slope, or steps, and 
have	at	least	one	side	of	pier.	The	beginners’	area	should	
have pier area on two sides, or at least on one side with shal-
low	water	on	the	other	side.	The	swimmers’	area	should	be	
accessible from a pier or shore and have a platform or a raft 
on the far side of the area.

If diving boards are used, they should only be placed on 
a solid platform at the center of the outside limit of the swim-
mers’ area. Boards should never be higher than 1 meter 
(approximately 40 inches) and should never be mounted on 
a floating dock. If two boards are used (never more than two 
on one platform) they should be arranged to give balance 
and	to	prevent	crowding.	The	inner	edge	of	the	platform	
beneath the board should be 25 yards from the opposite 
pier. Obviously, diving should not be permitted except in 
clear water, and there should be no other swimming in the 
board diving area.

The	swimming	areas	should	be	large	enough	to	avoid	
crowding. Allow at least 50 square feet of usable water per 
swimmer in a lake or natural water and a minimum of 40 
square feet per swimmer in pools.

Maximum	water	depth	for	nonswimmers	is	31 ⁄2 feet; for 
beginners,	6	feet;	and	for	swimmers,	12	feet.

Equipment stands for ring buoys, reach poles, and other 
rescue equipment should be conveniently located around 
the	swimming	areas.	There	should	be	at	least	one	elevated	
lookout chair that provides good visual coverage of the area. 
Providing every guard with an elevated chair is not recom-
mended. Generally, a standing position on the edge of the 
pool or a pier provides good visibility of the area assigned to 
a guard at the camp facility and a better interface with the 
swimmers.

Boating Areas
Boat and canoe landing and docking areas should be sepa-
rated from the swimming areas and should be enclosed by 
fencing with a turnstile gate. A boating “in” board should 
clearly distinguish among rowboats, canoes, sailboats, and 
other craft. It should be numbered to correspond with the 
actual craft numbering. If the boating area is within the gen-
eral area with swimming, a separate “out” board is not 
needed. If swimming and boating areas are remote, then a 
separate boating “out” board is needed and the special boat 
buddy tags are used.

During	the	camping	season,	rowboats	are	kept	in	the	
water when not in use, secured by bow and stern line to cre-
ate a neat appearance and prevent damage by banging 
against each other or the pier. Canoes are racked bottom up 
off the ground when not in use. If possible, canoes should be 
stored	in	the	shade.	Direct	sun	can	damage	plastic	or	fiber-
glass and can make aluminum so hot it is difficult to handle. 
Canoe racks should be close to the ground so small campers 
can easily remove or replace canoes.

Oars and paddles should be racked or hung off the 
ground,	and	life	jackets	(PFDs)	must	always	be	hung	up	for	
drying in the shade. A covered or shaded storage area may 
also serve for demonstration and display of equipment or 
for dry-land drills.

One rowboat may be secured bow out for convenient use 
as a rescue and service boat. (Some states require that a res-
cue boat be ready and available at all times.) While aquatics 
activity is in progress, the rescue boat is simply one of the 
regular rowboats that has been positioned and equipped dur-
ing operating hours for emergency use. It does not need spe-
cial staff equipment; it has no racing stripes; it is not named in 
honor	of	someone’s	sweetheart,	spouse,	or	TV	idol.	Difficult	
water conditions such as strong currents, winds, or heavy 
traffic on large bodies of water may require a motorboat for 
rescue	use.	Use	of	such	equipment	should	be	strictly	regu-
lated.

Boating practice and test areas should be defined and 
well-marked. Outer bounds of the safe boating areas should 
be marked. Hazards, such as spillways, may require fencing 
or tying off.

Standard on Swimming 
Water Conditions
All swimming activity, including instructional and recre-
ational swimming, should be conducted in water that meets 
minimum water quality standards (for microbe and chemical 
levels) established by state health departments for water 
contact activity. In the absence of state standards, the swim-

program area faCilities and layout
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ming	water	quality	standards	established	by	the	U.S.	Public	
Health Service or the EPA should be applied. Water quality 
should be monitored and confirmed by sample analysis pre-
ceding the swimming season and should be retested peri-
odically thereafter on a schedule recommended by those 
responsible for water sampling and analysis. Water sampling 
and analysis may be conducted by public health officials or 
by other personnel pursuant to procedures established or 
recommended by the state or federal agency with responsi-
bility for water quality standards.

Swimming activity in turbid water should be limited to 
surface	swimming.	Turbid	water	exists	when	an	8-inch	white	
disk at a depth of 3 feet is not visible from above the surface 
of	the	water.	Underwater	swimming,	headfirst	entry	(except	
for racing dives), and board diving are not permitted in tur-
bid water. Supervised instruction in lifesaving skills and sur-
face diving may be conducted in confined areas of turbid 
water not exceeding 8 feet in depth and free of bottom haz-
ards.

Snorkeling and scuba skills are taught and practiced only 
in clear water. Clear water exists when an 8-inch disk at a 
depth of 8 feet is visible from above the surface of the water.

All swimming activity must be in accordance with BSA 
Safe	Swim	Defense	standards	and	procedures.

General Area  
and Appearance
At a waterfront the lookout tower should be placed where the 
lookout can see every part of the swimming area at all times 
without	turning	his	head.	Usually	this	will	be	halfway	between	
the side limit markers and 25 feet or farther back from the 
water’s edge. By turning, the lookout should be able to see 
the entire waterfront area including the boating portion of 
the lake. If the program areas are remote, a second tower may 
be necessary. An enclosed base on the lookout tower may 
serve as equipment storage, and a locked equipment storage 
area is recommended. A tower is not essential if a lookout at 
ground level has an unobstructed view of the areas.

General teaching areas should also be set up outside  
the enclosed activity areas. One large area should be set up 
for presentations to troops and other large groups. A  second 
work area should include a table. Both areas should  
be shaded and in the immediate vicinity of the aquatics 
 program area.

The	program	area	should	include	a	clothesline	at	the	far	
edge where there is no cross-traffic, a bulletin board, a trash 
barrel, a program area sign, and the “out” board. If shower-
house facilities are not nearby, a portable latrine should  
be provided.

A cheerful, shipshape impression can be achieved by 
keeping the tower, marking buoys, floats, fence, and buddy 
boards painted white with a little red trim for decoration. A 
good appearance is more inviting for the campers and will 
convey an impression of pride, good order, and competence 

to leaders and parents. A clean, neat area and well-main-
tained equipment are also important safety factors.

Swimming Pools
A swimming pool is a confined, recirculating-water system. 
Unlike	a	lake	or	stream	waterfront,	the	water	quality	and	gen-
eral sanitation of a pool are almost totally the result of day-
to-day	maintenance	and	operation.	The	very	nature	of	the	
physical system affords the aquatics program staff both con-
cerns and advantages.

If the pool has been properly designed and constructed, 
the first concern of the program staff is to control the intro-
duction of filth and infectious substances through swimmer 
cleanliness	and	proper	maintenance.	This	begins	with	enforce-
ment of rules regarding showers, footbaths, and swimwear, 
and maintaining the general pool area in such a way that the 
introduction of dirt and other material is minimized.

The	next	level	of	concern	involves	constant	monitoring	
and testing of water conditions, regular and proper opera-
tion and maintenance of circulation and treatment, and the 
use of chemical agents. In most jurisdictions, swimming pool 
operators are required to keep written logs of maintenance 
and treatment.

The	aquatics	director	needs	to	meet	with	the	camp	
ranger to determine who has what responsibilities for the 
physical operation of the pool. In some camps, the aquatics 
staff cleans and supplies the showers and toilets, while the 
ranger handles all system operation and testing. In others, 
the aquatics staff performs the daily chemical tests and adds 
water as necessary, but does not adjust the chemical feed or 
backwash the filters. In still other camps, the ranger orders 
supplies and performs repairs, but expects the aquatics 
director to perform routine pool monitoring and mainte-
nance tasks.

It often is easier to maintain a good balance of the swim-
ming pool chemistry than it is to establish the balance or to 
correct an imbalance. Swimmer comfort can go down while 
chemical costs go up if a trial and error approach is taken to 
correct a problem. When in doubt, it is best to consult a pool 
maintenance professional. Pool chemical suppliers often 
offer troubleshooting service.

Basic Principles
Swimming pools circulate the water so that it is turned over 
not less than every eight hours, and wading pool water is 
turned	over	at	least	every	hour.	During	this	process	the	water	
is	filtered,	warmed,	and	chemically	treated.	The	principal	
function of the pool’s hydraulic system is to cleanse and 
purify the water to assure that it is safe, healthy, and appeal-
ing	to	view	and	in	which	to	swim.	To	achieve	this,	the	system	
must efficiently flush the pool water from all locations where 



88
aquatics

88
aquatics

dirt and impurities collect; skim the surface; and filter, sani-
tize, chemically treat, heat, and finally return the water to the 
pool.	The	components	of	the	hydraulic	system	are	the	over-
flow (skimming) system, surge (displacement) storage, 
pumps, filters, chlorinators, chemical feeders, heater, over-
flow, main drain, water fill system, and the inlet distribution 
network of piping through which the water flows.

Water Supply
Many	pools	use	a	municipal	or	county	system.	It	is	impor-
tant that the water supply line and the pool filter system 
piping not be cross-connected; that is, there should be a 
physical break in the water supply line and the pool recircu-
lation system to prevent pool water from accidentally enter-
ing the municipal water supply.

In remote areas, the water supply may come from 
streams,	lakes,	or	springs.	These	water	sources	must	be	
approved	by	the	local	governmental	agency.	There	may	be	
an additional load on the filtration system when using 
impure water sources.

Pool Hydraulic System
Modern	pools	are	designed	to	have	the	water	constantly	
moving	through	filters.	Turnovers	are	specified	by	the	health	
department and must be greater than three times a day, or 
once every eight hours.

The	illustration	above	shows	the	typical	components	in	a	
pool	hydraulic	system.	The	effectiveness	of	the	hydraulic	dis-
tribution inlet system depends on the technique used to 
introduce	the	filtered	water	uniformly	to	the	pool	basin.	The	

treated water flow should travel a maximum distance through 
the pool system, disperse uniformly, have no short-circuit 
paths, and be uniformly withdrawn at the farthest possible 
distance from the inlets. Each pool recirculation system must 
include a pump for moving the water, suction piping to take 
the water from the pool and pass it through the filter and 
treatment units, and return pressure piping back to the pool. 
Sterilizing and water-treatment additives are usually intro-
duced into the pool return-water piping after filtration.

Filtration
Pool filtration equipment falls into two general classes: vac-
uum or pressure method. Pool filter media may be granular 
or cartridge type. Granular media or cartridge filters are gen-
erally of the pressure system type, whereas the filtration 
method for diatomaceous earth units may be either pres-
sure or vacuum system.

Filter units for swimming pools are classified by pressure 
conditions and media. Pressure filters are those in which a 
closed	tank	contains	the	filtering	elements	or	media.	The	
incoming water is forced through the filter under pressure. 
As the filter becomes progressively plugged, the pressure on 
the incoming side increases with a corresponding decrease 
in	the	effluent	pressure.	Unless	there	is	an	automatic	volume	
control, the water flow rate is reduced. Pressure filters nor-
mally use granular media, diatomaceous earth, or a car-
tridge.	The	most	commonly	used	granular	media	filters	are	
rapid sand (sand and gravel); high rate sand (sand only); or 
anthrafilt (anthracite coal).

Vacuum-type filters are limited almost exclusively to use 
with diatomaceous earth or filter-aid materials for swimming 

filter
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Typical Swimming Pool Hydraulic System
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pool	service.	The	water	is	drawn	through	the	diatomaceous	
earth septum, which is connected to the suction side of the 
pump. As plugging of the elements occurs, vacuum increases 
on the pump suction, throttling the flow as capacity of the 
pump is reduced.

Backwashing of filters is performed to clean the filters 
and remove the sediment. Basically, “backwashing” means 
reversing	the	flow	of	water	through	the	filters.	This	action	
cleans the filters and deposits the material collected by the 
filters into the sewer. Backwashing should be performed by 
a trained individual on a regular basis.

Balanced Water
The	term	pH is seldom understood in terms of pool chemis-
try.	The	symbol	“pH”	represents	the	potential	of	hydrogen	
ions or the strength of the hydrogen ion concentration in a 
solution. In a natural state, water is neutral, with a pH value 
of 7.0. Acidic properties of water are caused by the presence 
of hydrogen ions. Basic properties of water are caused by 
hydroxide ions.

pH Values

Acidic	 	 0.0–6.9

Neutral  7.0

Basic	 	 7.1–14.0

Pool water should be maintained on the basic side of the 
pH scale. Generally the pH should be kept in the range of 7.2 
to 8.2. If pH drops below 7.2, metal surfaces corrode and skin 
irritations and excessive chlorine odors may result.

High	pH	levels,	above	7.6,	cause	iron	and	calcium	to	
form, causing turbidity in the water. Scale will form on the 
filters,	pipes,	and	heater.	At	a	pH	level	of	7.2,	60	percent	of	
the chlorine dissolved in water will convert to hypochlorous 
acid; at 8.5, the conversion is limited to 10 percent. Readings 
between	7.4	and	7.6	provide	the	most	efficient	conversion	of	
chlorine and still provide for bather comfort.

A high pH level may be lowered by adding an acid directly 
to the water when the facility is not in use or through a 
chemical	feed	pump.	These	acids	include	sodium	bisulfate	
(powder) or muriatic acid (liquid).

Raising pH involves the addition of soda ash (sodium 
carbonate), a fine white powder. It must be mixed with water 
and applied through a chemical feed pump.

Disinfection
Some means of disinfecting pool water is required for the 
purpose of killing bacteria, because water serves as a trans-
portation medium for many diseases, such as cholera, 
typhoid	fever,	hepatitis,	and	dysentery.	Disinfection	is	usu-
ally accomplished by using one of the three halogens: chlo-
rine, bromine, and iodine. Chlorine is the most commonly 
used disinfectant. Chlorine disinfects the water by killing 

algae and bacteria and by oxidizing solid matter in the water.

Water Testing
Chemical analysis of pool water should be performed daily to 
assure	the	proper	balance	of	water	chemistry.	Local	require-
ments will determine the mandatory frequency of testing. 
Disinfectant	levels	and	the	pH	level	must	be	measured	and	
recorded as required by the local health department.

Testing	for	chemical	residual	levels	in	swimming	pool	
water is done with some type of color slide comparator or 
titration.	The	type	of	test	kit	will	depend	on	the	type	of	disin-
fectant	being	used	in	the	swimming	pool.	Testing	should	be	
performed with clean hands and clean test components. 
Samples should be taken between the water inlets, not in 
front of them. When the sample is taken, the container 
should be kept capped until it is approximately 1 foot below 
the surface, where it is then filled. Follow the manufacturer’s 
instructions. Water samples should be disposed of properly 
and not returned to the swimming pool.

Common Water Problems
Some basic guidelines for common water problems are listed 
below.	These	guidelines	may	not	always	solve	the	problems	to	
the swimming pool operator’s satisfaction. If problems con-
tinue, contact a specialist in your area for additional assistance.

Turbid water.	Turbidity	implies	the	presence	of	dirt	or	impuri-
ties	causing	discoloration	of	water.	This	condition	can	be	
caused by a contaminated water supply, faulty filter operations, 
or improper chemical procedures. Exposure of water to air is 
another factor as pollen, dust, and automobile exhaust fumes 
can	cause	cloudiness.	The	easiest	method	of	coping	with	tur-
bidity is to prevent it, which may be achieved as follows:

1.	 Maintain	an	adequate	chlorine	residual	(0.4	to	1.0).

2.	 Maintain	the	proper	pH	and	alkalinity	level	(7.4	to	7.6,	
and	100	ppm)	and	a	Langelier	Saturation	Index	between	
-0.5 and +0.5.

3. Keep the water level up to the skimmers or to a point of 
overflow into the gutters.

4, Backwash when necessary; do not overextend filter runs, 
especially on hot or crowded days.

5. Keep decks and pool entrances clean.

6.	 For	outdoor	pools,	keep	the	grass	cut,	discard	the	trim-
mings, and plant shrubs and trees around the area for 
protection from airborne contaminants.

7. Vacuum the pool every other day.

8.	 Drain	the	pool	annually.

If a turbid condition exists, use these guidelines:

1. Check immediately for chlorine and pH levels.
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	 •	 	If	the	chlorine	residual	is	very	low	(0.1	to	0.2	ppm)	or	
nonexistent, the pH is high (7.8+), and the water is 
green, suspect algae.

	 •	 	If	the	chlorine	is	high,	the	pH	is	low	(below	7.2),	and	
the water is colored (green, brown, black), suspect 
metals in solution or in suspension.

	 •	 	If	the	water	is	cloudy	or	milky	and	the	pool	uses	dia-
tomaceous earth filtration, suspect a torn cover or a 
filter	element	that	is	leaking	DE	into	the	pool.	In	this	
event, the filter cover must be replaced.

	 •	 	If	the	water	looks	dirty	and	the	pool	uses	the	filters,	
recheck your backwash procedure to determine if the 
valves were opened and closed at the proper time.

2. If the water is clear early in the day and cloudy late in the 
afternoon or evening, suspect overloaded filters or a torn 
DE	filter	cover.	Overload	filters	need	to	be	backwashed	or	
cleaned on crowded days and may not be able to keep up 
with the load; therefore, increase the chlorine residual to 
help	oxidize	the	organic	material.	If	the	cover	on	a	DE	fil-
ter is to blame, replace it.

Algae. Single-celled green plants, called algae, thrive in sun-
light and water of high pH. Algae spores are introduced into 
pool water in raindrops or by wind-borne dust. Once in the 
pool, the spores grow rapidly and can take over a pool in as 
little as 24 to 48 hours.

The	best	method	for	treating	algae	is	to	prevent	it	 
as follows:

1.	 Maintain	a	good	chlorine	residual	(1.0	ppm).

2.	 Maintain	a	pH	between	7.2	to	7.6;	keep	pH	close	to	7.4	dur-
ing July and August; minimize CO2 development.

3. Periodically (once a week) superchlorinate or use break-
point chlorination to burn out ammonia compounds. 
Superchlorination should take place at night (no sunlight 
or bathers). Readjust chlorine and pH before permitting 
bathers to enter the pool the next day.

4.	 Maintain	24-hour	filtration	with	maximum	turnover.

5. Vacuum the pool every day if possible.

6.	 Paint	the	pool	once	a	year	(fill	cracks	and	pores,	maintain-
ing a smooth surface).

7. Watch for unexplained, sudden rises in pH as this is usu-
ally a warning signal of algae growth before it can be seen.

Should algae gain a foothold in the pool, take the follow-
ing steps:

1. Superchlorinate to 3.0 ppm overnight, killing the algae.

2.	 The	next	morning,	brush	the	pool	walls	and	bottom	with	
a stiff brush to loosen the dead algae from pores  
and cracks.

3. Vacuum the bottom of the pool.

4. Adjust the chlorine residual by adding fresh water and 
keeping the chlorination turned off until the desired level 
is reached.

5. If breakpoint chlorination is used, the chlorine level 
decreases	automatically.	Maintain	careful	checks	through-
out the breakpoint cycle.

6.	 If	this	procedure	does	not	give	satisfactory	results,	the	
pool must be drained, scrubbed with muriatic acid, 
rinsed, and refilled.

Colored water.	The	presence	of	metallic	ions	in	solution	can	
color	pool	water.	These	metals	are	either	present	in	the	water	
supply or may result from corrosion of plumbing caused by 
low pH and alkalinity. Copper will give a blue or greenish 
color; iron, a red or red-brown or green color; and manga-
nese, a brown or black color.

For a pool with a diatomaceous earth filter:

1.	 Adjust	the	pH	to	the	7.2	to	7.6	range.

2. Superchlorinate to 4.0 ppm.

3. Scatter aluminum sulfate (alum) over the pool at a rate of 
2 ounces per 1,000 gallons of water.

4. Flocculation similar to snowflakes forms and both alum 
and color compounds settle to the bottom. Allow 12 to 48 
hours for settling.

5. Vacuum the pool bottom and maintain filtration at the 
maximum rate of turnover.

6.	 Adjust	the	pH	range	to	7.2	to	7.6.

7. Adjust the chlorine residual to 0.4 to 1.0 ppm before per-
mitting bathers to enter the pool.

For a pool with a sand filter:

1.	 Adjust	the	pH	to	7.2	to	7.6.

2. Superchlorinate to 4.0 ppm.

3. Add alum at the rate of 2 ounces per square foot of filter 
surface	area	ahead	of	the	filter.	This	forms	a	gelatinous	
coating on the sand, trapping color particles.

4.	 Maintain	filter	operation	at	the	maximum	rate	of	turnover.	
Allow 24 to 48 hours for filtration to clear up the water.

5. Backwash the filter waste.

6.	 Check	and	adjust	the	pH	to	7.2	to	7.6.

7. Adjust the chlorine to 0.4 to 1.0 ppm.

8. Vacuum the bottom of the pool.

With both types of filters it is important to check the pH 
level before and after treatment, because alum creates acid 
when added to water.
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Chemical Storage and Handling
Several chemicals used to maintain proper pool chemistry 
are	highly	toxic,	corrosive,	and/or	flammable.	They	should	
be safely stored in an area of restricted access in their origi-
nal containers in accordance with the material safety data 
sheets	(MSDS)	that	accompany	them.	Only	trained	and	
authorized personnel, properly equipped with necessary 
safety gear, such as gloves, safety goggles, and dust masks, 
should handle them. Empty containers should be disposed 
of safely.

Pool Construction
Although a summer program staff usually has little to say 
about installation of pool facilities, the aquatics director 
should survey the facility and bring any deficiencies to the 
attention of camp management and the council service cen-
ter. Additionally, operation and use of the pool may have to 
be adapted to compensate for deficiencies.

If pool construction is being contemplated, the aquatics 
director should communicate with the planners to be sure 
that all health and safety factors are considered. Federal 
agencies, state jurisdictions, and local governments have 
established standards and regulations regarding the installa-
tion of swimming pools. Information is readily available from 

summary of common Water problems

 Problem Cause Solution

 turbid Water low disinfectant maintain a chlorine residual of 0.4 to  
   1.0 ppm.

  tear in de filter replace filter cover.

  Water level below gutter or skimmer raise the level of water in the 
  when pool is not in use  swimming pool.

  filters that need cleaning perform backwash of filters.

  precipitate from pH above 7.8  Balance water between 7.2 and 7.6 and  
100 ppm and a langelier saturation index 
between -0.5 and +0.5.

  High level of sediment in the water  vacuum the pool every other day,  
keep decks and pool entrances clean.  
for outdoor pools, keep grass cut and  
use plants to reduce dust and dirt.

 algae low disinfectant residual maintain chlorine residual of 1.0 ppm. 

  using a disinfectant  change the type of disinfectant  
being used.

  Having pH above 7.8 maintain a pH between 7.2 and 7.6.

  Water too warm reduce temperature of pool water.

 eye irritation Having pH too low below 7.0 maintain pH between 7.2 and 7.6.

  Water too high, above 8.4 reduce temperature of pool water.

  High level of chloramine (chlorine do not use products containing 
  and ammonia compound) ammonia around the pool.

 chlorine odor low chlorine content in water  maintain a chlorine residual of 0.4 to  
1.0 ppm.

  chlorine and ammonia forming do not use products containing  
  chloramine ammonia around the pool.
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state	and	local	health	departments	and	from	the	U.S.	Public	
Health	Service.	The	BSA	Engineering	Service	will	provide	
detailed plans and specifications for swimming pool con-
struction to satisfy regulatory requirements and Safe Swim 
Defense	procedures.

Electrical Ground-Fault Protection
Ground-fault protection should be installed on all camp 
pools to monitor ground faults that might occur in recep-
tacles, underwater lighting fixtures, pump motors, post 
lights,	wiring,	and	other	equipment.	The	National	Electrical	
Code makes their use mandatory on new pool installations, 
but older pools not so equipped should have these devices 
added. Periodic testing of ground-fault protectors in accor-
dance with manufacturers’ instructions should be part  
of a camp’s regular pool operation procedures to avoid 
electrical accidents.

Special Equipment

Whistles
The	whistle	is	a	symbol	of	authority	generally	associated	
with coaches, law enforcement officers, and referees. 
Although noisemakers may be needed in certain special cir-
cumstances, a shiny brass whistle for every guard or instruc-
tor is not only unnecessary but usually serves more for 
exhibitionism than for discipline. One whistle for signaling 
buddy checks or for emergency alarms may be useful, but a 
bell or manual horn is usually more sanitary.

Instructors’ Equipment
Instructors should use equipment “off the rack.” If learners 
see instructors using different equipment, they may con-
clude that the instructors’ skill results at least in part from 
their superior equipment. If long paddles are in short supply, 
an instructor should use a paddle of proper length for dem-
onstration but should pass it over to one of the tall youths 
for practice. If anyone is to be inconvenienced during prac-
tice, it should be the instructor.

If equipment is to be personalized for fun and incentive, 
every Scout should have an opportunity to dress up the 
equipment he is going to use. A bit of cooperation between 
the aquatics and handicraft programs can make this possi-
ble. Individually handcrafted leather name bands that the 
Scout can tie just below the grip of the paddle he will use in 
class or during a boating period or unit excursion can be 
quite impressive.

Personal Items
Watches, rings, billfolds, and other personal items should be 
left in the campsite with an adult leader, but they frequently 
arrive at the waterfront or pool with the bather. A “junque” 
box at the check-in gate under the supervision of the gate 
attendant can satisfy requests such as, “Can you keep this 
for me?”

Buddy-Tag Boards
Tag	boards	should	be	constructed	of	3⁄ 4 -inch marine ply-
wood. If 1 ⁄2-inch plywood is used, it should be sturdily framed. 
A 1-inch-wide by 1 ⁄ 2 -inch-deep framing strip around the 
perimeter of the front surface not only adds to the appear-
ance and strength of the board but also protects the 
cuphooks. Paint the boards with two coats of high-quality 
outdoor white paint or deck enamel. Framing and trim 
should be painted with red enamel.
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Half-round strips (1 ⁄2-inch) painted black and tacked on 
the board are easier to put on than painted lines. Plastic tape 
is	even	easier	but	less	permanent.	Lettering	should	be	done	
neatly directly on the board or on thin wood or metal pieces 
that	can	be	fastened	in	place.	Use	an	electric	drill	to	make	
holes	for	hooks.	Use	3⁄4-inch	brass	cuphooks.	Turn	hooks	
down to prevent tags from blowing off.

The	“in”	buddy	board	is	most	important:	it	shows	the	
number of people checked into the waterfront area at any 
time and where they are. A useful variation on the standard 
“in” board format replicates the actual dock and swimming 
area configuration so that the board is essentially a diagram 
or picture of the swimming areas.

The	“out”	buddy	board	is	used	only	for	the	storage	of	
tags when the campers are not participating in aquatics 
activity.	The	“in”	boards	are	located	just	inside	the	entrances	
to	the	swimming	and	boating	areas.	The	“out”	board	is	con-
veniently located a short distance from the entrance, but 
close enough for the members of a unit to assemble with 
their tags before check-in for swimming or boating. If swim-
ming and boating areas are widely separated and separate 
boating tags are used, then separate “out” boards are needed 
for boating and swimming.

Some camps use small unit-sized “out” boards that are 
located around the outside perimeter of the program area, 
allowing unit members to gather and pick up their tags 
before approaching the gate to check in.

Bulletin Boards
A bulletin board is an important and special item of equip-
ment in the aquatics program area. A good bulletin board pro-
motes aquatics advancement and recreational opportunities, 
reminds program area users and visitors of the applicable 
rules and procedures, informs leaders and youth about year-
round aquatics programming, provides information on the 
schedule for instruction and special activities during the 
week, and includes instructional information on selected 
skills.

The	main	bulletin	board	must	be	located	outside	the	turn-
stile where it is readily accessible to all leaders, campers, and 
visitors. If a bulletin board is inside the fenced swimming or 
boating areas, it is convenient only for those checked into the 
area under supervision, and the promotional, program, and 
safety information is not readily accessible to all.

Supplemental boards that deal more extensively with spe-
cific skills may be useful in teaching areas as instructional 
aids (e.g., canoeing or swimming stroke diagrams). Aquatics 
personnel should make a special effort to enhance the bulle-
tin boards with artwork, pictures, and other graphics.

Teaching Crib
Where the water is too deep to teach swimming, a crib 

may be constructed. Such a crib resembles a large wooden 
crate. It rests on piles, a rock foundation, or floats, with  
the top edge just above water, and ballast boxes at each  
corner.	The	depth	of	water	in	the	crib	should	never	be	 
over 31⁄2	feet.	Teaching	cribs	are	usually	30	to	35	feet	long	 
and 15 to 20 feet wide.

Floating Docks
Floating docks are recommended for any aquatics program 
areas	where	water	levels	fluctuate.	This	is	commonly	the	
case on rivers, bays, and impounded lakes.

In the past, both homemade and commercially manufac-
tured docks relied primarily on recycled barrels or oil drums 
for	flotation.	These	are	now	outlawed	on	many	public	waters	
and generally are not recommended because of the high 
maintenance requirements and the hazards and environ-
mental damage that result from the barrels rusting out or 
breaking loose.

Most	floating	docks	used	today	at	Scout	facilities	have	
metal	frames	with	plastic	foam	loafs	bolted	beneath.	Decking	
is usually pressure-treated pine lumber. Periodic mainte-
nance and replacement of decking and foam will prolong the 
life of these docks for several decades. Even maintenance 
and repair on the steel frames can be accomplished in most 
well-equipped camp shops.

Proper placement of the docks allows them to shift and 
flex with wave action. Sections should be chained together 
or	loosely	bolted	for	this	purpose.	The	docks	are	usually	
held in position by vertical pilings set in the lake or river bot-
tom.	The	docks	are	attached	to	the	pilings	by	chains	or	ring	
brackets, which permit them to rise and fall with the water 
level.	To	avoid	injury	to	hands	and	feet	that	may	be	caught	
or entangled in the chains or brackets as the dock rises and 
falls with wave action or weight on the dock, the pilings 
should be positioned on the dock edge away from the swim-
ming areas, or the swimming areas should be tied off to 
exclude such hazards.

Stream and River Layout
A stream or river may become a raging torrent following a 
heavy rain and interrupt aquatics activities for days at a 
time.	This	problem,	common	in	many	camps,	is	one	that	
gives no end of concern until it is solved by the installation 
of a swimming pool or construction of a lake.
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The	principles	of	safety	govern	on	running	water,	even	
though it may be found necessary to locate several areas at 
different points. Water depths must be studied following 
each rise of the river if its bed is composed of sand and mud, 
and, following such a survey, it may be necessary to change 
the location of all swimming areas. It often happens that at a 
point where there was 9 feet of deep water before a flood, 
there is a sandbar after it has passed. It is hard to hold plat-
forms and swim-walks under such conditions. Floats sup-
ported by buoyancy tanks or plastic foam blocks must be 
moored in such a way that they will not be swept away, even 
though some of their mooring lines are broken.

Rope Swings, Floats, and 
Water Park Attractions
The	camp	aquatics	program	can	be	enriched	with	special	
devices such as rope swings, zip lines, large floats, chutes, 
slides,	and	other	water	park	attractions.	Large	inflatables	
can	be	purchased	for	various	purposes.	These	include	play	
devices in special shapes for use by both nonswimmers in 
shallow	water	and	swimmers	in	deeper	water.	These	are	gen-
erally	appropriate	for	Cub	Scout–age	participants	and	lend	
themselves to theme camps. Other configurations for older 
campers include the “blob,” a large inflated sausage-shaped 
float from which one camper bounces another into the air.

All such recreational equipment should be under the 
supervision of the aquatics program director. Any activity 
that involves entry or likely entry into the water must be 
conducted in compliance with Safe Swim Defense. Policies 
on diving, elevated entry, and submersion in turbid water 
also apply.

Each camp should develop, clearly communicate, and 
enforce written procedures covering the installation, mainte-
nance, operation, and supervision of specialized waterfront 
devices	at	camp	facilities.	These	local	policies	allow	flexibil-
ity in adapting the use of a device to a particular physical 
setting but should include the safety objectives of relevant 
BSA	policies	on	waterfront	activities.	The	following	guide-
lines are provided to aid camp management in that task.

General Installation and Design
•	 Prior	to	the	installation	of	any	specialized	waterfront	

device, camp management should conduct a safety audit 
for the activity to determine appropriate facility needs, 
staffing, participant qualifications, and ways to alleviate 
any special safety concerns. Equipment manufacturers 
should provide a track record of safe operation and 
equipment durability.

•	 The	manufacturer’s	instructions	for	installation,	use,	and	
maintenance should be followed unless they conflict 
with more stringent BSA requirements. For example, the 
recommendation that participants on the blob wear a 
PFD	does	not	alleviate	the	need	to	qualify	as	a	swimmer.

•	 Local	design	of	devices	such	as	rope	swings	or	zip	lines	
should follow sound engineering practices for strength 
and testing of supports and lines. Adequate safeguards 
should be in place to prevent falls during installation.

•	 State	regulatory	agencies	should	be	consulted.	For	exam-
ple, codes in some states regulate water depths and 
areas at the foot of slides. Others specify that anchors 
must be buried.

Floats
•	 Floats	will	be	safely	anchored	in	such	a	manner	that	

users cannot fall on the deck or pier nor become entan-
gled in anchor lines.

•	 Floats	designed	for	general	play	by	several	participants	
should have maximum fall heights less than 40 inches, 
should be no more than 40 inches wide in more than one 
direction (to prevent entrapment beneath), and should 
be in sufficiently deep water to prevent forcibly striking 
the bottom. Number of users and roughhousing will  
be controlled.

•	 Floats	used	by	nonswimmers	should	be	in	water	depths	
shallow enough for participants to easily regain their foot-
ing. Such depths will likely limit usage to straddling the 
device	rather	than	standing	on	it.	These	devices	are	gen-
erally appropriate only for small children with one-on-one 
supervision by an adult in a family camping situation.

Elevated Platforms
•	 Devices,	such	as	rope	swings,	zip	lines,	oversized	floats,	

and slides, that include a start from an elevated platform 
should be designed to prevent falls while users are get-
ting	into	position.	During	use,	there	should	be	no	danger	
of falling other than into deep water from a safe height 
(generally less than 5 feet). For example, early or late 
release from a rope swing or zip line should not result in 
a fall to the ground or collision with a support.

•	 Activities	that	involve	starting	from	an	elevated	platform	
will have carefully controlled access so that one user is 
seen to safely clear the area before another is allowed to 
begin.	Water	entry	will	be	feetfirst	into	clear	water.	The	
device will be in a separate area isolated from general 
swimming activities.
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•	 The	height	a	participant	on	the	blob	is	catapulted	above	
the water should be controlled by adjusting the height of 
the jump, matching weights of the participants, and not 
overinflating	the	device.	The	maximum	allowable	height	
should be based on the manufacturer’s recommendation 
and local camp experience.

General Supervision and Safety
•	 All	recreational	devices	will	be	inspected	daily	before	use.

•	 The	number,	training,	and	positioning	of	guard	personnel	
supervising a recreational device will be adequate  
to maintain visibility, control access, and provide  
prompt response.

•	 Some	device	manufacturers	recommend	the	use	of	PFDs.	
These	should	be	properly	fitted	Coast	Guard–approved	
vests. Waterskiing vests that are impact rated are best. 
Type	II	“yoke”	or	“horse	collar”	designs	are	not	recom-
mended.	PFDs	may	also	be	appropriate	for	other	activi-
ties when the water clarity is marginal.

•	 During	operation	of	special	recreational	devices,	any	
accident or close call will result in closing the activity 
until means for preventing additional occurrences are  
in place.
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The	best	maintenance	and	repair	material	is	a	priceless	com-
modity called “good training.” When applied liberally, 
thoughtfully, and patiently to campers and staff, and rein-
forced continuously by good example, 90 percent of mainte-
nance	and	repair	problems	will	be	eliminated.	This	chapter	
deals with the other 10 percent.

General Maintenance  
of Craft
Additional information on boat and canoe care and repair is 
included	in	the	relevant	merit	badge	pamphlets.	The	more-
detailed information in the pamphlets should be reviewed in 
conjunction with the material that follows in this section.

Cleaning
Wash with ordinary detergent and rinse with fresh water. 
Craft should be thoroughly washed immediately before and 
after storage and during the season as needed. Some natural 
water conditions are such that craft that are not racked out 
of the water may require weekly washing to remove algae 
slime and discoloration. A stiff-bristle brush or broom works 
well for scrubbing.

Painting
Unpainted	craft	can	be	painted	if	desired,	but	painted	craft	
should have their appearance maintained by periodic  
touch-up or repainting. For this reason, aluminum and most 
synthetic materials require less upkeep if left unpainted, and 
many are available in a variety of colors from the manufac-
turer. If painting, follow manufacturers’ instructions for paint 
selection and application. Clean and smooth the surface 
before painting.

All craft should be numbered, and this can be done with 
hand-lettering, stencils, metallic or plastic tape, or adhesive 
numerals. Whatever is used should be repaired or touched 
up as needed during the camping season. Rowboats should 
be numbered on both sides of the bow and on both the 
inside and outside of the transom. Canoes should be num-
bered on one side of the bow, on the opposite side of the 
stern, and on the bow breastplate. Numbers on the exterior 
of the craft should be legible from approximately 50 yards 
away. If boating is on a public waterway, craft should also be 
labeled to show ownership and may be required to show 
registration numbers.

Inspection
All equipment should be regularly inspected during the 
camping season, and minor repairs should be done immedi-
ately to keep the little problems from becoming big ones. For 
example, tightening or replacing bolts on a rowlock will pre-
vent the craft from being suddenly put out of service on the 
very day it is most needed.

Off-Season Storage
Before equipment is put into storage, all major repair needs 
should be noted and the equipment to be repaired during 
the off season should be specifically marked and stored so 
that it is easily accessible. All craft should be stored out of 
the water and off the ground under cover. Oars, paddles, sail 
rigging,	boat	motors,	and	lifesaving	gear	including	PFDs	
should be stored indoors in a locked storage area.

Metal Repair
Generally, welding is not recommended for aluminum repair. 
It affects the heat temper of the metal and promotes crack-
ing around the welded areas.

Dents
For large dents, strike the center of the dent with your hand 
or lay it on a firm surface and step on the center of the dent 
with your foot. For small dents, hold a sandbag or a wooden 
block	on	the	hollow	side.	Use	a	wooden,	rawhide,	or	rubber	
mallet to hammer out the dent. Start at the outside of the 
dent and work to the center.

Punctures and Skin Fractures—
Permanent Repair
Secure the proper repair materials: metal, rivets, caulking, or 
sealant.	To	repair	a	crack,	drill	a	hole	in	each	end	of	the	
crack with No. 30 or No. 40 drill bit to stop the extension of 
the crack. Pound out damaged area to original contour.

Cut a patch to size; drill a hole in each corner 1 ⁄2 inch from 
edges.	Drill	holes	through	the	hull	and	secure	the	patch	to	
the	inside	with	bolts	or	screws.	Lay	out	the	rivet	pattern	1 ⁄2 
inch apart and 1⁄2 inch from the edges. On large patches, add 
a second row of rivets 1 ⁄2 inch in from the first row and stag-
gered	between	them.	Drill	all	holes,	remove	the	patch,	and	
clean burrs and shavings from the patch and boat skin. Apply 
caulking or sealer to the patch and refasten the patch to the 
boat. Install rivets. Remove temporary bolts or screws and 
replace with rivets. Clean up; paint repaired area if desired.

equipment maintenanCe and repair
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Rivets
For loose rivets, tighten using a ball peen hammer and buck-
ing bar (a steel bar weighing about a pound), or two ham-
mers. Hold the bar or hammer against the manufactured 
head of rivet and hit the other side with the hammer until 
tight. For worn rivets, drill off the head and punch out the 
rivet. Replace with a proper-sized rivet.

Gunwale Damage
Minor	bends	can	be	straightened.	Cracked	gunwales	can	be	
repaired by riveting aluminum extrusion (angle) under dam-
aged	area.	Allow	about	6	inches	of	extrusion	on	each	side	of	
the crack.

Broken Ribs, Thwarts, and Seats
It is generally best to replace broken ribs, thwarts, and seats. 
Order them from the manufacturer. Repair kits, parts, and 
repair instructions are usually available from the manufac-
turer. A reliable small-aircraft mechanic can help with repair 
work; an auto body shop with dents.

Fiberglass Repair
For scratches and gouges, dry the area thoroughly; sand and 
clean	the	area	2	inches	around	the	damage.	Mix	resin	and	
hardener according to directions. For deep scratches, add 
cut-up fiberglass mat or cloth. Fill the damaged area and let 
cure. Sand the area smooth and paint, if necessary.

To	repair	holes,	dry	the	area	thoroughly;	sand	and	clean	
ragged areas and an area 2 to 4 inches around damage. As a 
temporary repair, if damage goes through the hull, tape a 
piece of plastic to the outside and cover the inside with card-
board for support. For permanent repair, if damage goes 
through the hull, cut a piece of fiberglass mat to fit the hole 
and another piece to overlap the hole by 2 inches. Cut a 
piece of fiberglass cloth to overlap the mat by at least 1 inch. 
If damage does not need filling, use a fiberglass cloth patch 
with at least a 2-inch overlap for the first layer. Add extra 
layers	if	necessary	with	1-inch	overlap.	Mix	resin	and	hard-
ener according to directions.

If filling a hole, saturate the mat plug before placing it in 
the hole, and fill the extra space in the hole with resin. 
Saturate each layer as it is placed on the repair. Remove all 
air bubbles before laying the next layer of cloth. After the 
patch has set, remove plastic from the outside. If necessary, 
patch the outside also. Sand the repaired area smooth, feath-
ering to the outside edges of the patch. Paint, if desired.

Fiberglass and epoxy resins, hardeners, sanding  
dust, and cleaning solutions are toxic. Follow the manufac-
turer’s safety recommendations regarding ventilation and 
skin exposure.

Repair Kits, Parts, Skilled Help
Fiberglass repair kits are available from auto parts stores; 
parts and hardware should be ordered from the manufac-
turer. Skilled help may be found at auto body shops or from 
fiberglass manufacturers or repair firms.

“Plastic” Craft
Most	dents	can	be	“lifted”	from	plastic-type	craft	by	careful	
use of a heat lamp. Cuts, scratches, and scores can be filled 
with	epoxy	 filler.	Damage	 to	other	hardware	should	 
be repaired according to procedures recommended by  
the manufacturer.

Paddles and Oars
Emergency Repair
Actual damage is frequently too severe to merit the time and 
expense of repair, so the emphasis should be on care and 
maintenance. Emergency repair of minor splits and fractures 
can sometimes be accomplished by drying and then sealing 
with duct tape. Covering the damage with an epoxy filler 
before taping gives an even more secure temporary repair. 
Duct	tape	and	an	epoxy	filler	are	invaluable	equipment	for	
temporary repair of damage to floating equipment, as well as 
paddles and oars, and should be essential items in an emer-
gency repair kit.

Care, Maintenance,  
and Replacement
Oars. Any area of a wooden oar where wear has exposed the 
bare wood should be refinished. If the oar has extensive 
wear, refinish the entire surface. Sandpaper the effected area 
and	apply	marine	grade	varnish	or	paint.	The	handles	may	
need a light sanding after finishing, particularly if dust par-
ticles embedded in the finish result in a rough surface.

Although an oar is made of hardwood, the loom of an oar, 
which comes in contact with the oarlock, will wear out 
quickly unless protected. You can add several years to the 
life of an oar by covering the area where the oar rests in the 
oarlock with a heavy leather shield that should completely 
encircle the oar for a distance of 8 to 12 inches. Be sure that 
the leathers are tight. Brass or copper tacks are good for 
repairing loose leathers.

To	replace	leathers,	soak	the	leather	before	applying	it	to	
the	loom.	Using	brass	or	copper	tacks,	secure	one	edge	of	
the	leather	so	that	it	extends	4	to	6	inches	above	and	below	
the	spot	where	the	oar	rests	in	the	oarlock.	Traditionally,	
leathers are sewn together using a herringbone stitch (as in 
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a baseball). However, brass or copper tacks, which do minor 
damage to the oar, have long been a less labor-intensive sub-
stitute.

A button or collar of scrap leather should be built up by 
winding and tacking leather strips over the end of the leather 
closest to the oar handle. Be careful when building up a but-
ton to use as few tacks as possible to prevent weakening the 
oar. A button is intended to prevent the oar from sliding out 
of the lock if the rower’s hand is released from the handle. 
Fiberglass rope or rubber can also be used for leathers  
and buttons. Slip-on plastic buttons and leathers can be pur-
chased from marine suppliers.

There	is	a	common	misconception	among	those	not	
familiar with rowing that shorter oars are easier for Scouts 
to	handle.	That	concept	may	be	reenforced	when	a	camp	
business	manager	sees	the	price	difference	between	a	6-foot	
oar and a 7-foot oar and finds that the first can be bought at 
the local discount store whereas the second has to be 
ordered from a specialty catalog. However, oars must be 
sized properly to the boat. Oars that are too short actually 
make it more difficult to row than oars that are too long. 
Techniques	for	determining	the	proper	length	of	an	oar	are	
given in the Rowing	merit	badge	pamphlet.	The	boats	in	
many camps need 7- to 7 1 ⁄2 -foot oars. Oars with metal shafts 
and plastic blades, such as those used for whitewater raft-
ing, may be substituted for wood oars.

Paddles. Wooden paddles are refinished the same way as 
wooden oars. Paddles that are warped (likely because of 
improper storage) should be discarded. Paddles with alumi-
num shafts and plastic blades are good replacements for 
wooden	paddles.	They	are	comparable	in	price,	take	abuse	
better,	and	generally	last	significantly	longer.	Designs	where	
the blade fits into the shaft, rather than those with a round 
shaft extending the length of the blade, are a closer match to 
the feel of a wood paddle, but proper canoeing techniques 
can be learned with either. 

Lines and Painters
Every craft moored permanently or temporarily at a dock or 
buoy should have appropriate painters or dock lines. 
Painters should be kept dry and unknotted to prolong wear. 
If they are frayed or broken, cut off and replace them.

Rowboats should have painters of 3⁄8-inch laid or braided 
(solid core) polypropylene or nylon rope approximately  
7 feet in length. One end should be attached to the craft with 
an eye splice, a bowline, or a snap hook, and the running end 
should be back-spliced, securely whipped, or heat-sealed. 
Motorboats	and	sailboats	may	have	painters	permanently	
attached, or may carry docking lines for tying both to the 
dock	and	to	cleats	on	the	boat.	The	end	of	the	docking	line	
may have an eye splice that slips through a hole in the cen-
ter of the cleat and then around the horns.

If painters are provided for canoes, they should be of  
1 ⁄4-inch braided polypropylene or nylon cord and should be 
long enough to clove hitch to a midship thwart. If the canoe 
has eyelets at the needs, the painter should be secured to 
the bow, or bow and stern, with a bowline. Otherwise, the 
painter may be tied to a handle on the deck plate or to the 
bow thwart. Ends of the line should be heat-sealed.

Buoys and  
Rescue Equipment
If metal buoys are repainted at the beginning of summer 
camp and are stored out of the water during the off-season, 
they will last indefinitely. Plastic and foam marker buoys and 
floats should be carefully inspected before being put into use 
each year but will usually last for several seasons. If the syn-
thetic material is showing signs of deterioration, or if any hol-
low buoys or floats are cracked or leaking, they should be 
replaced. As a rule, buoys, anchor lines, and marker ropes 
should be replaced annually, but some synthetic fibers may 
last for several seasons if carefully inspected and stored dur-
ing the off-season. A No. 10 can filled with concrete with an 
eyebolt embedded at the top makes an excellent marker-
buoy anchor that can be recovered and reused for many 
years.

Bamboo or plastic reach poles, ring buoys, polypropyl-
ene or nylon heaving lines, and other rescue equipment will 
last for many years if not abused or misused. It should, how-
ever, be carefully inspected at least once a week while in use 
and reconditioned as needed. Replace frayed rope, damaged 
flotation material, or split and splintered poles. Paint the 
heavier half of the reach poles red and the other half white 
(use waterproof enamel). Rescue equipment stands or racks 
that will keep the equipment dry and out from underfoot  
are recommended.

Mechanical Equipment
Boat motors and other mechanical equipment should be 
checked and serviced once a week while in use, and should 
be broken down and reconditioned during the off-season. 
This	work	should	be	done	by	camp	ranger	personnel.	
Mechanical	equipment	associated	with	swimming	pools	usu-
ally requires daily maintenance when in use, and this should 
be done under supervision of camp ranger personnel.

Repair Kits
Keep a general maintenance kit at the waterfront for minor 
repairs: replacing an oarlock; tightening loose rivets; tighten-
ing loose nuts and bolts on seats, oarlocks, or thwarts; and 
knocking out minor dents in metal boats, for example. Such 
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a kit includes stainless steel, brass, or nylon nuts, bolts, 
screws, and washers; screwdrivers and wrenches; spare 
rowlocks; hammer and punch for frozen bolts; rope and line 
for replacement needs; hammer and bucking bar for loose 
rivets; soft mallet and small sandbag for knocking out dents. 
Major	repairs	should	be	performed	in	a	shop	area.

Carry repair material on trips afloat. On short trips a roll 
of duct tape will handle most situations requiring sealing. 
The	damaged	area	should	first	be	dried.	If	there	is	severe	

denting, try to return the dented area to its original contour 
before sealing. Cover the leaking area with duct tape on both 
sides	if	necessary.	Leaking	rivets	usually	can	be	covered	
with	tape	to	stop	the	leak	temporarily.	Duct	tape	also	works	
well on minor damage to fiberglass or plastic-type boats. 
Some epoxy filler can be used when a little more strength 
and durability are required. Again, the damaged area should 
be	dried	and	returned	to	its	original	contour.	Most	epoxy	
fillers cure quickly and can be smoothed well enough to last 
to the end of the trip.



100
aquatics

100
aquatics

Aquatics	Advancement	Record,	No.	33406A

Bear Handbook, No. 33451

Boardsailing BSA Award application, No. 19-935

The Boy Scout Handbook, 11th edition, No. 33105

BSA	50-Miler	Award	application,	No.	34408A

Application	for	BSA	Lifeguard,	No.	34435B

BSA Lifeguard Counselor Guide,	No.	34536B

BSA	Lifeguard	pocket	certificate,	No.	34260

BSA	Snorkeling	Safety,	No.	19-176B

Camp Health and Safety, No. 19-308A

Canoeing merit badge pamphlet, No. 33305A

Cub Scout Academics and Sports Program Guide, No. 34299B

Fieldbook, No. 33104

Guide to Safe Scouting,	No.	34416D

Kayaking, BSA, No. 19-510

Knots and How to Tie Them, No. 33170

Lifesaving merit badge pamphlet, No. 33297B

Motorboating merit badge pamphlet, No. 33345

National Standards for Cub Scout/Boy Scout Resident Camp, 
No. 19-108C

Pioneering merit badge pamphlet, No. 33377

Resident Camping for Cub Scouting, No. 13-33814

Rowing merit badge pamphlet, No. 33404A

Safe	Swim	Defense,	No.	34370A

Safe Swim Defense…It Works! video, No. AV-09V029

Safe	Swim	Defense	pocket	card,	No.	34243

Safe	Swim	Defense:	It	Works!	Training	Outline,	No.	19-417

Safety Afloat,	No.	34368B

Safety Afloat pocket card, No. 34242A

Safety Afloat Training Outline, No. 34159C

Safety Afloat video, No. AV-09V002

Sea Scout Manual, No. 33239C

Small-Boat Sailing	merit	badge	pamphlet,	No.	33356

Swimming	merit	badge	pamphlet,	No.	33352D

Tiger Cub Handbook, No. 34713

Unit	Swim	Classification	Record,	No.	19-122

Waterskiing merit badge pamphlet, No. 33348A

Webelos Handbook, No. 33452

Whitewater merit badge pamphlet, No. 33405A

Wolf Handbook, No. 33450

resourCes


