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1. Concerns have been raised about the use of pool covers in City Council schools swimming pools.  Two cases reported in the media where swimming pool covers were involved resulted in fatalities.  These cases are relevant to the possible dangers that may currently exist on school sites.

2. A two year old child drowned in an outdoor swimming pool at his parents house.  The child was watching television with some other children, but minutes after leaving him, his mother came back into the room and noticed he was not there.  The child had crawled under the pool cover in minutes and had drowned.

3. A three year old child on holiday in Sandwich died when falling under the cover of a swimming pool.  He had been playing near to the swimming pool by a playhouse.  The investigating police officer found a tennis ball on top of the cover.   

4. In 1997 5% of all drownings in the U.K. occurred in swimming pools.  The Institute for Occupational Ergonomics produced a report on the design and safety of swimming pool covers in 1994.  The report states that the majority of drowning or near drowning incidents in swimming pools involve pools that are covered.  There is a tendency for children to climb onto these covers as they think that the covers will take their weight.  

5. There were 47 incidents of people drowning in swimming pools in the U.K. between 1995 and 1997.  

6. Between 1985 and 1991 there were 31 incidents of children under five drowning in domestic pools and in over half of these incidents the swimming pools had pool covers on at the time.  The commonest scenario involved children crawling under floating covers.  In a number of cases the discovery and possible resuscitation of the child appeared to have been delayed by the body being obscured by the cover.

7. Pool covers divide into three main categories:

7.1. Floating covers.  These are made out of blue foam or plastic bubble sheeting which float freely on the surface of the pool. The report shows that floating swimming pool covers would fail to support anyone venturing onto them.

7.2. Winter covers.  These are secured over outdoor pools to keep them clean in the winter.  The commonest design for these covers is an open nylon mesh sheet secured around the pool. Winter covers, whilst appearing to seal the pool and most owners surveyed felt they made pools safer, were shown to allow children relatively easy access under the cover.  

7.3. Safety covers.  These are intended to fulfil all three functions of heat retention, cleanliness and sealing the pool.  These have two main designs, both of which are motorised and are moved to cover and uncover the pool by a remote-control box.  A “flexible” safety cover which consists of a flexible PVC sheet held in tracks along the sides of a pool or a “rigid” safety cover which is made up of a series of interlocking rigid plastic slats which rest on a rail above water level.

8. Apart from these properly secured safety covers, the use of the other pool covers on school sites could lead to problems.  If an intruder comes onto the school site with a pool when the school is unattended, there may be chance that they will get into difficulties by thinking that the cover will support their weight and could become tangled in the cover.  They may alternatively climb under the cover and become trapped underneath it. If they receive an injury or drown as a result, which could leave the Council legally liable.

9. The advice that is offered by the Corporate Health and Safety Service is that pools are not covered unless the pool area is properly secure.  This means that they are either indoor pools that are locked and secure or outdoor pools that have 2 metre fencing surrounds and signage (suggested signage may read “Danger of Drowning - Swimming pool fitted with cover that will not bear weight”).  Any pool without these measures in place on a school site cannot be described as “secure”.  

10. The reason for this advice is because the results of this report show that floating and heat retaining covers possibly add to the intrinsic risks of a swimming pool.  This means that these extra measures should be taken to alleviate possible risk.

11. If you require further information on this subject, please contact Corporate Health and Safety Service on 023 8091 7770 option 6
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