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“Occupational water safety – a new frontier?” 

Report on the IOSH Rural Industries Group Networking Event  

held at the Nene Whitewater Centre, Northampton on 6 November 2015  

in association with The Royal Life Saving Society UK (RLSS) and WaterWise Training Ltd 

 

 

1. BACKGROUND 

1.1 This IOSH Rural Industries Group (RIG) ‘networking event’ held on 6 November 2015 at the Nene 

Whitewater Centre in Northampton was intended to raise awareness of the ‘blind spot’ around occupational 

water safety by highlighting relevant incidents.  Leading companies involved in work in, on or near water 

talked openly about tragic incidents and near misses which led to them devising effective precautions, safer 

systems of work and enhanced training. They shared the good practice they have developed and several 

providers of training and equipment demonstrated practical precautions and safer working methods, ie going 

beyond the usual ‘solution’ of providing personal buoyancy aids in case someone falls into water. 

1.2 Whilst national statistics show that nearly 400 people drown in water from accidents or natural causes 

each year, HSE’s statistics reveal work-related incidents are very rare. However, there have been numerous 

fatalities and prosecutions but the number and locations of ‘near-misses’ (ie potential fatalities) will never be 

known.  It has also been difficult to find relevant advice on practical precautions and relevant training. 

1.3 This topic is relevant to any industry sector with work activities taking place on or near water and RIG 

hopes that this summary report, short film and other reviews of this event will inspire other IOSH Industry 

Groups and Branches to run a similar event, or to cover the topic at future meetings. 

1.4 A short report [ http://www.iosh.co.uk/News/IOSH-event-highlights-occupational-water-safety.aspx] was  

posted on the IOSH News page immediately after the event.  SHP Online also carried a brief report on 26 

October 2015 [http://www.shponline.co.uk/occupational-water-safety-event/]. In addition, a short description 

of each presentation and demonstration, together with a selection of photographs of the speakers and 

instructors were also posted on the IOSH Pinterest page [https://uk.pinterest.com/ioshpinterest/occupational-

water-safety-iosh-rural-industries-gr/].  

1.5 The following more detailed report summarises the issues discussed and demonstrated during the event.  

The included arrangements and equipment for rescuing people who have fallen into water.  It also provides 

additional information on recently developed specialised training schemes and signposts further guidance and 

websites. This report, the event flyer (including the event programme) and the full set of speakers 

presentations have been posted on RIG’s ‘Past Events’ webpage [http://www.iosh.co.uk/Membership/Our-

membership-network/Our-Groups/Rural-Industries-Group/Past-events.aspx ] . 

http://www.iosh.co.uk/News/IOSH-event-highlights-occupational-water-safety.aspx
http://www.shponline.co.uk/occupational-water-safety-event/
https://uk.pinterest.com/ioshpinterest/occupational-water-safety-iosh-rural-industries-gr/
https://uk.pinterest.com/ioshpinterest/occupational-water-safety-iosh-rural-industries-gr/
http://www.iosh.co.uk/Membership/Our-membership-network/Our-Groups/Rural-Industries-Group/Past-events.aspx
http://www.iosh.co.uk/Membership/Our-membership-network/Our-Groups/Rural-Industries-Group/Past-events.aspx
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1.6  A short summary film has also been produced - available on the IOSH You Tube channel 

[https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zkSedqqsH_Q].  This shows the format of the event, key messages and 

feedback from delegates.  It is hoped this ‘taster’ film will be viewed by IOSH Branches, Industry Group 

Committees and others, and they will be encouraged to run a similar event or at least cover this topic at a 

future meeting. A longer (20 minute) version is being considered for possible use as a training tool by our 

delivery partners, or for presentation at other events. [This is available from IOSH Media Team.]   

1.7 Further discussion about the event and what made it so successful is contained in Alan Plom’s interview 

[https://audioboom.com/boos/3792284-occupational-water-safety-iosh-rural-industries-group-event] with 

IOSH Media Officer Bryan Henesey. Bryan also interviewed Damian Hall (Senior Consultant with the RLSS and 

co-organiser of the event) who summarised the scope and scale of the issue of occupational water safety 

[https://audioboom.com/boos/3792299-occupational-water-safety-iosh-rural-industries-group-event]. Several 

extracts of interviews with other speakers, demonstrators and delegates are included in the film.  Links to 

speakers and demonstrators websites and sources of other information are given in this report.   

2. ORIGIN OF THE EVENT 

 

2.2 This article drew attention to several other fatal incidents where risk assessments and precautions were 

clearly inadequate and highlighted the significant implications for those responsible for managing any work 

operations on or near water. It also emphasised the need to raise awareness of practical guidance on risk 

assessment to enable businesses to prepare for safe operations on or near water – across a wide range of 

industry sectors. 

2.3 The article also identified a gap in relevant training and posed the question “Is there any training out 

there?” This prompted both the Royal Life Saving Society UK (RLSS) and WaterWise Training Ltd to respond 

by offering to work with IOSH to raise awareness of good practice and their recently developed training on 

‘occupational water safety’. Coincidentally, both organisations had independently devised training packages 

designed to enable safe working on or near water and this event gave them an opportunity to launch their 

training schemes to the wider ‘health and safety community’. Both of these organisations provided an 

invaluable input to help devise and deliver the event, using their many contacts in the industry. 

 

2.1 This event was developed in response to the article 

“Still Waters Run Deep” published in Safety and Health 

Practitioner (SHP) in March 2015 (pp36-38) 

[http://www.shponline.co.uk/still-waters-run-deep-water-

safety/ ]. Written by RIG Vice-Chair Alan Plom, it was 

inspired by an HSE prosecution of the partners in a farming 

company after two brothers drowned on a wildlife 

charity’s lake managed by their company.  

2.3  IOSH RIG hosted the event at the Nene Whitewater Centre, 

Northampton, working closely with the RLSS and WaterWise 

Training Ltd, together with the support of IOSH Events Team.  

This was an ideal venue for the water-based demonstrations of 

rescue equipment and techniques, and we are grateful for the 

support the Centre and Northamptonshire County Council (who 

sponsor the venue as a training facility) provided on the day.   

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zkSedqqsH_Q
https://audioboom.com/boos/3792284-occupational-water-safety-iosh-rural-industries-group-event
https://audioboom.com/boos/3792299-occupational-water-safety-iosh-rural-industries-group-event
http://www.shponline.co.uk/still-waters-run-deep-water-safety/
http://www.shponline.co.uk/still-waters-run-deep-water-safety/
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2.4 The need for this event was also emphasised by some of the poor practice that had been seen in media 

coverage of recent flooding episodes and it was recognised that it would be relevant to anyone who carries 

out or manages work near as well as on water – planned or unplanned.  It was advertised to all IOSH industry 

groups and also opened to non-members.  The event was a ‘sell-out’, with more than 70 attending from a wide 

range of sectors, including construction, local authorities, outdoor recreation and traditional ‘rural’ industries. 

3. EVENT PROGRAMME - INTRODUCTION 

3.1 We were welcomed to the Centre by Councillor Andre Gonzalez De Savage (Cabinet Member for Strategic 

Infrastructure, Northamptonshire County Council) and Kerry Downes (Nene Whitewater Centre and County 

Director for Young Persons, Northamptonshire) described their facilities, services offered and the standards 

they operate to. 

3.2 After thanking all delegates, speakers, demonstrators and exhibitors for supporting the event, event chair 

Alan Plom gave an illustrated introduction highlighting the wide range of situations and industries which can 

involve working on or near water – often without adequate consideration of the risk.  As an example, Alan 

described the circumstances of the tragic double drowning on a wildlife lake which resulted in the prosecution 

of the directors of a farming company that maintained the reserve on behalf of a charity. [See: 

http://press.hse.gov.uk/2014/cambridgeshire-farming-firm-in-court-following-wetland-

deaths/?ebul=hsegen&cr=3/17-feb-14]. HSE’s investigation found that the boat they provided to retrieve dead 

birds on the lake did not have a lifejacket on-board and their 17-year-old casual worker had not been trained 

in the use of the boat.  Tragically, his 22 year old brother, who ‘had only gone along for the ride’ and was 

watching from the bank, also drowned trying to save his brother when he saw him fall in. 

3.3 HSE’s Inspector who investigated the incident and brought the case to Court had also found it difficult to 

find relevant advice and standards for training and systems of work. This has wider implications than just the 

land-based sector and there is still a clear need to inform any businesses that might only occasionally carry out 

work activities on or near water about the significant risks involved, and to help them and their workers to 

take appropriate precautions.  

3.4  As Alan said “Water safety at work affects a diverse range of industries, not just the obvious sectors like 

fish farming or estate management. You might be working in construction, making repairs to a rail bridge over 

a river or ‘just’ mowing grass near a canal towpath. The importance of managing any operation in the vicinity 

of water cannot be overestimated. Proper planning for any task can help avoid incidents from occurring.” 

3.5 Obviously a key element is training and our two co-organisers RLSS and WaterWise had recognised there 

was a need to develop training more appropriate for those managing operations and working in this 

potentially very hazardous environment. They have developed different approaches, described more fully in 

section 6 below. 

4. SCOPE AND SCALE OF ‘THE PROBLEM’  

4.1 Damian Hall (Senior Consultant with the RLSS) set the scene with an interesting review of the scope and 

scale of the issues surrounding occupational water safety, including some harrowing accounts of further tragic 

but avoidable incidents. The most notable led to the deaths of 3 Police Constables and a member of the public 

trying to save a dog from drowning in 1983.  The dog survived. This type of event is not uncommon. Peer 

pressure and overestimation of personal ability were often significant factors.  He pointed out that the subject 

is also rarely represented at Health and Safety Exhibitions - except in the context of specialist rescue. As 

Damian neatly observed: “The only similarity between swimming in a pool and in open water is that you get 

wet!  Water safety is not taken seriously as it is seen as simply about being able to swim or rescue people, and 

we need to challenge our own thinking.”  

http://press.hse.gov.uk/2014/cambridgeshire-farming-firm-in-court-following-wetland-deaths/?ebul=hsegen&cr=3/17-feb-14
http://press.hse.gov.uk/2014/cambridgeshire-farming-firm-in-court-following-wetland-deaths/?ebul=hsegen&cr=3/17-feb-14


4 
 

4.2 Damian emphasised that before starting any work around water courses, employers and risk assessments 

should consider (and workers should be aware of) the important factors. These include water flow; 

temperature (intense cold causing body shock and reflex action); water quality and poor visibility, and risk of 

entrapment (eg from unseen obstructions or vegetation). The emergency protocols developed by Defra to 

respond to flooding provide a framework, but these need to be tailored to occupational water safety. 

4.3 In Damian’s interview with IOSH Media Officer Bryan Henesey [ https://audioboom.com/boos/3792299-

occupational-water-safety-iosh-rural-industries-group-event], he also explained why the event was important 

and outlined the key factors to consider from a prevention perspective.  He emphasised it should not just be 

about ‘fishing people out after they have fallen in’ and observed “I fundamentally believe that there is a large 

body of people who are expected to work in, around or near water who are not properly resourced, trained or 

equipped.  The number of people working outdoors near water against the number of deaths and injuries is 

relatively small, but every death is still a tragedy. I look forward to a time when employees have the same level 

of clarity around occupational water safety as they do around working at height or manual handling.” 

4.4 Ray Cooke (Head of the HSE’s Construction Sector Safety Team) then presented the regulator’s 

perspective.  He agreed that the relatively small number of reported deaths did not reflect the seriousness of 

the issue.  We have no way of knowing how many ‘near misses’ occur, nor an accurate picture of how many 

people are suffering health issues as a result of contracting waterborne diseases.   

4.5 Ray described some other serious incidents investigated by HSE over recent years.  The most notorious was 

the drowning of at least 21 cockle pickers in Morecambe Bay in 2004. This resulted in a manslaughter 

prosecution. It also led to closer multi-agency working and multi lingual guidance being produced.   

 

4.7 Few delegates had heard about this case or others mentioned in Ray’s presentation (available on RIG’s 

Past Events page) [http://www.iosh.co.uk/Membership/Our-membership-network/Our-Groups/Rural-

Industries-Group/Past-events.aspx ].  These include incidents which led to drownings during maintenance of 

water courses, at a fish farm and even a ‘near-miss’ at Sandringham, involving another grounds maintenance 

machine (a mower) without its roll-over protective structure (ROPS) or required seat belt being used.  

4.8 Ray summarised several HSE investigations and recent enforcement action, including prosecutions taken 

since 2004 (eg the Environment Agency – more on these later) and relevant enforcement notices issued in 

recent years, eg to improve risk assessments. [NB. The statistics quoted have not been verified by HSE and 

many premises such as golf courses and estates are enforced by local authorities, so are not included.]   

4.9  Ray also helpfully provided a list of HSE guidance.  The relevance of some of these may not be immediately 

obvious, so they have been summarised in ‘Further reading’ [Section 10 of this report]. In particular, the 

hierarchy of requirements in CDM 2015 Reg 26 specifically covers ‘prevention of drowning’, ie: 

(a) prevent persons falling into water;  

(b) minimise the risk of drowning in the event of a fall; and  

(c) ensure that suitable rescue equipment is provided, maintained and used for prompt rescue.  

It also requires safe transport of any person conveyed by water to or from a place of work and any vessel used 

to convey any person must not be overcrowded or overloaded. This is equally relevant to other industries.  

The most recent work-related drowning occurred on a (local authority-enforced) golf 

course in Wales in March 2015, when a sports turf spraying vehicle overturned into a 

lake. The driver (a contractor groundsman) died, but luckily his passenger (his father) 

and several others who dived in trying to save him survived. This incident was widely 

covered in the specialist groundcare media as well as the ‘nationals’, [eg 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2978424/Greenkeeper-dies-Ryder-Cup-golf-

course-vehicle-using-water-fairways-falls-lake.html]   

 

https://audioboom.com/boos/3792299-occupational-water-safety-iosh-rural-industries-group-event
https://audioboom.com/boos/3792299-occupational-water-safety-iosh-rural-industries-group-event
http://www.iosh.co.uk/Membership/Our-membership-network/Our-Groups/Rural-Industries-Group/Past-events.aspx
http://www.iosh.co.uk/Membership/Our-membership-network/Our-Groups/Rural-Industries-Group/Past-events.aspx
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2978424/Greenkeeper-dies-Ryder-Cup-golf-course-vehicle-using-water-fairways-falls-lake.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2978424/Greenkeeper-dies-Ryder-Cup-golf-course-vehicle-using-water-fairways-falls-lake.html
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4.10 Following a drowning at a fish farm in 2008 the industry had worked closely with ppe suppliers to develop 

suitable clothing to protect people working in very cold wet conditions and have taken steps to encourage ppe 

to be maintained and worn correctly – including working with HSE at Safety & Health Awareness events.  

4.11 Throughout his presentation, Ray emphasised how critical it is to plan how to deal with a work activity in 

the first place and recalled an incident years ago in which a tractor driver at a factory dock drowned in just 

20cm of water!  He identified the common factors in these incidents:  

 Poor planning 

 Inadequate management/supervision 

 Lack of local knowledge 

 Lack of, or inadequate, assessment of risk 

 Inadequate equipment  

 Poor maintenance of equipment 

 Inadequate training 

 Poor emergency procedures 

 

5. ‘SOLUTIONS’: RISK ASSESSMENT, SAFE SYSTEMS, TRAINING AND ‘COMPETENCE’ 

 

 

5.2 First up, James Maclean, MD of the Land & Water Group (LWG) reinforced Damian and Ray’s points from 

his own perspective as a specialist contractor, eg working for the Canal & Rivers Trust (CRT) and his 

experiences during the floods in Somerset.  He described how he and his company had been forced to re-

examine their approach to risk assessments and working methods following a potential fatal incident in May 

2010 when an excavator operator ended up underwater when a dredger barge carrying his machine suffered a 

below-the-waterline puncture to its hull and sank. 

 

5.3 This incident changed his company’s view on water safety and he was determined they would not put 

themselves in that position again.  James’ comment: “Our responsibility as employers is to not get in a position 

where we have to save lives. We should be managing the risk higher up the safety hierarchy” encapsulated the 

rationale of our event.  LWG recognised there was a need to establish safe(r) systems, and to develop 

standards for training and competence. This led to them working with WaterWise [more on that later].  

 

5.4 Likewise, Jonathan Jones (Senior Health, Safety & Wellbeing Business Partner at the Environment Agency) 

described how his organisation had to deal with the two major incidents in which plant operators died after 

their machines overturned in water. These incidents and the outcomes of HSE’s prosecutions were described 

by Ray Cooke (further details in Ray’s presentation), but Jonathan explained some of their key operational 

factors.  In addition to the obvious bank instability issues, in the earlier case the wheeled dumper supplied by a 

hire company was accepted and used on site, despite it not being a tracked machine as specified for the job.  

In the other incident involving a 360-excavator, the operator was unfamiliar with the machine he was provided 

on site.  This led to the bucket being dragged in the water, which in turn created more pressure on the river 

bank, causing it to give way.  

5.1 The first ‘scene-setting’ session certainly opened delegates 

eyes and ears and led us into the next ‘learning from incidents’ 

session, when a succession of industry speakers openly shared 

their own experiences of tragic incidents and ‘near misses’, 

leading to the self-realisation that – like so many others – their 

training and preparation for operations on or adjacent to water 

was lacking. 
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5.6 This had been a “painful” process for some, but as a result, their workers are now better informed, eg 

through providing practical, more easily-read generic and ‘location-specific’ risk assessments, using 

photographs and annotated maps ( to clearly mark safe routes, access/egress points, steep slopes and (2m) 

‘safety zones’ on banks, etc); the type of plant to be used (ie not relying on what is available in the yard, 

considering use of remote control mowers, etc) and clearly identifying any specific hazards, bridges, etc. 

 

5.7 The change in mind-set and culture required the support and good work of many people throughout the 

organisations involved, reinforced by the introduction of robust interim arrangements. Together these have 

led to changes in practice and greater consistency.  Jonathan described this as a 3-phase process: 

1) Legacy - Custom and practice, significant variations in approach and serious incidents occurring 

regularly; 

2) Interim - Pause to re-think and re-design the approach and set common minimum assured standards 

(‘MAS’) as catalysts for cultural change, and finally, 

3) The Future – ‘MAS’ are the norm, with consistent logic to methodology, enabling continuous 

improvement. 

 

5.8  Mike Moscot, Health & Safety Advisor Canal and River Trust (CRT), reported how CRT and their 

predecessor British Waterways had also suffered two other tragic incidents in which 3 contractors had 

drowned.  In 2004, a diver drowned when the seal of a temporary dam being installed for repairs on a River 

Severn lock gave way. British Waterways were prosecuted by HSE and a new diving procedure was introduced, 

together with training for employees planning and supervising diving operations. A review of how ‘major 

works’ were planned and managed was carried out and design calculations for cofferdams were also changed. 

 

5.9 Sadly, this was followed shortly after (in 2005) by another tragic incident involving a father and son, but in 

this case they both drowned. They were carrying out hedge and grass cutting using a tractor on the towpath 

alongside the Kennet & Avon Canal. They came to ‘pinch point’ and had to turn the tractor around.  As they 

reversed the tractor the edge of the canal collapsed and it fell into the canal.  Both were trapped in the tractor 

cab and drowned.  British Waterways were again prosecuted by HSE. 

 

5.10 They recognised that the stability of all 2000 miles of their towpaths needed to be assessed for use of 

plant and equipment. They also tightened their control and management of contractors substantially by 

introducing a new procedure based on national procurement rather than local.  As a consequence CRT now 

use far fewer small contractors in favour of larger national contractors and they all have to meet stringent on-

site performance standards, assessed by a national contractor assessment organisation (‘Achilles Verify’). CRT 

also now employ a number of specialist contract managers to ensure a safe and good quality service. In the 

past 4 years they have had 4 reportable injuries to contractors, but their current national contractor’s H&S 

performance compares favourably to the Trust’s own performance. 

5.5 Jonathan Jones also showed a selection of other typical 

examples of their operations (and incidents), illustrating the very 

challenging and remote conditions that their staff are often 

working in, compounded by difficult access, etc. The Environment 

Agency continues to learn from ‘near-miss’ incidents and specific 

actions had been identified through CEs and independent peer 

review in order to develop even safer systems of work for their 

own staff and contractors. 
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5.12 Investigation of this incident highlighted that there was no documented evidence of a survey and 

assessments of the towpath, or for any temporary works.  There was also poor communication in the project 

team and the size and type of crane or previous and alternative lifting methods were not considered. It was 

concluded that a ‘walkover’ survey and assessment of access and egress routes MUST be undertaken by their 

Senior Engineer and signed off by a Senior Manager in future. HSE also ‘strongly advised’ CRT to introduce BS 

5975:2008 “The Code of Practice for Temporary Works”, and CRT carried out national training for Temporary 

Works Coordinators and Supervisors. 

 

5.13 Despite the measures introduced regarding contractors, 4 other incidents involving CRT’s framework 

contractor for vegetation management have occurred on the canals since June 2015: 

 

 A pedestrian mower fell into a canal when the operator lost control. 

 Operator was startled and stepped backwards into a canal when his back-pack mounted leaf blower 

locked onto full revs. 

 Operator lost his balance and fell into canal when trying to untangle a strimmer entangled in brambles.  

 Operative strimming grass tripped and fell backwards ~5m into a partially de-watered lock. 

 

5.14 All the machine operators involved in these incidents were wearing life jackets and suffered no injuries, 

but investigation by the contractor identified operator error and complacency as the primary causes.  

However, each incident demonstrates how easy it is for things to go wrong adjacent to water.  Their systems 

of work have been reviewed and further training provided by workshops on working in close proximity to 

water.  Lessons learned from ‘near-misses’ are also shared at CRT’s quarterly Contractors Working Group 

meeting.  These also led to the approach to WaterWise and CRT has started to roll out the WaterWise training 

package internally, to 1000 staff. These issues and a requirement for this training will be specified in all future 

CRT tender documents too.  

 

QUESTION TIME 

5.15 Q: “Is it better to wear a seat belt or not?” : The various incidents described in which mobile machine 

and crane operators have been trapped and drowned in their cabs led to an interesting discussion about the 

merits of operators wearing seat belts or lap straps.  This is a legal requirement on any mobile machine where 

there is a risk of overturning and a roll-over protective structure (ROPS) is fitted, but many operators believe 

that it is ‘safer’ not to be secured to their seat, ie the old ‘anti car seat belt’ argument. However, Jonathan 

emphasised the Environment Agency had made wearing a seat belt mandatory for their operators based on 

the practical and persuasive counter-argument that this can avoid injury during an incident. Research has also 

shown that it helps the operator to retain their orientation, enabling quicker escape from an enclosed cab. 

 

  

5.11 CRT’s most recent ‘dangerous occurrence’ occurred in 2013, 

when a mobile crane was required to replace lock gates in a remote 

area.  Several routes were identified to get the crane to the towpath.  

The chosen route involved laying a trackway across a field and the 

crane had to turn right prior to reversing along the towpath to the 

site.  The canal bank suddenly gave way and the crane tipped over 

into the canal.  Fortunately, the driver got out of the cab before it 

overturned and suffered no injury. It cost £300,000+ to remove and 

replace the crane, but the outcome could have been much more 

serious…… 
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6. NEW METHODS OF TRAINING  

 

(a) The “National Water Safety Management Programme'’ (NWSMP) 

 

6.1 Earlier in the day, Damian Hall (RLSS) had called for the evolution of occupational water safety - from ‘life-

saving’ to ‘management of safe operations around water’, with an increased emphasis on safeguarding 

workers and protecting employers.  To do this, under the theme “Supporting Employers – Protecting 

Employees”, RLSS had developed their ‘NWSMP’ to promote safe working on or near water. 

 

6.2 The aims of the NWSMP are to: 

 Equip anyone working in, on or near water with essential knowledge and skills to make informed 

decisions about managing safety 

 Enable group leaders to deliver safer activity at open water sites 

 Develop occupational water safety skills for employees working around the water margins 

 Facilitate compliance with Statutory and Civil obligations, especially the Health and Safety at Work Act 

1974 with related regulations and covering Safe Systems of Work 

 Develop effective Emergency Response Skills for those working in a water-based environment. 

 

6.3 For further detailed information about the NWSMP see http://www.rlss.org.uk/professional-

qualifications/nwsmp/#aims-of-nwsmpbut but in summary, the essential elements are: 

 It is relevant to a wide range of sectors, including education (field trips), construction, environmental 

health, leisure and the emergency services; 

 It fulfils the water safety training needs of a wide range of users (reflecting the range of activities that 

take place in and around the water’s edge); 

 It is accepted by HSE as providing sensible, proportionate, reasonable and balanced advice to those 

responsible for groups working around the water margin or workers operating in, on or near water 

and in particular, managing the risk from operating around the water margin; 

 It embraces contemporary approaches to risk management by balancing the need for simple pro-

active safety management practices, with a strong focus on preventative measures – along with 

effective emergency response skills, and 

 It has a flexible Modular Framework relevant to a wide range of sectors, enabling employers to 

construct relevant and bespoke water safety training programmes by selecting modules most suited to 

their operational and individual needs. 

 

6.4 The NWSMP training programme is progressive, starting with Level 1: ‘Water Safety Awareness’.  This 

module provides the theoretical platform for more advanced modules.  Environment specific modules cover 

hazards associated with flood, beach, river and still water as well as basic rescue techniques.  The ‘Flood’ 

module also meets DEFRA’s standards (Module 1 Water Awareness). For anyone requiring more advanced 

rescue skills, the Level 3 ‘In-Water Rescue’ Module covers essential in-water rescue knowledge and tests 

competency. Life Support can also be added to make a fully comprehensive programme. The latest module to 

be added is the ‘Aquatic Personal Protective Equipment’ (APPE) module, providing in depth guidance on 

selection of appropriate APPE and its correct use, including commercial lifejackets. Additional modules are 

being considered to meet the needs of even more employers. 

 

6.5 The NWSMP is certificated by RLSS (UK). Duration depends upon the number of modules taken. Level 1 

includes a self-study pack and a 4 hour guided learning unit. Each of the three Level 2 (Environment-specific) 

and the Level 3 (In-water Rescue) modules involve 3 hours of practical training, on/in water. Thus, a typical 

programme, eg covering Level 1, two Level 2 Modules and Level 3, requires 2 days of training in total. 

http://www.rlss.org.uk/professional-qualifications/nwsmp/#aims-of-nwsmpbut
http://www.rlss.org.uk/professional-qualifications/nwsmp/#aims-of-nwsmpbut
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(b) Waterwise Training (WWT) ‘Foundation Course' 

 

6.6  During his session, James Maclean (Land & Water Group) explained how his company had met their need 

for specific training by working with Waterwise Training Ltd (WWT) to develop and introduce their modular 

training package [https://waterwisetraining.co.uk/].  This e-learning based scheme was also endorsed by Mike 

Moskot, (CRT’s Health & Safety Adviser) and was described more fully by Jeremy Melhuish, Director of 

WaterWise Training Ltd, who also explained the format and options to delegates during the networking 

breaks.  

 

6.7 The ‘WWT Foundation Course is an e-learning based programme. Launched in September 2014, it was 

designed to fill an important training gap identified in the ‘water sector’, by increasing competency and 

awareness, and to help employers meet their duty of care to their employees. Jeremy considered that their e-

learning and video platforms are able to create and portray the water environment adequately and a benefit 

of this approach is that it can be accessed anytime, anywhere, making it economical for employers by saving 

time and training costs, whilst still ensuring comprehensive training is received and enable projects to run 

more efficiently. 

 

6.8 The WWT Foundation Course programme is divided into five interactive online modules:  

 

 Categories of water 

 Natural features 

 Manmade features 

 Protecting yourself 

 Protect the environment 

 

These are followed by a final online assessment, developed with psychometric validity. Through this scheme, 

learners can gain recognised training in less than two hours.  

 

6.9 Jeremy pointed out that the WWT Foundation Course package provides and enables: 

 

 Significant industry knowledge 

 Competency and Awareness  

 Accessibility to all levels of ability  

 A component of the Induction Process 

 Nationally recognised training 

 Internet accessibility, and 

 Classroom usability. 

 

6.10 The Land & Water Group and the CRT are using this e-learning programme to train over 1000 staff and 

this will become a contractual requirement. The course is also now available for other organisations working 

or intending to work near water.  It is also supported by the Construction Industry Training Board (CITB) and 

endorsed by the Construction Skills Certification Scheme (CSCS), so it is now possible to apply for a CSCS card 

‘Water Safety’ module following completion of the course. 

 

  

https://waterwisetraining.co.uk/
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7. PRACTICAL SCENARIOS / DEMONSTRATIONS OF GOOD PRACTICE 

 

              
 

7.2 The audience were divided into 4 groups to view 4 x 30 minute practical demonstrations. Together, these 

covered the key elements to consider, including:  

 

1. Managing operations adjacent to water - safe working on or from banks, etc;  

2. Managing operations on water - safe working on pontoons or in boats (stability of floating craft, etc);  

3. Selection and maintenance of suitable clothing and PPE – including lifejackets, buoyancy aids and 

other safety equipment;  

4. Emergency planning, rescue and recovery procedures - 

 the consequences (physiological and psychological effects) of falling in water; 

 the importance of selecting (and wearing) suitable PPE and personal fitness; 

 issues to consider in risk assessments and for emergency planning (eg recording location and 

access routes to remote locations, emergency contact numbers, etc); 

 use of throw-lines; techniques for lifting people out of the water onto shore, jetties, into 

boats; 

 relevant first aid training. 

 

7.3 These sessions were kindly delivered (free) by a number of companies and individuals. Specialist training 

organisation Outreach Rescue (based in North Wales) provided the demonstrations of emergency water 

rescue and recovery techniques. Thanks in particular to Outreach Rescue's Managing Director, Tony Emsley, 

who was also ‘pulled to safety’ from the water during the demonstrations!  Thanks also go to Chris Lewis (a 

senior lifeguard with the RNLI) and Jamie Hogan (Director of Caley Marina, Inverness) who demonstrated 

techniques for lifting people out of the water, using a specialised rigid rescue craft supplied by Tony Kortenz, 

MD of TK Marine Associates [ http://safety-boats.com/ ] . Delegates were reminded of the need to practice 

the different techniques for rescue from water in order to help overcome the effects of shock and panic if 

someone falls into water.  

 

7.4  Dan Bryant (MD of The Pontoon and Dock Company http://www.pontoonanddock.com/ ) and Ben Jones 

(Contracts Director at P&D Environmental http://www.pandd-environmental.co.uk/ ) shared their experience 

on design of safer pontoons (with indentations to create air-pockets underneath) and safe working methods 

on and adjacent to water.  Their websites also include examples of ‘indoor’ working on water, eg on 

construction sites, maintenance of swimming pools, etc - not just in open water. Finally, Pete Evans (Sales 

Manager at International Safety Products (ISP)) explained the different types and standards of lifejackets and 

other protective equipment available for working ‘waterside’, and how to select appropriate items and 

maintain them. [For further information on lifejackets, survival suits and other safety equipment, see 

http://www.ispl.co.uk/ .] Lunch time and other breaks provided networking opportunities for delegates and a 

chance to view static exhibits and to discuss options with suppliers of PPE and other essential equipment.  

7.1  Experts in water-based rescue and 

training provided outdoor demonstrations 

of good practice in relation to managing 

operations on or near water, including 

emergency planning, rescue and recovery, 

and how to select and maintain lifejackets 

and other personal protective equipment. 

A safer design of pontoon was also 

demonstrated. 

http://safety-boats.com/
http://www.pontoonanddock.com/
http://www.pandd-environmental.co.uk/
http://www.ispl.co.uk/
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8. THE FUTURE – WHAT DO YOU NEED TO DO? 

 

  
 

8.2  John pointed out that for many years, workers in the construction industry have been required to 

undertake Health and Safety training to enable them to work on construction sites and to obtain the necessary 

Skills Cards for their role. Assessment takes the form of a “touch screen” test undertaken at Test Centres 

throughout the UK and each module is tailored to suit the type of occupation they are involved in, but an 

Occupational Competency Card cannot be obtained without successfully completing the Health, Safety and 

Environment test.  

 

8.3  Over the past two decades or more there has been a massive increase in construction projects that 

involved the substantial development of buildings and infrastructure in waterside environments, ranging from 

major developments like the Olympic Park and Canary Wharf in London and Gas Street Basin in Birmingham, 

to many smaller canal and riverside developments as land and derelict/unused buildings alongside docks and 

canals have become available.  However, the CITB’s normal Health and Safety training modules and testing had 

only covered working in “land based” environments, and this was placed in the ‘too difficult to do’ box, until 

they were approached by the Land and Water Group (LWG) in 2013. Other difficult major infrastructure 

projects such as repairing the seaside railway line at Dawlish after it was severely damaged by a storm 

highlighted the need for relevant training – for management as well as machinery operators. 

 

8.4  LWG had identified the need for construction workers employed in such projects to undergo additional 

training to prepare them for working in the very different and unique water-related environments.  As a result 

of the collaboration and approach by LWG and CRT, CITB provided funding to help develop the Waterwise 

training package.  The CITB is very keen to assist in further developments in this field and are looking forward 

to providing further assistance in the creation of additional modules or any other related projects. Discussions 

are already underway with Thames Tideway Tunnel project and a number of major contractors to incorporate 

this course into their training delivery requirements. 

 

8.5  In conclusion, John emphasised that this is a very important addition to the suite of Health and Safety 

training for workers in construction and other related sectors.  We must go beyond simply having rescue 

arrangements in place and advance planning to avoid people ending up in the water is vital. The tragic 

incidents recounted during the event had highlighted the need for training of managers and supervisors, eg in 

risk-assessing sites, etc, as well as task-based operator training, and he advised delegates to consider and 

adopt training appropriate to each of their needs. In doing so, it is also obviously important to review the 

different sources and methods of training available to meet different operational needs, as well as provide 

effective styles of learning.  

 

  

8.1 In the final session of the day, John Hallows, Account 

Coordinator at the Construction Industry Training Board (CITB) 

and responsible for developing CITB’s strategic relationships, told 

delegates about his work with construction trade federations to 

develop projects and training to advance workers' skills and 

knowledge. One of these involved working with Land & Water 

Group to support the development of the WaterWise Training e-

learning Foundation programme. 
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9.  REVIEW OF THE EVENT 

 

9.1 Question Session - The successful and busy day finished with a lively and informative Question/Discussion 

session chaired by RIG Vice-Chair Alan Plom and receiving feedback from delegates and speakers. Many points 

raised have been incorporated in the sections above.   

 

9.2 Feedback – A number of delegates were interviewed during the event and their comments are included in 

the associated film. The evaluation sheets completed by delegates further endorsed the relevance and 

suitability of the content and format of this event so, on that basis, this topic and content is strongly 

commended to other Branches and Industry Groups. 

 

9.3 References/Information - Alan Plom promised to produce a list of relevant guidance referred to during the 

event, as well as other sources of information. [See ANNEX - ‘Further Reading’ attached to this Report.] 

 

9.4 Thanks - Kevin Bywater (RIG Chair) thanked all the speakers and instructors who shared their expertise and 

enthusiasm for the topic – even when immersed in freezing cold water!  Thanks also go to Strike One Media 

[http://strikeonemedia.co.uk/] for producing yet another excellent and innovative film capturing the essence 

and key messages of a RIG event. If this report or the film has inspired you, your IOSH Branch or industry 

Group, or any other company or organisation, to think about running a similar event or to cover the topic at 

future meetings, then please contact RIG for advice via Networks@iosh.co.uk or tel 0116 257 3100. 

 

9.5 Dedication - Finally, on a very personal and poignant note, event organiser Alan Plom ended the event by 

dedicating it to the late Peter Burns, the HSE inspector whose investigation and prosecution stimulated the 

originating SHP article “Still Waters Run Deep”.   

 

 

DEDICATION 

 

This event is dedicated in memory of our good friend and HSE colleague Peter Burns - A fitting legacy for 

someone who truly fitted the epithet “Still Waters Run Deep”. 

 

Alan Plom commented: “Peter spent some time training in my Inspection Group when he joined HSE as an HM 

Inspector in the early 90’s, based in Luton.  He remained fully committed to improving health and safety for 

those at work throughout his career, until he passed away after a short illness in December 2014, aged 58. 

Coincidentally, Peter enjoyed scuba diving and fell ill after his last holiday earlier that year, diving in Egypt.  He 

continued and completed his investigation and subsequent prosecution with his usual compassion and 

attention to detail as his condition deteriorated. So the legacy that this event and the associated film and 

guidance has left for others - in terms of helping to save the lives of those working on or near water - is a fitting 

tribute to a good colleague and friend to so many of us.” 

 

 

 

 

  

http://strikeonemedia.co.uk/
mailto:Networks@iosh.co.uk
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ANNEX 

FURTHER READING - SOURCES OF GUIDANCE AND OTHER RESOURCES ON WATER SAFETY 

 

(a) HSE Guidance 

 

HSE’s Ray Cooke referred to relevant HSE guidance and this is listed in his presentation [ppt available on the 

RIG Past Events page http://www.iosh.co.uk/Membership/Our-membership-network/Our-Groups/Rural-

Industries-Group/Past-events.aspx ].   

 

The relevance of some of these may not be immediately obvious, so here are some particularly useful links and 

an explanation why: 

 

 ‘Health and Safety in Construction’ (HSG 150) [www.hse.gov.uk/pUbns/priced/hsg150.pdf] – Currently out-

of-print but the 2006 edition is still available online.  It explains how to protect people working beside, 

above, passing near, and even travelling across water going to or from their workplace [see pp 102-3]. It 

also covers emergency measures, including raising the alarm, keeping afloat, rescue boats, and provides 

useful detailed guidance on design and deployment of ‘grab lines’ and ‘throw lines’ used for rescues.  

 ‘Guidelines for safe working in estuaries and tidal areas’ [http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/estuary.htm] -  

aimed at those harvesting cockles, mussels and shrimps, but its advice on planning is relevant more widely 

and includes sensible precautions for anyone working in a tidal environment.  

 ‘Personal buoyancy equipment on inland and inshore waters’ (AIS1) [www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/ais1.pdf] – 

Although ostensibly aimed at fish farming, it contains detailed advice on relevant EN standards, routine 

checks and maintenance, equally relevant to any other sector. 

 ‘Health and safety on floating fish farm installations’ (INDS28rev) 

[http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/inds28.pdf] - Includes guidance on design of walkways, vehicle ways, land 

access and shelters; ppe, and advice to provide rescue arrangements and associated training in rescue 

procedures and selection, fitting, maintenance and use of lifejackets. 

 ‘Gamekeeping and deer farming - a guide to safe working’ (INDG 177) 

[http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/indg177.htm] – Also includes general applicable advice for safe working on 

inland waters, requirements for personal fitness, precautions when wading in water, relevant health 

hazards and precautions. 

(b) Other Sources of Guidance 

 

 Further information and statistics related to water safety can also be found through the National Water 

Safety Forum's website [ http://www.nationalwatersafety.org.uk/ ].  

 Ireland’s HSA recently published Managing Health and Safety in Fishing (HSA0428) may also be useful. 

 Some universities and other organisations have also produced internal guidance for their students or staff 

planning to carry out water-based fieldwork, eg using small workboats.  These are mostly based on the 

Natural Environment Research Council’s (NERC) 1997 guidance ‘Safety in Fieldwork’, and the Department 

of Transport’s ‘A Guide for Small Boat User’s. The DfTr document includes a check-list of essential 

precautions.   

 These and other relevant guidance were reviewed in the ‘Still Waters Run Deep’ article and direct links to 

the above and others are provided on p38 of the online version [http://www.shponline.co.uk/still-waters-

run-deep-water-safety/ ].  

 

  

http://www.iosh.co.uk/Membership/Our-membership-network/Our-Groups/Rural-Industries-Group/Past-events.aspx
http://www.iosh.co.uk/Membership/Our-membership-network/Our-Groups/Rural-Industries-Group/Past-events.aspx
http://www.hse.gov.uk/pUbns/priced/hsg150.pdf
http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/estuary.htm
http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/ais1.pdf
http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/inds28.pdf
http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/indg177.htm
http://www.nationalwatersafety.org.uk/
http://www.shponline.co.uk/still-waters-run-deep-water-safety/
http://www.shponline.co.uk/still-waters-run-deep-water-safety/
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(c) Training 

 

 Basic skills training on safe operation of small craft on inland waterways is available through local sailing 

clubs, affiliated to the Royal Yacht Association (RYA) 

[http://www.rya.org.uk/coursestraining/Pages/default.aspx] or, in Ireland, the Irish Sailing Association 

(ISA) [http://www.sailing.ie/training/courses/ ].  Both of their websites contain summaries of appropriate 

training. Local sailing clubs and training providers can also be approached to help develop bespoke training 

courses, but these traditionally focus on use of craft and PPE.  

 However, in addition, training for work operations on or near water should obviously also consider the 

typical locations, practical applications and type of work activities being carried out from a boat (or other 

floating surface), as well as awareness of the appropriate precautions, ie including selection and use of PPE, 

and rescue procedures. Supervisors should also be familiar with safe practices and be able to monitor 

compliance effectively during operations.  

 The two training packages introduced at this event incorporate these key elements for managing work 

activities safely, ie: 

o  the “National Water Safety Management Programme'’ (NWSMP), produced by RLSS UK 

[http://www.rlss.org.uk/professional-qualifications/nwsmp/#aims-of-nwsmp] and  

o Waterwise Ltd’s “WaterWise Training Foundation Course” [https://waterwisetraining.co.uk/]. 

.  

(d)  Lifejackets and Buoyancy Aids 

 

 In addition to HSE and other UK sources of guidance such as the Maritime Service Agency (MSA), Ireland’s 

Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport (DATTS) has issued useful guidance and detailed information 

on Personal Flotation Devices (PFDs) in several ‘Marine Notices’.  These include: 

o a summary of the EN standards and guidance on factors to consider in the selection and use of 

PFDs [http://www.dttas.ie/sites/default/files/45%20of%202012.pdf] and  

o how to correctly don a lifejacket [http://dttas.ie/sites/default/files/39%20of%202013.pdf].  

 Guidance on use and periodic inspection of PFDs/lifejackets is given in a Marine Notice issued by Ireland’s 

Maritime Safety Directorate, Department of Communications, Marine and Natural Resources 

[http://www.iwai.ie/boating/marnot362005.pdf].  

[nb  With thanks to HSA’s Senior Inspector Pat Griffin for providing these interesting and useful links.] 

 

(e)  Emergency Procedures 

 

 RIG is also keen to raise awareness of the ‘112 SMS emergency text service’ which can be used when there 

is an inadequate mobile phone signal for a voice call.  This is an effective alternative to using the traditional 

999.   See RIG article at: http://www.iosh.co.uk/Membership/Our-membership-network/Our-Groups/Rural-

Industries-Group/Group-news/No-mobile-phone-signal-in-an-emergency.aspx . 

 

ALAN PLOM  

IOSH Rural Industries Group Vice Chair / Event Organiser 

http://www.rya.org.uk/coursestraining/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.sailing.ie/training/courses/
http://www.rlss.org.uk/professional-qualifications/nwsmp/#aims-of-nwsmp
https://waterwisetraining.co.uk/
http://www.dttas.ie/sites/default/files/45%20of%202012.pdf
http://dttas.ie/sites/default/files/39%20of%202013.pdf
http://www.iwai.ie/boating/marnot362005.pdf
http://www.iosh.co.uk/Membership/Our-membership-network/Our-Groups/Rural-Industries-Group/Group-news/No-mobile-phone-signal-in-an-emergency.aspx
http://www.iosh.co.uk/Membership/Our-membership-network/Our-Groups/Rural-Industries-Group/Group-news/No-mobile-phone-signal-in-an-emergency.aspx

