Take the Plunge to End Youth Homelessness
Cold Water & Open Water Swimming Safety Guide

Thank you for taking part in our June challenge. Your swims will help raise vital funds to end youth homelessness but your safety always comes first.
Cold water swimming can be invigorating and rewarding, but it also carries real risks if you are not prepared. This guide is designed to help you stay safe before, during and after every swim.
Before You Swim
1. Never Swim Alone
Always swim with a buddy, a supervised group, or at a venue with lifeguards 
Tell someone where you are going, when you expect to return, and what route you plan to take 
If possible, choose organised swimming locations with safety support.

2. Check Conditions Carefully
Before entering the water, check the water temperature, weather forecast, tides and currents, wind conditions and water quality alerts 
Avoid swimming if conditions are rough, visibility is poor, there are strong currents, or you feel unwell or overtired 
Rivers, reservoirs and the sea can all behave unpredictably!

3. Wear the Right Equipment
Recommended kit:
· brightly coloured swim hat 
· tow float for visibility and buoyancy 
· well-fitting swimsuit or wetsuit 
· neoprene gloves/socks if needed 
· warm layers for afterwards 
· changing robe/towel 
· dry bag 
A tow float helps other water users see you and can provide support if you become tired.

4. Know Your Limits
If you are new to cold water swimming, start slowly, keep swims short, build up gradually over time. Do not compare yourself to others. Even experienced swimmers can experience cold water shock.

Entering the Water Safely
5. Enter Slowly! Never Jump In
Sudden immersion in cold water can cause gasping, panic, rapid breathing, loss of control. This is known as cold water shock. Instead enter gradually and give your body time to adjust. Focus on slow, controlled breathing. Never dive into unknown water.

6. Acclimatise Gradually
Your body adapts over time. For beginners:
· aim for short swims 
· exit before you feel excessively cold 
· increase duration little by little 
A useful rule: Get out while you still feel good.

During Your Swim
7. Stay Close to Shore
Especially if you are inexperienced, avoid swimming far out, stay within an easy exit distance, and choose locations with clear entry and exit points 

8. Watch for Warning Signs
Exit the water immediately if you experience uncontrollable shivering, numbness, confusion, dizziness, chest pain, difficulty breathing, or extreme fatigue. These may be signs of hypothermia or cold incapacitation.
9. Respect Open Water Hazards
Be aware of:
· currents 
· underwater obstacles 
· sudden depth changes 
· boats and paddleboards 
· slippery rocks or banks 
Water conditions can change quickly.

After Your Swim
10. Warm Up Gradually
Once out of the water:
· dry off quickly 
· remove wet clothes 
· put on warm layers 
· drink something warm 
· move gently to warm up 
Avoid very hot showers immediately, or alcohol after swimming. 
Your core temperature can continue dropping after you leave the water. This is called afterdrop.

11. Continue Monitoring Yourself
Seek medical help if symptoms continue after warming up, including persistent shivering, confusion 
· slurred speech 
· unusual tiredness 

Important Medical Advice
Cold water swimming is not suitable for everyone. Speak to your GP before taking part if you have:
· heart conditions 
· asthma or respiratory conditions 
· epilepsy 
· circulation problems 
· a history of fainting 
· any medical condition affected by cold exposure 
Do not swim if you are under the influence of alcohol or drugs.

Emergency Advice
If someone gets into difficulty:
· call emergency services immediately 
· ask for the Coastguard if at the coast 
· If you unexpectedly fall into cold water:
1. Fight the urge to panic 
2. Float on your back 
3. Control your breathing 
4. Call for help 
5. Only swim once breathing is under control 

Make Your Challenge Safe & Enjoyable
We want everyone taking part in “Take the Plunge to End Youth Homelessness” to enjoy the experience and return home safely after every swim.
