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SHALLOW WATER BLACKOUT 

Underwater Swimming, Breath Hold Sets 

There has recently been a death in the USA of a club swimmer aged 14 years.  He was as far as all were aware a fit 
and healthy swimmer of national standard.  The cause of death has been recorded as ‘Shallow Water Blackout.’  CPR 
was administered but unfortunately the youngster died a few days later. 
 
The following advice is issued to all coaches and teachers and is to be implemented immediately.   
 
A series of swims where a breath holding pattern of say 3, 5, 7, 9 or 2, 4, 6, 8, 10 may be used. 
 
A series of swims on the surface, trying not to breathe may be used in training – but with the warning to the 
swimmers ‘IF THEY HAVE THE URGE TO BREATHE THEN THEY MUST DO SO.’ 
  
Swimmers must not be ‘forced’ to achieve this type of training. 
 
When working on turns it is still admissible for swimmers to be instructed not to take a breath in and out of the turn 
from say 5 or 10 metres. 
 
I will not go into the full physiology of hyperventilation and it’s affects but Coaches and Teachers should be aware of 
the following: 
 
By Hyper-Ventilating (taking 4 or 5 very deep breaths, OR MORE and exhaling explosively) will lower the CO2 and this 
can lead to a Shallow Water Blackout.   
 
You should be aware that due to training the level of CO2 will be automatically lower towards the end of any training 
session.    
 
Finally perhaps even greater observation of swimmers doing this type of training is a MUST; ensure a large gap is left 
between swimmers so that you do not have too many swimmers to observe.  
 
 If you are not confident with this form of training then do not use it in your programme schedules. 
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