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Eliminating lifeguards on lake beaches at 
Pennsylvania state parks: A wise decision? 

T nt~.oducti~)n: purpose of report. 
In .ln~~ital-! 2008. I ' cn l t i y l v~ .n i i ~~~  
I!LI~~I~U~IL'III ~I'('OII.~L~~\~IIUII :111tl 

~ a t u r a l  Resourccs (DCNR), said 
that, starting with the 2008 swimming 
scason, it would eliminate using 
lifeguards on lake beaches at all state 
parks exccpt for Prcsque Is le  State I'ark 
on Lakc Erie. The Prcsque Isle beaches 
wi l l  remain guarded because o f  potential 
hazards rclated to the lakc's currents. 

DCNR wi l l  continue to hire lifeguards at 
swimming pools in state parks. Therc are 
adtnission fces at some of the pools, but 
not at thc lake bcaches. 

O f  the 117 state parks in Petlnsylvania, 
38 parks have lake beaches. Some parks 
Ilave more than one beach, bringing to 59 
the actual iiumber o f  beaches. 

A DCNR ncws release on January 10, 
2008, said that eliminating lifeguards 
allows "grcaler public access to bcachcs" 
and morc efficicnt operations. 

DCNR also said it was followiiig a 
natioual trend by implementing this 

k= Effective with the swimming season 
beginning May 2008, Pennsylvania has 
eliminated the use of lifeguards at all lake 
beaches at state parks except for Presque 
Isle State Park on Lake Erie. This report 
questions the wisdom of a no-lifeguard 
policy. 

b Pennsylvania's Department of 
Conservation and Natural Resources, or 
DCNR, said that unguarded swim areas are 
part of a national trend. This report shows 
that we could not substantiate that claim. 

k= Pennsylvania will save $800,000 with its 
no-lifeguard policy. This report questions 
whether the savings are worth the risk. 

DCNR announced its iatest roster of no- 
lifeguard beaches in mid-winter l ~ h e n  
swimming at state park beaches was far 
from the public's eye. This repori shows 
that communications were inadequate to 
warn the public of the risks of unguarded 
swimming and, in some cases, misleading. 
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'-open swim" policy, which is the tcrn-i applied 
by DCNR to unguarded bcachcs whcrc 
swimmers swim at their OWII risk. 

We have devclol~cd this special rcport to 
qucstion the wisdom of DCNR's dccisioti as it 
was rcpo~ted and to bring i t  to the greater 
attention of the public. We will also ~ ~ s e  this 
report as a planning tool in considering 
whelher to conduct a special perfornlance 
audit of DCNR to cxaminc ils dceision to 
clirninatc guardcd swim areas at lakc beachcs. 

B ackground. The elimination of 
lifeguards at state park lake 
beaches has evolved gradually. 
TCII years ago, in 1998, DCNR 

allowed swimming in state park lakes only at 
guarded beachcs, except in some cases where 
unguarded swimming was allowed in the 
carly morning or evening. Otherwise, 
Pennsylvania's 38 slate parks with lake 
bcachcs had lifcgi~ards to protect swim~ncrs 
and lend other assistance as needcd. 

In 1999, DCNR began eliminating the use of 
lifeguards at several statc parks, saying it was 
unable to hire suflicienl numbers of gi~ards lo 
providc coverage. By 2007, DCNR had 
stopped using lifeguards at 22 of its state 
parks, leaving guarded swim areas at just I G  
of thc parks with Lake bcachcs. 

With the opcning of the 2008 swimming 
season that begins on Memorial Day or 
sooncr, DCNR will use lifeguards only on the 
beaches at Presque Isle State Park on Lake 
Erie. Fifteen other state parks that had 
guarded bcaches last year will now open 
without. guards. 

Shown in thc next column, this latest roster of 
slate parks coinpletcs [he move from guarded 
swim bcaches to unguarded swim bcachcs. 

Q uestionable rationale, plus 
information from other states. 
DCNK said that its open swim 
policy is in line with "a national 

trend that allows state parks to operate more 
efficiently and allows greater public access to 
beaches."' At a Senate Approprialions 
Committce hearing on March 4, 2008, when 
asked about the ope11 swim policy, the top 
ofticial of DCNR testified that "close to fortv 
states run a similar program." 

Shawnee 

Tuscarora 

Yellow Creek 
L 

We found that DCNR's assertion, although 
nearly correct in terms of the nurnher of 

I "State Parka Coillpleting Pliase-in of Open S~\,i~nmin:, Pol- 
icy for Lakes," Dcpartinent of Conserjaiion and Natural Re- 
soiirces, Ncws Release, Sanualy 10, 2008. 
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stares. could be misleading. Specifically, we 
lbund 34 states where officials told us they 
had unguarded beaches,' but we found that 12 
of those states' had neiier used lifeguards on 
their state park beaches and. therefore, should 
not be considercd part o f a  "trend." We 
conducted our rescarch in mid-blarch 2008. 

Of the remaining 22 states where officials 
contimed a trend of eliminating lifeguards at 
state parks, we found only 5 stares where 
officials said they had done so since the year 
2000. The policies in those states-lndiaua, 
Kentucky, hlontana, Ohio, and Tennessee--- 
evolved from using lifeguards at some 
beaches to using guards at no beaches. 

We also found 8 states where officials said 
they employ lifeguards for some of their state 
park beaches.' In 2007, for example, New 
Hampshire reduced the use of lifeguards at 
state park beaches, using guards at 15 of the 
beaches instead of 22. 

The remaining 7 states use lifeguards at all 
their stale beaches, according to our res~arch.~ 
Officials from 3 of those states-New York, 
Rhodc Island, and West Virginia--told us that 
state laws mandate the use of lifeguards at 
beaches at state parks. 

Additional points related to other states are 
bulletcd on the next page: 

' In  sonic cases, some o i  these 34 states may have one beach 
as an euccption, like Pennsylvania's Lake Erie. Thc 34 opcn 
swilli slatcs itlcludc Alahunia, Alaska. Arizona. Colorado. 
Delaware. Florida. Georgia. Hawaii. Idaho, Illinois; Indiana, 
Iowa, Kansas. Kentucky, Louisiana, Michigan, blississippi. 
hlissouri, Montana, Nebraska, Nevada, New Mcxico. No~ th  
Dakota, Ohio, Oklahoma, Oregon, South Dakota. Tsnncssee; 
Texas. Utah, Vennont. Washington, Wisconsin, and 
1Vyoming. 
' Of !he 34 slates. these 12 stales said they never used 
iifcguaids: ,\laskil, Arizona. Illinois, Mississippi. Missouri, 
Ncbraska. North Dakota, Oregon, Sooth Dakota, Texas, Utah, 
a ~ i d  Wyoming. 
' Arkansas, California, Cunnccttcut, Maine, Miissachilsctts: 
Minnesota, Nciv Hampshire, Noltb Carolina. 

Maiyland, New lerscy, New York, Rhodz Islznd. Soiiih 
Carolina. Virginla, West Virginia. 

No change: Pennsylvania will 
continue to use lifeguards on the 
beaches at Lake Erie 

State Park 

~Vumber of County 

heuches~ 
Presque Isle 14 Erie 



+ Staffing issues. Officials from Delaware, 
Montana, and Ohio said that staffing 
issues lcd to the elimination of lifeguards. 

r Budget constraints. Califor~iia, 
Colorado, Connecticut, Idaho, Indiana, 
Kentucky, Minnesota. Montana; Nevada, 
New Hampshire, Ohio, Oklahoma, 
Vermont, and Washington officials told us 
that state budget cuts led to reducing or 
eliminating lifeguards. 

r Wait and see. An official from Maryland 
said tliat, before considering whether to 
clilni~late lifeguards, the state would like 
to see the rcsults of Pennsylvania's no- 
lifeguard policy. 

+ Greater risk. California and Connecticut 
officials said that drownings increased 
whcn lifeguard use was limited. Both 
states then rcinstated some lifcguards. 

+ Not taking chances. Wc learned that, 
because of safety conceriis, South 
Carolma chose to close beaches rather 
than to kecp them open without guards 

+ Liability questions. In Florida, a 2005 
state suorcme court dceisio~i holding that a - 
goveriimc~ltal entity could bc found liable 
in a drowning incident at an unguarded 
area of a beach was based. in part, on the 
fact that the entity provided parking, 
public facilities, and concessions at tliat 
beach, thereby doing more to promote 
swimming than just providing access to 
the water. (See Breaux v. Citv of Miami 
Bcach 899 So.2d 1059 (Fla. 2005)). -2 

rowning can be prevented when 
children are closely supervised. 
'fhc Centers for Discasc Control 
and Prevention (C,DC) Found that 

drow~iing is thc second Lcading cause of death 
due to injury (aftcr motor vchiclc crashes) 
anlong children betwecn the agcs of 1 and 14. 
Morcovcr, thc CDC found t h a ~  children 
betwcen the ages of 5 aud 14 typically drown 
~ io t  only in swimming pools but also in open 
water, such as lakes and rivers. 

The CDC says drowning can he preventcd, 
especially when children arc closely 
supervised around water."ccording to 
CDC-issued guidelines, the ideal situation for 
young swimmcrs is in swim areas with trained 
and certified lifeguards, as follows: 

"Young children, even those who have 
had swi~nming lessons, require 
constant supervision whcn in or near 
water; this rcsponsibility should be 
delegatcd only to experienced, 
responsible swimmers who know CPR 
and know how to initiate help in an 
emergency. Ideally, choose 
swilnming areas that are supervised by 
trained and certified lifeguards.. ."' 

N ews stories have provided the 
public with more balance than 
DCNR alone has conveyed. 
The Patriot-News, in a story on 

February 10, 2008, reported that IICNR said 
there were two drownings at state parks since 
1998, but at guardcd beachcs. However, the 
salne story quoted the president of the U.S. 
Lifesaving Association as saying that 

In sumrnary, given our research, we disagrec 
with DCCNR that its elimination of lifcguards 
follows a national trend, and we reconiniend 
that DCNK take a more comprehensive look 
at any such trend before claiming it as a 
rationaic for its decision making. 

u~iguarded beaches "almost certainly make 
thc [drowning] hazard go up."" 

1, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, \nu\r,.cdc.gov/ 
he~lthoiarketiny/ei:t~~tai~~~ne~~t~~d~~ati~n~tips/drovi~iiiig,l-~trn. 
Accessed May 9, 2008. 
' Tbiii. 
"1ifegua1-(Is won't hit the beach," Monica Vun Dobencck, 
T!IP Pafi-ioi-New.;, Harrisburg, Fcbtuaiy 10, 2008. 
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Othcr news outlets also were Inore balanced. 
While the articles we  found included 
universally positive DCNK co~iimcnts-the 
officials routinely indicated that safety would 
be enhanced bccausc swimmers would be 
nlore vigilant and individually responsible 
wi tliout lifeguards-the same stories also 
included concerns or Icss-positive reactions 
f ro~u  park users and others. 

Bccause the no-lifeguardiopcn swim policy 
should be as much about public safety as 
about promoting what DCNR believes to be 
beilcfits of the policy, DCNR should provide 
Illore balanced con~munications rather than 
those with primarily a positive spin. At its 
March 4 budget hearing, for cxamplc, DCNR 
clearly intended to offer reassurance with 
testiinony that "nobody noticed [the cliin- 
ination of lifeguards] until we announced it." 
but the agcncy should have placcd inore 
cmphasis on alerting the public to risks. 

In summary, DCNR's public corilmunications 
that. emphasize morc swimming opportunities 
and greatcr beach access should be accom- 
panied by clear warnings and prominent on- 
site postings that lifeguards are not provided 
for lake swimming except at Presque Isle. 

D ecision should be re-evaluated. 
In Llic meantime, DCNR should 
re-evaluate its open swim policy, 
considering and publicly - 

communicating the following points: 

+ Beaches at state parks are natural 
waters. Our slate lakes are typically dark 
and murky. There are hidden underwater 
objects, unexpected drop-offs, aquatic life, 
changing depths, and changing currents 
with this type of water. 

r Parents are not necessarily the best 
suited to be the only guards for their 
children in water. Not all parents can 
swim; lhosc who can may not have rescue 

skills or know CPR. Also, parents may 
beculnc so distraught at seeing their own 
cliildren in danger that they themselves 
may panic and not think clcarly. 

Education on drowning is limited. 
Drowning is often silent as the mouth fills 
with water and the victim is unable to yell 
for help. Untrained observers may not 
realize that drowning childrcn rarely show 
signs of dislress or call for help. 

r Beaches at state parks may be ill- 
equipped when lifeguards are not part 
of the everyday routine. State law 
requires that the beaches must be con- 
structed, equipped, operated, and niain- 
tained in such a manner "as to reduce to a 
practical minimum the danger of injury to 
persons from drowning" and other 
h a ~ a r d s . ~  Furthemlore, state law requires 
that reaching devices (e.g., poles and 
ropes), tlotation deviccs, and first aid kits 
must be provided and be rcadily available 
for emergency use." DCNR's brochures 
and Web site descriptions of the state park 
beaches did not always indicatc if the 
parks were equipped with public 
telephones and first aid equipment. 

As noled previously, South Carolina officials 
were so concerned about swimmers' safety 
that the statc chose to close beachcs rather 
than keep them open with no lifeguards. 

D CNR's Web site and brochures 
are outdated. Between March 
and mid-May 2008, with the 
stale's beaches set to open in late 

May, we found that DCNR's printed 
brochures about the state parks, as well as 

" 2 8  Pa. Code 5 18.41. 
I// S L . ~  28 Pa. Code 6 18.43 ( reuui r in~ ~ibiniiiit~rn iifcsavine and 

- .  - .  
. .place used Lor. . .rect.eiitive swi ln in i~~g. .  whctlier or not 
is chargcd for sdlnissio~i or for the use of the place. . , ,"). 
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DCNR's Wcb site about the state parks, 
contained information that %;as outdated-and 
sometimes contradictory-concerning the use 
of lifeguards at lake beaches. 

With regard to the brochures (or "recreational 
guides," as DCNR calls them), wc acquired 
brochures for all 38 parks that offcr beach 
swi~nn~ing. Wc obtaincd the brochures on 
March 3, 2008, and again on May 9, from 
DCKR's Harrisburg headquatters, or in some 
cases during our park visits later in May. 

Aside from the Presquc Isle brochure, which 
is the only one that should indicate a presence 
of lifeguards, we found 28 others that did so, 
too, via photograph, narrative, or both. 111 
some cases, the brochures conveyed that 
li kguards were on duty even at the state parks 
that had not uscd lifeguards for several years. 

With regard to the DCNR Web site, the homc 
page for "Swimming" uscd a photograph with 
a bcach lifeguard (see photo at right). But the 
"Swimming Safety and Rules" on that same 
page did not mention guards. 

We found the individual park pages on the 
site to be contradictory as well. DCNR said 
to "swim at your ow-n risk" but did not always 
add tl~at lifcgmrds are absent. Also, some of 
the narratives were accompanied by photos of 
lifeguards. Finally, downloadable brochures 
mentioned lifeguards on duty. 

Overall, DCNR's "swim at your own risk" 
warnings were colnpromised by photos or 
nan-atives with reference to lifeguards on 
duty, and by the promotion of "open swim'. 
without always appending a disclosure that 
"open swim" means no lifcguards. 

During a visit in April to 3 of the state parks 
(with 5 bcaches in total), we found no 
prominent warnings t h a ~  lifeguards will not be 
on duty at the dcsignated swimming areas. 
Four of those beaches were guarded last year. 

On May 12, we again visited those parks and 
several others. DCNR had sincc posted signs 
prominently at some-but not all--of the 
parks to say "Open Swimining Area" and 
"Swim at Your Own Risk"in both English 
and Spanish. At 4 or the parks, a small sign 
was addcd, "Open Swim Area - NO 
LIFEGUARD ON IIUTY." But the Wcb 
sites for thosc same four parks still offered 
downloadable brochures referring to 
lifeguards on duty. 

4 day after our latest visit to the 15 parks that 
were ready to implement their no-lifcguard 
policy, DCNR posted online advisories for 1 I 
of those parks to say that lifeguards would not 
be on duty. Advisories for the othcr 4 parks 
had bcen posted previously. 

".Su,i,imrir,g at Belcville Stole Pork" a lihoro on [he 
~?flicia/ siirle FVefi sile pr-oaioring .swirrrmiiig ai Pcnnsylvn,?ia 
slarr ,iarh, clrai.iy ,shox,,s a lifeguard on duly when, in Jiicl, 
lhe sfale has adopiedo no-I(figuordpo1icy effedh'e ivkv 
2008. The photo WO,T <:"pied on ~Cfoy 17. 2008, /ia,n h/lp:// 
w~?v.dcnr.slole.p~1,risi.~!iifepork~/r-e~re~ti~1n~.~wi~~!~ni1~g.ospx. 

As important as the online advisories are, 
DCNR still had too many other online 
references to lifeguards on duty. It is critical 
for DCNR to say explicitly. "No Lifeguards! 
Swim at your own risk!" at cach unguarded 
beach, in every brochure, and on evely one of 
its online pages. On such a significant safely 
matter, there nmst be no contradictions to 
confuse the public. 
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lanuary 17. 2008, Iettcr to the editor (exccrpt) 
P ~ ~ h l i c  Opinioil, Chambersburg. PA 

". . . As a lifeguard and kinner etnployee of Cowans Cap, I feel obligated lo take 
a sland. I-here is a rcal dangcr that this policy presents at Cowans Gap. i\fter licaring chat 
lifeguards werc being rcmoved from tile swiinining at-ea, I immediately considered tile 
amount o f  patrotis that visit the swimming area. 011 weekdays, we could have around 400 
patrons in the swiinming area (in water, bcach, and surroonding glassy area) depending on 
the wcall~er. On weekends, especially on holidays, we atuld have up tour more than 1,000 
patmns. Individuals' lives could be in dangcr this summer. Witliout the lifeguards' super- 
vision, many usually-avcrted incidents have the potential to become much niore common. 
Last season, we had only one rescue thanks l o  the exccllenl work o f  our staff. I don't quite 
underslend why tlie DCNR couldn't liave just downsized the staff at lakes, had a t'cw life- 
guards on for a few hours a day, or only otl the weekends, The lives that could he i n  dan- 
ger haven't seemed to be considered thoroughly.. . ." 

January 14,2008, article (headline) 
The f i x p ~ e . ~ , ~  7imes, New Jcrsey 

"Watch yourself while i n  the water: no one else will. Dcpartmcnt p t~ l ls  life- 
guat-ds for lakes l i u ~ n  ncarly all Pennsylvania state parks." 

Janua~y 19, 2008, editorial (excerpt) 
The f'ai,,ior-New.r, Harrisburg, PA 

" . . . [W]e question whether this saviiigs i s  justified in lemnis o f  the greater r isk 
it poscs for the public." 

April 18, 2008, article (cxeerpt) 
Pzrblic Opinion, Chambersburg. PA 

" . . . Pine Grove Furnace State Park i n  particular is in the middle o f  a $3.7 mil- 
lion capital improvemcnts project that wil l  bring a new bath house and shower facility to 
the 696-acre park's cainpground and new facilities to both o f  the park's lakes. The 
improveinents, which began in February and are expected to be completed by the end of 
the year, w i l l  provide inore modern amenities that could attract more users." 

". . . l h e  beaches at L.aurcl Lake and Fuller Lake wil l  also be getting new build- 
ings with coin-operated showers, flusli toilets and a sntall snack bar. . . . building wil l  
also include a small lifeguard stand, wl i ic l~ [the park manager] said wi l l  tnore than likely 
bc utilized as a park ranger area since life guards wi l l  not he used at the park.  . . ." 

Febr~~ary 10,2008. article (excerpt) 
The Paii.iof-New.s, Lcbanon County Bureau 

"[A user of Black Moshannon Spate Park said] lie has watched lifeguards help 
people in many ways--caring for a woman who fell and hit her head on cuncrete, tcnd- 
ing a girl who broke llcr arm..  .,rescuing two women and a child who tipped their ca- 
not. Lifeguards 'provide some law and order on thc beacli;' lie said. 'Those are three 
instances that I saw.' hc said. 'How many otliers are there? This is insane.' " 

Qucstioris about this reporl' Conliicr the Pcniisylvania 1)epai-tinent of tlrc huditor General, Oflice of Conii-nunica- 
tions. 318 Financc Building. Harrisbi~rg, Pa., 17120, 717-787-1381. Or visit online at www.~udirorgcn.stnteC~acius5 


