
 

FAQ 
The Facilities Team are frequently asked if outside wheelchairs can be taken onto the 

poolside. 

 

Guidance Information Document 
 

The Equality Act 2010 indicates that it may be unlawful to prohibit wheelchair-users and other 

disabled persons from the swimming pool poolside. From a structural viewpoint this means that the 
physical access routes to the swimming pool must be wheelchair friendly and the pool operators 
must address this issue along with other Disability Discrimination Act 1995 compliance 
requirements, such as access into the water. 
 
A secondary issue is public hygiene and permitting outdoor shoes and wheelchairs that are used 
outside of the swimming pool environment onto the poolside. Many swimming pools insist that no 
outdoor shoes are worn on the poolside and either provide overshoe covers or arrange for their 
employees to have specific poolside footwear (Personal Protective Equipment). If a pool operator 
wishes to extend this hygiene protocol to users of wheelchairs then the pool operator must provide a 
poolside wheelchair alternative that can be used by the wheelchair-user. 
 
Lesser wheelchair restrictions, which may be legitimate, could be the prohibition of rubber carbon 
based wheels on the poolside in preference to nylon-based wheels that leave fewer marks. 
It should also be considered that electric wheelchairs are much heavier than non-electric chairs 
because of the battery and if a wheelchair-user did fall into the water and became entangled in the 
wheelchair they could be held at the bottom of the pool until rescue is achieved.  
 
This hazard should also be considered within the risk assessment process and Swimming Pool 
Operating Procedures. Lifeguards should certainly be familiar with the wheelchairs, their restraints 
and belts and other mechanisms, permitted on the poolside 
 
In any event it is clear that pool operators must enable wheelchair-users and other disabled persons 
to access the poolside where they have a legitimate right to do so and where to prevent them would 
be to treat them less favourably than non-disabled persons 
 
For the purposes of identifying a Disability Discrimination Act compliant policy it must be recognised 
that there are two different types of wheelchair-users: 
 

1. Wheelchair-users who are swimmers, who only wish to use a wheelchair from the changing 
room to the poolside and who then need assistance into the pool by means of a hoist, 
sloping access or hydraulic platform. 



 

2. Wheelchair-users who need to be on the poolside in their capacity a club official, competition 
official, coach etc. 

 
It is feasible to provide wet side wheelchairs for wheelchair-users however it is less practical to 
provide specific wet side wheelchairs for officials and coaches who will be on the poolside for longer 
periods. 
 
Furthermore some wheelchair-users have wheelchairs especially designed for their disability and no 
other generic wet side wheelchair will provide an alternative method of mobility. In these situations 
the pool operator should allow the wheelchair-user on the poolside, although constraints may be 
applied. 
 
An additional issue is the use of electric wheelchairs. If the pool operator prohibits outdoor 
wheelchairs from the poolside it is not a problem as the wheelchair-user can be transferred to the 
swimming pools non-electric wheelchair and pushed onto the poolside by a helper. 
 
If however outdoor wheelchairs are allowed on the poolside a decision has to be made whether or 
not it is safe to have electric operated wheelchairs on the poolside. The hazard is that the electric 
wheelchair could end up in the swimming pool. 
 
Electric wheelchairs are driven by batteries of which there are three types;                                     
these are ‘wet’, ‘gel’ and the newer ‘Absorbed Glass Mat’ 

Wet batteries use the chemical reaction between lead and sulphuric acid to create electrical 

energy. The electrolytic medium is distilled water and the batteries need filling. Wet batteries are 
prone to leakage and are corrosive and clearly should not come into contact with swimming pool 
water. An electric wheelchair of this type should not be permitted on poolside. 
 

Gel batteries contain a mixture of sulphuric acid, fumed silica, pure water and phosphoric acid, 

which together forms a gel. There is no liquid in the battery so they do not leak. If such a battery 
came into contact with the swimming pool water undamaged it is not likely to contaminate the water 
or cause harm to swimmers. However if the battery case was damaged this would not be the case 
and pool operators should risk assess how hazardous it could be for such an electronic controlled 
wheelchair to be permitted on to the poolside. 
 

Absorbed Glass Mat batteries have an absorbent mat glass sandwiched between plates, 

saturated with acid electrolyte. Again such a battery does not leak except when damaged and the 
same precautions should apply as with gel batteries. 
 
If any electronic battery propelled wheelchair was submersed in the swimming pool the battery and 
electrics would immediately ‘short out’ at low voltage and it would be unlikely that any harm would 
come to swimmers. Most electric wheelchairs have a cut out circuit breaker. 
 
The decision whether to allow wheelchairs and electric wheelchairs on to the poolside must be risk 
assessed and the resulting protocol included within the Swimming Pool Operating Procedures.  
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