
Child Labor Law and the Age of Lifeguards 
 
While the American Red Cross sets the minimum age for receiving a 
Lifeguarding certificate at 15, the hiring age is set by federal, state and local law. 
 
In the area of child labor, 16 and 17-year-olds may perform any work unless the 
Secretary of Labor says that a certain occupation is prohibited. Fourteen and 15-
yearolds may not perform any work unless the Secretary says they may. 
 
The U.S. Department of Labor/Wage and Hour Division (DOL/WHD) has 
responsibility for the enforcement of Child Labor Law. Further it may make some 
alterations in it. Most recently, in January 2006, DOL/WHD modified and clarified 
its enforcement position on the employment of 15-year-old lifeguards. The final 
ruling includes the statement: "Trained and certified 15-year-olds are permitted to 
work as lifeguards at most facilities in a waterpark." Prior to January 2006, the 
occupation of lifeguard was not specifically authorized under the department’s 
regulations for 14 and 15-year-olds, except for “traditional swimming pools.” The 
prior change to allow for guards at age 15 in traditional pools was at the initiative 
of the American Red Cross. The January 2006 change was at the initiative of 
Red Cross and the waterpark industry.  
 
A copy of the January 17, 2006 DOL letter is available.  
 
In July 2005, the operator of a waterpark in the Midwest was visited by DOL and 
told that the facility could not employ 15-year-old lifeguards on waterslides, wave 
pools, lazy rivers, and other waterpark attractions.  
 
After this event, meetings were held with the DOL Deputy Administrator and 
current head of the Wage and Hour Division, Child Labor Team Leader and other 
key DOL staff members. As a result of the meetings, WHD agreed to conduct site 
visits at some waterparks. The site visits resulted in a detailed analysis by the 
Wage and Hour Division which are evident in the ruling just received stating: 
 
“Trained and certified 15-year-olds are permitted to work as lifeguards at most 
facilities in a waterpark. However, fifteen-year-olds specifically are not permitted 
to work as dispatchers or attendants at the top of water slides. The reasoning 
was based both on height concerns and “tending” of the slide. Workers under 16 
are not permitted to tend machinery, including amusement rides, and while no 
machinery is directly involved, the DOL believes that the position at the top of a 
slide is more that of an attendant who is tending the ride, and therefore prohibited 
employment for 15-year-olds.”  
 
“They may work as lifeguards on all other attractions in a water park, such as 
catch pools at the bottom of water slides and on wave pools, lazy rivers, and play 
areas.”  
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Child Labor Law and the Age of Lifeguards (Continued) 
 
Still standing is the requirement for waterfronts, about which the letter states: 
 
“Not included in the definition of a traditional swimming pool or a water 
amusement park would be such natural environment swimming facilities as 
rivers, streams, lakes, reservoirs, wharfs, piers, canals, or oceanside beaches at 
which WHD will continue to enforce a minimum age of 16 years for the 
employment of lifeguards.”  
 
The letter further states that: 
 
“The WHD, as a matter of discretion, will not assert a violation with regard to the 
employment of a 15-year-old in the occupation of “lifeguard” at a traditional 
swimming pool and at most facilities of a water amusement park provided that 
the minor has been trained and certified by the American Red Cross or a 
similarly recognized certifying organization.” 
 
The Red Cross applauds the efforts of The U.S. Department of Labor, Wage and 
Hour Division. They have clearly demonstrated their willingness to work with the 
industry, and to go beyond the call of duty, for the safety and well being of 
aquatic facility employees and guests.  
 
The DOL/WHD position is fully presented in Fact Sheet #60: Application of the 
Federal Youth Employment Provisions of the Fair Labor Standards Act (FSLA) to 
the Employment of Lifeguards on the DOL Web site.  
 
Some state and local governments do set higher age standards. So, aquatic 
facilities need to be informed of the state and local laws affecting them. As 
DOL/WHD notes in its January 2006 communication, “when state provisions 
differ from the federal provisions, employees are held to the more stringent 
standard.” The following Web site can help aquatic facility management identify 
the appropriate state level office: www.dol.gov/esa/contacts/state_of.htm. 

11/29/06 (Updated 02/26/09) 2

https://www.dol.gov/esa/regs/compliance/whd/printpage.asp?REF=whdfs60.htm
https://www.dol.gov/esa/regs/compliance/whd/printpage.asp?REF=whdfs60.htm
https://www.dol.gov/esa/regs/compliance/whd/printpage.asp?REF=whdfs60.htm
http://www.dol.gov/esa/contacts/state_of.htm









	LG and Child Labor Law
	Pages from IC - LG and Child Labor Laws

