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SWIMWEAR AND EQUALITY:  

A Guidance Note 

 

 

Introduction 

The ASA and British Swimming strive to be inclusive and to promote diversity within the aquatic 

disciplines. The aquatic disciplines can and should be enjoyed and made accessible to everyone. As a 

mark of its commitment, the ASA (and British Swimming) have obtained the intermediate level of the 

equality standards for sport and hope to achieve the advanced level by 2013. 

 

However, the ASA has become aware that a recent change to its swimwear rules has inadvertently 

caused participation problems for some of its members. 

 

Background 

By way of background, the international governing body of swimming, FINA, recently changed its own 

swimwear rules, in order to address the impact of technological advances upon the sport.  The ASA (and 

British Swimming) therefore adopted the subsequent rules change given their respective affiliation to the 

international body. The relevant ASA rule is Regulation 411 (“Costumes”) which was amended from 1st 

January 2010, to be in line with FINA’s rules. It now reads: 

 

“The swimwear (swimsuit, cap and goggles) of competitors in all competitions shall be in 

accordance with the FINA General Rules and By Laws on swimwear, in force on the date of 

competition”.  

 

This means - among other requirements - that the swimwear worn at swimming competitions (including 

Masters swimming) held under ASA rules must be the following shape1:  

 

 for men, it must not extend above the navel nor below the knee, and  

 for women, shall not cover the neck, extend past the shoulder nor shall extend past the knee. 

                                                
1
 This document relates to swimming (including open water and masters) only; this document has not been prepared in relation to 

the disciplines of Synchronised Swimming and Diving which have slightly different - yet related -  swimwear rules.  
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From 1st June 2010, FINA is also changing its the permitted swimsuit shape in open water swimming and 

therefore Regulation 411 will be require: 

 

 For men and women, the swimwear shall not cover the neck, extend past the shoulder or below 

the ankle. 

 

All swimsuits must be made from a textile material. 

 

While this change was never intended to be discriminatory - and indeed, hoped to keep the sport open to 

all regardless of their financial means - the resulting amendment could be viewed as having a 

discriminatory effect on swimmers whose religious beliefs require them to cover more of their body than is 

permitted by the new rules, or who have a medical condition necessitating greater coverage. 

 

The ASA deeply regrets these unintended consequences and is working actively in this area to minimise 

these consequences. It strongly affirms that swimming is, and should continue to be, a sport for all. 

 

Way Forward 

(i) Referee Discretion 

When an event is held under the ASA’s jurisdiction, the referee has the authority to exclude non-compliant 

swimsuits. The corollary of this is that the referee may be deemed to hold a general discretion whether to 

exercise this authority and whilst this should be used very sparingly, this may be applied on a case-by-

case basis as the need arises.  

 

Where the referee is of the view that that non-compliance will not give an advantage to the competitor in 

the event, he/she may permit the competitor to compete in that swimsuit notwithstanding that it does not 

conform to ASA swimwear rules – providing he/she is of the opinion that the swimsuit will not give any 

advantage to the competitor in the event. 

 

In so deciding, the referee should take into account the following: 

 Any documentary evidence or submission which may be made by the competitor. Where the 

swimsuit is worn as a result of medical condition, it may be possible for the competitor to produce 

documentary medical advice evidencing this or for independent medical advice to be sought. 
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However, if the suit relates to religious grounds, it would be inappropriate to require 3rd-party proof 

of this.  

 The ASA’s Equality and Diversity policy. 

 Any official studies by FINA or endorsed by FINA which show the performance enhancing nature of 

particular suits, of which the referee is aware (including the list of “banned” swimsuits). 

 The nature of the event. English records cannot be achieved in a non-compliant swimsuit. 

Please Note: Any plastic or non-textile swimsuit would be deemed to be advantageous and should 

not be permitted. 

 

Ideally the matter should  be raised before the start of the competition, and the referee and/or Event 

Promoter should keep a record of any time when the rules are deviated – including times when the referee 

chooses not to exercise his/her authority – plus reasons why. 

 

(ii) Event Conditions 

Attention is drawn to ASA General Regulation 401.4 (2009 Handbook) which provides:  

 

“A competition promoted by the ASA, one of its Regions or an affiliated club, organisation, 

association or body or held under permit may be held under ASA Laws and Regulations and the 

FINA Technical Rules of the discipline(s) if the promoter so wishes…….” 

 

This permits a choice for the Event Promoter in certain circumstances to hold the event under ASA Laws, 

Regulations and FINA Technical Rules or not, as per their discretion. When choosing not to hold the event 

under these, the opt out must be wholesale; there can be no “cherry picking” of rules. 

 

In exercising his/her discretion, the Event Promoter will need to apply reasonable judgement and make an 

informed assessment of the implications for the event and its participation base if the event were to not be 

under ASA Laws, Regulations and FINA Technical Rules. Therefore, for example, there may be instances 

where the Event Promoter will deem that it is appropriate not to hold the event under these rules so as to 

prevent the conditions from inadvertently being discriminatory towards interested participants, including by 

creating discontent and ill-feeling arising from perceived “special treatment” of particular competitors. 

 

In making this decision, matters to take into account include:  

 Who the likely competitors are going to be, including age. 
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 Knowledge of the demography of the area, (such as practising faith groups2) and of the 

organisations involved in the competition. 

 The nature of the event (for example, school and county partnership events may be attract a more 

diverse participation than a club event limited to club members). 

 

 

 

The abovementioned ASA swimwear rules will need to apply on all occasions to the following events: 

 FINA or LEN competitions or competitions of any other international body held in England and 

promoted by the ASA or British Swimming. 

 Competitions held in England and promoted by the ASA, where competitors are members of a 

national team selected by national federation affiliated to FINA or selected by the SASA or the 

WASA. 

 British Swimming competitions held in England. 

 Where otherwise required by ASA Laws and Regulations. 

Please note: Events which are ranking events and/or when these events support the selection of ASA 

or British Swimming Squads must always comply with FINA Technical Regulations. 

 

 

 

Discretion can be implemented should the Event Promoter see fit on the following occasions: 

 ASA-affiliated club competitions (licensed below level 4 and not otherwise falling into any of the 

above) 

 Local galas, contest or exhibition organised by an ASA-affiliated club, organisation, association or 

body (not falling into any of the above) 

 Events outside the jurisdiction of the ASA and not held under permit 

Please note: Any variation should be clearly documented in the Promoter’s Conditions. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
2
 A useful resource is the Office of National Statistics website. Under the neighbourhood statistics section, there are details of 

Faith profile of the area as obtained at the last census. This information will be updated once the 2011 census is taken.  

http://www.neighbourhood.statistics.gov.uk/dissemination/ 


