
RA Healthy Heart Guidelines 
 
Rowing is a sport for life that is accessible to people of all ages, genders, fitness and 
skill levels, and is enjoyed by participants ranging from young rowers at school through 
to those at universities and in the wider club community through to masters rowing.  
 
Rowing is an excellent way for individuals to stay active and to experience the health 
benefits of physical activity in an enjoyable and social environment. Exercise remains 
one of the most powerful tools for long-term health, and the health benefits of rowing 
far outweigh any health risks. 
 
However, there are several cardiac specific concerns for rowers, which Rowing Australia 
(RA) would like to draw the community’s attention to: 
 
1. Early Cardiac Response (CPR) Recommendations for Clubs and Schools  
Australian rowing clubs and schools should consider implementing an AED (automatic 
external defibrillator) device and protocol within the club environment for all training 
sessions and activities at the club or run by the club. Clubs, schools and all training 
environments should have guidelines for administering first aid to a collapsed athlete, 
and club members (particularly coaches) should be trained and practiced in the use of 
the AED. The AED needs to be accessible from general club spaces, with the location 
known to all members.  
 
How to SAVE a LIFE - Recognize Sudden Cardiac Arrest in Athletes  
 
2. Cardiac health across the rowing lifespan 
 
Cardiovascular disease 
Unlike younger athletes, where cardiac issues are often linked to congenital or 
structural heart abnormalities, in rowers aged 45+ it is more commonly associated with 
atherosclerotic plaque rupture during intense physical exertion. While regular exercise 
is generally protective for heart health, sudden bouts of high-intensity activity—
especially in rowers with undiagnosed or unmanaged cardiovascular risk factors such 
as hypertension, hyperlipidemia, smoking history, or diabetes—can act as a trigger for 
cardiac events. Whilst not mandatory, it is prudent that participants at all levels of 
Australian rowing ensure that they are physically fit to compete in rowing training and 
competition.  
 
Atrial Fibrillation 
Recent research has identified that Atrial Fibrillation (AF), a non-life threatening cardiac 
arrythmia is more common in highly trained endurance athletes, in particular in retired 
elite rowers. Understanding AF in endurance athletes.  
 
Members of the Rowing community should be cognisant that AF can be asymptomatic 
and any symptoms, such as palpitations or a fluttering in the chest, breathlessness or 
fatigue during exercise should be investigated with the athlete’s Medical Practitioner.  
 

https://youtu.be/i-iN9o-cKu0?si=GSvdFT5jiklByh6C
https://rowingaustralia.com.au/latest_news/rowing-and-heart-health-understanding-af-in-endurance-athletes#:~:text=Landmark%20study%20reveals%20new%20data%20on%20AF&text=Dr%20La%20Gerche%20recently%20co,were%20found%20to%20have%20AF


RA has a medical network which includes GPs, Sport and Exercise Physicians and 
Sports Cardiologists who are experience in the identification and management of all 
health conditions in the rower.  
 
3. Cardiac screening for elite athletes 
The leading cause (more than 90%) of non-traumatic sudden death in athletes is related 
to a pre-existing cardiac abnormality. In 2015, World Rowing introduced a mandatory 
cardiovascular pre-competition health screening for competitors at Under-19, Under-23 
and Senior World Championships. The purpose of this screening is to identify, as 
accurately as possible, athletes at risk to advise them accordingly.  
 
Consistent with this position, RA (and/or via the NIN and HP Club Performance Pathway 
Partners) shall conduct pre-competition health screening which complies with the 
World Rowing Rules of Racing for all members of Australian Junior, Under-23 and Senior 
Teams, both classic and beach sprint disciplines.  
 
The frequency of screening shall follow the recommendations of the Australasian 
College of Sport and Exercise Physicians and the World Rowing requirements: 

- Bi-annually from age 16 – 25 
- Every five years after the age of 25 

 
In the normal course of events this health screening will be conducted as follows:  

a. Education should be provided to athletes prior to the health screening 
regarding the process and its implications  

b. The Team (or NIN) Doctor should perform the history taking and physical 
examination 

c. A Sport and Exercise Physician or Sports Cardiologist trained specifically in 
athlete ECG interpretation should report the ECG 

d. Should follow up be required, the athlete will be referred to a Sports 
Cardiologist 

 
For all other international events, such as the World Rowing Indoor Championships, 
World Rowing Coastal Championships, the World Rowing Tour, and the World Rowing 
Masters Regattas, it is strongly recommended that rowers participating in these events 
undergo this Pre-competition Health Screening, including at a minimum, discussion of 
cardiac risk factors, physical examination, and ECG with their own Medical Practitioner. 
Further cardiac investigations may be recommended prior to participation.  
 

https://www.acsep.org.au/icms_docs/340701_position-statement-on-pre-participation-cardiac-evaluation-in-young-athletes.pdf
https://www.acsep.org.au/icms_docs/340701_position-statement-on-pre-participation-cardiac-evaluation-in-young-athletes.pdf
http://www.worldrowing.com/athletes/medical-and-antidoping/fisa-pre-competition-health-screening

