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4. PROJECT " STI CKYBEAK" - AUSTRALI A AQUATI CUS
by Dougl as Wl ker

An on-goi ng i nvesti gation of acci dents associ ated w th underwa-
ter activities in Australian waters.

The obj ect of this researchis toindicate the incidence of both
fatal and non-fatal accidents occurring in non-mlitary underwater
activities. Froman investigation of all the discoverable factors
I nvol ved, it is hopedtoindicate ‘avoidable factors’ inthe sequence
of events. Planning the prevention or treatnment of accidents or
hazards requires valid information about their incidence and
relative frequency.! Such is al nost conpletely | acki ng, except for
strictly mlitary diving. Intelligent planning of public health
actions and of regulations controlling or qualifying the act of
diving by amateur or professional divers depends on identifying

weaknesses in present practices. Such information can only be
obt ai ned fromconsci enti ous conti nuous and correl ated reporting of
such accidents. There is at present both a rapid increase in

underwat er activities by amateur and professional divers (of very
varying skills) and an increasing rel atively unresearched probl em
Al parties should benefit from discussion based firmy on facts
relating to the Australian context. Concerted effort and inforned
action by thedivers, their enployers, local Health authorities, etc.
to all concerned, particularly tothe divers thensel ves. Comerci al
di ving costs coul d be reduced if accidents coul d be prevented or if,
when t hey occur unavoi dably, proper treatnent were avail able. Many
persons could be alive today if this were so, just as many who have
beenirrevocably crippledas aresult of divingaccidents?and hazards
coul d be | eadi ng normal , heal thy, productivelivesif both prevention
and proper treatnent were avail able.

There are two phases i n any such investigation. First, the cases
must be identified. Secondly, the facts nust be sought. Only the
I nterest and assi stance of those approached can ensure success to
the investigation.

I dentificationof casesw || befromseveral sources, it is hoped.
The mainstay will be newspaper reports, and these will be added to
by di rect reporting by cl ubs, diving organi sations, divers and ot hers
who hear of incidents and are interested in assisting. The project
wll be heavily in debt, especially to coroners and their staffs,
for copi es of i nquest proceedingsintofatalities, andtheir interest
and assistance is earnestly requested.
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The nmedi cal cumdiving qualifications of those involved in the
survey, and the fact that they are nenbers of SPUMS, i s t he guarantee
that all reports will be regarded as nedically confidential and not
to be identifiably reveal ed or nmade avail able i n any circunstances
for |l egal proceedings. The legal view of ‘responsibility’ for an
accident isentirelydifferent fromthis attenpt to plot the ‘natura
hi story’ of each accident.

Most published reports have concentrated on single factors and
all have been aware of the inconpleteness of their coverage. The
appendi x gi ves brief notes of previous surveys and their sources of
i nformation. By far the best report is that recently published by
the Uni versity of Rhode Island. If their findi ngs shoul d be confirned
here, or other equally inportant findings be nade, the effort of all
concerned will certainly lead to the savings of lives.

This article has beenwittentoenlist support andinterest. Any
I ncident, not only fatal ones, could indicate a dangerous practice
not yet wdely so regarded. All offers of assistance, advice, and
i nformation, will be welconme. The life saved could be yours.

Al'l correspondence, please, to:

Dr Dougl as Wl ker
1423 Pittwater Road
NARRABEEN NSW 2101

1. Gllen (Ghairman, Commttee on Man’s Underwater Activities
of the Marine Technol ogy Society) Arch. Environ. Heal th. 1967; 14,

April.

2. Lanphier. Personal communi cati on.
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APPENDI X

SOURCE OF | NFORVATI ON

For ensi ¢ Pat hol ogi st s, Dept s.
of Health in capital cities.

Coroners, Commonweal th Statisticians.

US Navy NAVMED 816 Acci dent Reports.

Vol untary reporting - 1965-70
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DATA
1957- 67
1956- 65
yearly.
Average 1.6

deat hs yearly.
36 deat hs

Death Certificates with co-operation

of Vital Statistics Bureau,
M chi gan Departnent of Health.
Coroners

State Board of Health (Florida)
Bureau of Vital Statistics. An
on-goi ng project, started

1 January 1960

South California area - 1953-60.

1959-65 21 deat hs

1960-69 (10
150 deat hs

Apparently Los Angeles Fire Dept(?) 1953-60 41 deaths

Cases notified to RN Medi cal
over 5 years except for

Noti fi abl e acci dents -

Aut hor is Chief Medical Exam ner
Coroner, county of Los Angel es.
Organi sed i nvestigation schene

12 nont hs check of all drownings
in five Anerican states, based on
Il1linois Dept of Health. Wote
to coroners.

Seattle-King Country Safety
Counci | supported by Police
Har bour Patrol, Sheriff Patrol,
Coast Cuard, Coroner.

Fl ori da coded deaths certificates.

Skin and Scuba diving from 1960.

Col | ege
“hard hat’

pr of essi onal

1959- 647
120 non fat al
45 (deat hs)

di vers

1961 onwar ds
46 deat hs

1965- 66 3 skin,
16 scuba
deat hs
Total 1201

dr owni ngs
1959-65 10 deat hs

1959-63 181 ot her
dr owni ngs

32 nont hs
37 deat hs
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Search of Death Certificates, (24 deat hs
newspaper reports, then in springs)
questionnaire to coroner/physician

certifying cause of death.

SOURCE OF | NFORVATI ON DATA

Notification of Deconpression
Si ckness in workers

Newspapers, conplinmented by other 21 skin divers,
proforma sent to coroner or 101 scuba divers
medi cal practitioner certifying

cause of death

Newspapers - author was Chief of 1965

D vi sion of Accident Prevention, 26 skin divers
Bureau of State Services, 60 scuba divers
Public Health Service.

1. ‘At scene’ - investigation and
recovery by experienced personnel

2. Post-nortem exam nation by
trai ned forensic pathol ogi st

3. Lab procedures for gas,
t oxi col ogi cal and bi ol ogi cal
anal yses

4. Exam nation of diving gear
by expert

5. Co-ordination and presentation
of findings to an Underwater
Safety Committee

6. Establish Registry of
Diving Fatalities
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Progress Report on "Stickybeak"

The Attorney CGeneral ' s Departnents of the states have giventheir
support to the supply of information reveal ed at Coronial |Inquests
on fatal diving accidents. This assistance will be inval uabl e, but
toobtainthisinformationit is necessarytosupply themwithdetails
toidentifythevictim For thisreasonthe notificationof all known
accidents is essential even if few details are known. Nane, date
and statew || identify. Usingthis sourceof informationw Il enabl e
the collection of information frompast accidents, so pl ease do not
hesitateto ‘cry stalefish’. Tothis date, thefollow ngfatal cases
are known, so please send ne any additional deaths known to you.

Mount Ganbi er 6 April 1960
Adel ai de 7 February 1970
North Molle 24 March 1971
Port Hacki ng 10 QOctober 1971
Jervis Bay 19 Decenber 1971
Pi ccani nny Ponds 29 January 1972
Sout h West Rocks 31 January 1972
Toowoon Bay 3 January 1972
Mal | acoot a 3-4 March 1972
Aval on 19 March 1972

The project has been publicised in this Newsletter and al so by
direct application to several nenbers and to both the Australian
Underwater Federation (AUF and FoAU ) and the Scuba Divers
Associ ation of Australia (SDAA). Todate only onereply has resulted.
Pl ease give this investigation every assistance.

Any i nf ormati on about non-fatal accidentsis doublyinportant and
can only be obtained by the co-operation of all divers and others
wth an interest in underwater safety. Addi tional information
concerning the above fatal accidents will be of assistance, as not
everyone wi t h knowl edge of an accident is call edupontogive evidence
at the inquest.

Al information suppliedw || be treated as confidential and the
names of victinsw |, naturally, not appear inthe final or any ot her
report.

DG Wl ker
April 1972





