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ANATOW OF A NEAR- ACClI DENT

From t he STI CKYBEAK Non- Fat al | nci dents
Fil e.

The writer of this Incident report teaches
Mari ne Sci ence and on this particul ar day had
taken his students to a reef conveniently
reached by a jetty from the beach. Vil e
giving thema pre-dive briefing at the end of
this jetty he sawa group of five Scuba divers
wal k past. Only one of themwore a wet suit,
two of them had no snorkels and none of them
had a buoyancy vest. Their deneanour caused
hi mt o f eel anxi ety concerni ng their awar eness
of the need for adequate diving skills for
diving here, so he went across to speak to
t hem The chap with the wet suit, but no
snor kel or buoyancy vest, was |ocal and the
ot her four were visitors fromNew Zeal and who
claimed that they had all received Scuba
i nstruction.

From the way they put on their gear, the
veracity of this statement was doubted. The
dive leader, the local man, junped off the
seaward side of the reef, with mask in hand
(not on his face!) and drifted slowy out to
sea whil e shouting instructions to the other
four. They junpedinafewninutes |ater, and
appeared to be fairly anxious. In fact, two
seened to beinnmldpanic andto be taking in

wat er. The dive | eader was now 30 netres out
to sea and still drifting, still with mask
(presumably) in hand.

“l shouted to himthat he shoul d cone i n cl oser
to his group because they seened to be in
difficulties, and was told, extrenely
inpolitely, to take nyself away and keep
quiet,” the reporter noted. Meanwhile one of
the three nales now appeared to be in the
initial stages of drowning on the surface.
When asked i f he was OK he nmade it quite clear
t hat he was not, and t hat he needed hel p to get
hi mout of the water as fast as possible, so
the witness junped in, retrieved him and
brought him onto the reef. It was not
necessary to ditch any of his gear or weights
because, despitethe choppy conditions, it was
possi bl e to support himquitewell withtheaid
of the rescuer’s Fenzy.

No sooner had this diver been rescued than it
appeared the sol e girl of the four visitors was
pani cki ng, and possi bly drowning, ten netres
away. She was taking in too nuch water to
answer questions, so she al sowas rescued. The
remai ning three of the group had meanwhile
swumt oget her and deci ded to subnmerge: their
bubbl es seenmed to indicate that they were
managi ng and inno difficulties. By thistinme
t he t wo who had j ust been rescued wer e observed
to have re-entered the water, this time onthe
i nside of the reef, and to be swinm ng off in
different directions.

Whi | e his mari ne students werereceivingtheir
interrupted instruction on the inner side of
the reef, he saw the girl diver frog-kicking
and breast-stroking, in Scuba gear, nearby.

This convinced himthat the visitors surely
coul dn’ t have used Scuba before, sohetoldhis
students (who were all PAD open water Scuba
divers) to continue their work while he once
nmore set out to find the girl and her “buddy”
(who was 40 netres away from her). They
accepted his adviceto goupontothe reef and
give away any idea of further Scuba diving
bef ore they drowned thensel ves.

Meantime the three others had surfaced on the
out si de of the reef, the two visitors seening
to be in some minor distress. They too had
deci ded that they had had enough. Speaking
later to the dive | eader, who was now quite
subdued, it was reveal ed t hat he had t aken t hem
to a local dive shop (which has since then
changed ownershi p and nanagenent) and there
t hey had hired Scuba wi t hout havi ng t o produce
any evidence of diver training. He still

insisted that they had all been trained, but

this seems difficult to believe on the
evi dence of the day’'s activities.

Thi s popul ar di ving area has had ei ght diving
fatalities over the years and nearly added to
thetally onthis occasion. It isinteresting
to specul ate whether ordinary sw mers, who
woul d | ack t he benefit of wet suit buoyancy and
Scuba air supply, would have survived the
circunstances with as little norbidity. The
fortuitous presence of skilled assistance
st ood bet ween several of this group and deat h.

DI SCUSSI ON PAPER

THE HOWand WHY OF REPORTI NG DI VI NG
OCCURRENCES

Dougl as \Wal ker

Newconers to diving may wel |l assune that the
reporting of diving incidents of any kind is
an unnecessary activity. They nay have seen
those Bibles of the diving world, the Diving
Manual s of the major naval countries and are
certainly awar e of the vol une of i nstructi onal
books which deal with the subject of diving.
They may admit that the exotic world of
Saturation Diving, nixed, Gases and HPNS, so
wel | covered by nmagazi nes and TV reports, has
some troubl es, but that is not their scene at
all. Experienced divers probably retain an
initiate' strust inthetruth of what they were
taught many years before, thoughthey naturally
cut corners on the Rules of Safe Diving they
subscri be to and support in public. They may
fear that making an incident report wll
reveal their corner-cuttingand sl oppy net hods,
bringing forth wath and retribution. Their
ot her thought may be that to conplain of any
excessive fatigue after a dive, the cold, the
nm stakes others are naking on dives where
ni trogen narcosi s “shoul dn’t” occur, or pains
after “no deconpressi on” di ve schedul es, wi ||
lead to comments on their lack of fitness,
skill and toughness. Such views, though
natural, are m staken.

Diving is above all else an activity where
nmorbidity has forced its practitioners, very
reluctantly i n nost cases, to | earn nore about
the rules for safe existence in the new



envi ronment. Nobody foretold the occurrence
of Nitrogen narcosis, Oxygentoxicity, Pul nonary
barotrauma, Salt water aspiration syndrome or
any of the other conditions now included in
Di vi ng Medi ci ne and bel i eved by nany to have
al ways been known and understood. Truth to
tell, we do not really understand where the
pain of the bends originates, l|et alone
whet her the “stops” shoul d be depth or near-
surface orientated.

In the early days of diving the diver was
treated, to a greater or |esser degree, as a
di sposabl e instrument of little worth. The

sufferings of |esser beings are easy to
sustain, amelioration an unnecessary
t ender ness. Wth the increasing cost and
techni cal conplexity of diving equi pnent and
the introduction of the concept of enployer
liability, this attitude has been markedly
changed. Though the concept of “try it on
Muggi ns” will never die, at |east nowadays
Muggins is likely to be a well paid vol unteer
of above the average health and skill. Should
he suffer no significant norbidity the new
Procedure wi |l be |l et | oose on everyone el se,
even t hough they not be the equal in health,
skill or adequacy of topside supervision.
Ther e wer e pl enty of “cowboys” onthe North Sea
rigs using advanced technology, it is now
known. The entry of Pleasure divers has
unexpectedly assisted the input of diving
information, for whereas “real divers” wll
keep silent about the occurrence of episodes
of unconsci ousness, the amateurs arelikelyto
seek t o howwhy t hey get di zzy and deaf and have
pai nful ears, etc., and if you have pai d good
noney for air you are nore likely to conpl ain
ifit tastes “dirty” and gi ves you a headache.
Ther e are many exanpl es of “real ” di vers using
equi pnent or schedul es they distrusted, |est
they j eopardi setheir futureprospects. Telling
t he boss that the equi pment is crook is not a
ri skl ess procedure in either industry or the
armed forces.

This tolerance of divers to nminor norbidity
and unsati sfactory condi ti ons nay denonstrate
an admirable “Can Do” attitude but is a
consi derabl e brake on Progress towards a
better awareness of the need to inprove out
nmet hods, to rethink our assunptions. W thout
the stinulus of critical feedback thereis a
tendency for a Mandarin Conpl ex to develop in
t he group of experts who cal cul ate t he Tabl es,
to take but one example. They beconme so used
to dealing with “hal f-time tissues” that one
gets the i npression that they cone to believe
such t hings can be cut out and exhi bited just
like the lungs or the heart. Inreality they
are only useful concepts which can hide the
extent of our ignorance by sounding
authoritative and should always be so
under stood. More accuratereportinginrecent
years has |l ed to the recognition of the conpl ex
nat ure of deconpression sickness, which sone
may f eel can “forgive the wi cked and puni shthe
godly”. There has previ ously beenaconforting
certainty that the human body obeyed the
Tabl es and that i pso facto the bent diver had
broken the rul es. Nobody told the experts of
the minor synptons or that cautious divers
added private safety factors, so howwere t hey
to knowthe limts of their theories? It has
taken a long time for it to be accepted that

t he physi ol ogy of a woman was quite likely to
differ from that of a young naval rating,
t hough on a separ at e pl ane bot h of t hese groups
were fully aware of the fact! As noted,
wi t hout an input of reports there can be no

effective check on the wvalidity of our
bel i ef s.
At the present tine our concepts of diver

fitness and of safe diving practice nay
requi re updating, a task made difficult by an
al nost conpl ete absence of witten evidence.
On the basis of a coupl e of cases of pul nonary
barotrauma in the Submarine Escape Training
Tank during “free ascent” practice, everyone
has to have a pre-ascent chest x-ray, but the
i nci dence of detectabl e (and detected) bul | ae
i s not published. Al though asthnais accepted
as an absol ute bar to diving, the only cases
so far known to the Australian Incident
Reporti ng Schenel have becone dyspnoei ¢ wi t hout
having the confidently predicted pul nonary
barotrauma. |In diabetes, as in asthma, there
is no information concerning the unknown
nunber of divers who may be diving w thout
disclosing their condition and wthout
nmorbi dity. Unknown because they are aware of
the “certainly not” they would receiveif they
made t heir condi ti on known to a di vi ng doct or.
It was diver deternmination2 not nedical
rehabi | at ory advi ce which broke the taboo on
any diving activities by paraplegics. Cur
certainties may someti mes bear bei ng t enpered
by t he granti ng of speci al wai vers to sel ected
i ndividuals. Only confidential reporting can
hope to establish whether there are nmany
“unfit on medi cal grounds” divers operating at
present.

There are t wo naj or phil osophical attitudesto

reporting schenes. One holds a belief in
conpul sory reporting. This never works
efficiently because only incidents which

cannot be hi dden are reported and thenw th the
m ni mum of self-inplicating details. The
ot her approach depends on t he assunption t hat
i f you can persuade the persons concerned of
the value to thenselves and others of the
reports and reassurethemthat neither publicity
nor retribution will result, they will co-
operate. Thereis anecessarycorollarytothe
institution of such schemes, that the results
be readily and speedily made available to
those interested and the inplications be
di scussed. It nust be nade absol utely clear
that at all times the identity of those
i nvol ved nmust not be discernible except to
t hose al ready wel | i nforned about theincident,
a proviso al ready | ong acceptedinrelationto
medi cal articles.

The aviation world has |ong recognised the
val ue and i ndeed necessity of incident Reports
in order to inmprove safety standards. The
United Airline’s “Non Punitive Reporting”,
NASA's “Voluntary Confidential Reporting
Systemi and the British “Confidential Drect
Cccurrence Reporting” (CONDORE) schenes are
mat ched here in Austral i a by t he Depart nment of
Transport’s schene, which treats accidents
and incidents as being of equal significance

because it 1is recognised that very few
accidents result from a single critical
factor. Al nost invariably, accidents evolve

froma conbinati on of adverse situations any
one of which inisolation wuld have anounted
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tononorethan asinpleincident. It follows
that the elimnation of any one of the |inks
i nthe chai nwoul d have al tered t he out cone and
therefore the identification of suchcritical
i tens has great i nportance. Though t he act ual
problens are different, the sane principles
apply concerning diving occurrence.

The fundamental objective is to pronote
safety, not to apportion blame or liability.
The Australian aviation schene contains a
guarantee3 that there will be no punitive
neasur es upon any pi |l ot who has asked for hel p
or made a report on an incident unless it is
appar ent beyond doubt t hat persons or property
have been exposed to danger because of a
dereliction of duty which anobunts to cul pabl e
negli gence, or a deliberate or contenptuous
disregard for the law by the pilot. Thi s
reservationis obviously necessaryinorder to
prevent m suse of the imunity of fer to escape
t he consequences of antisocial behaviour by
pre-enpting the | aying of charges. Even the
“Benefit of Clergy” in times past had to be
circunscribed to protect the community. But
nm sunder st andi ng concerni ng the application
of this reservation may become an excuse for
withholding of vital reports. Tr ut hf ul
disclosures are nmore likely if the person
maki ng t he report i s certainof anonymity when
some “sensitive” matter i s di scussed. Sources
may need such protection in regard to their
enpl oyers, enpl oyees, fell owworkers, aunion,
a governnent authority or |awers. The |ast
may prove the nost difficult to achieve.
Toreport unsati sfactory equi pnent or routines
may bring di sfavour fromothers invol ved and
no bureaucracy has ever said “welcone” to
critical advice fromlowinthe pecking order.
A totally independent schene is therefore a
necessity, its success depending on the
acceptance of the person receiving and
controlling the reports as having integrity,
experience of the matters i nvol ved, and a keen
interest inthe project. Dr Sem Jacobsen4 has
been i nvol ved for many years in the USAin the
field of aviation safety, and has recently
becorme involved in a sinilar capacity with
divers. Hehasreportedthat Mercury astronauts
have supplied himwi th i nformati on they were
unwilling to turn over to NASA directly, and
pi | ot s and ot her groups have sim |l arly provi ded
information under confidential conditions.
Thi s has been f ed back t o NASA and t he avi ati on
i ndustry in anon-attributable form Mich of
it woul d otherw se never be divul ged, except
as a result of difficult questioning at an
investigation into some serious accident,
whi ch m ght get the facts but certainly not the
truth “inthe round”. Inthe legal arena, in
t he gane of “find ascapegoat”, thewholetruth
i stooexpensivealuxurytobewllingly used.
There are two major problenms which require
overconming before the Commercial Diving
Conmuni ty gi ve unhesi t ati ng support to conpl et e-
di scl osurereports to persons or organi sations
outside their conplete control. The first is
the unresol ved ri sk of a subpoena concerni ng
such records. Al though some snart |awyer
nm ght t hi nk t o gai n advant age f romsuch a pl oy,

it would be a phyrric victory as henceforth
there woul d be no “sensitive” reports witten
and all the old ones would be destroyed.
Nobody in their right mnd woul d put the whol e
truth inwitingif it mght one day be used,
possibly in a selective and biased manner,
against himin court. No reporting schene
would survive if the status of Privileged
Communi cation were not to be granted to its
files of information. As | awyers consider
t hensel ves responsi bl e enough to have this
protectionvisavistheir clients they should
be able to see the force of this requirenent.
The second problemis the fear | est hard won
infornation of possible value in the battle
for contracts will |eak back to rivals nore
readily than at present. Such probl ens can be
solved with goodw || and commonsense for few

if any serious nisadventures or successes
occur where total secrecy is vital. An
excepti on woul d be shoul d soneillegality cone

hone to roost, naturally. The efforts of the
Associ ation of Diving Contractorsinthe North
Sea Gl R g diving industry to set up an
I nci dents Reporting Schenme is a wel come step
in the required direction.

As the intent is to inprove both present and
future safety, those receiving and exani ni ng
the input nmust keep in mind the possibility
that not only may the evidence enable a
ref i nenent of under st andi ng of di vi ng probl ens
but it may di scl ose unsuspect ed probl emareas

or the wunsatisfactory nature of present
bel i ef s. As Sherlock Holnes inmpressed on
faithful Dr Watson, we nmnust renenber “the
curious incident of the dog in the night-
time”.

Suggested itens for discussion:-

a. Are incident reports of value and what
shoul d be reported.
b. Shoul d professional diving problens/

occurrences be collected by a schene
controlled by Diving Contractors and
Sport/Scientific diving reports be
recorded by the conmbined Diving
Or gani sati ons, or shoul d sone i ndependent
body be set up.

C. Should a legally recognised status be
declared for such a repository of
i nformation.

d. How should findings and provisional
deductions be reported.
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