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" STl CKYBEAK"
Provi si onal Report on Diving Deaths in 1972
DG Wl ker

The ei ghteen (18) divers who died in 1972 were taking no nore risks
than many who had uneventful, or at |least non fatal, dives. This
report i s based in part on evidence gi ven at Coroners’ inquests, but
in greater part the source is newspaper reports. Despite the
(present) inconpleteness of the information, the facts avail abl e
seemto justify publicationinthe hope that others nay t hereby avoi d
t he sane m st akes.

Failure to foll owthe accepted rules for safe diving appears to be
the critical factor that enables a mishap to end fatally; one should
always try tolearnfromthe ‘al nost got intotroublethat tine dive
I nci dent. Mbst divers have | earnt to choose an exit before entering
the water, or to choose the dive boat ‘cover’ with care, after an
occasi on on which they omtted such a precaution. Not everyone is
grant ed a second chance. It is not sufficient to have survived, the
good di ver has |earnt.

These ei ghteen divers cover the entire ganut of diving experience
fromfirst time in the sea to ‘pro’ abalone divers. Al nmade the
fatal m stake of overestimating their ability to nmanage the water
condi tions, though sone were the victi mof m staken deci si ons nmade
by those they trusted.

The only bright spot was the absence of hyperventilation deaths,
t here bei ng no deat hs reported i n chanpi on spearfishernenthis year.
It is hopedthat this formof self-destruction, theresult of adesire
to excel coupled with a belief that ‘it can’t happen to nme’, wll
be controll ed by education through clubs plus a realisation that a
buddy can only save you if he is both nearby and | ooki ng at you when
you pass out. Relatives seemto expect clubs to be safety-consci ous
nowadays.

As deaths were three tines as frequent in 1972 as in 1971 t here seens
to be need for nore effective diving instruction.

Table 1
(Diving Deaths (so far known))

Year 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 1970 1971 1972
Deat hs 6 5 10 7 7 8 6 18

Table 2

(1972 Deat hs/ St at es)

State QD NSW ACT Vic SA WA Tas
Snor kel Divers - 2 - 1 - 1 -

Scuba/ Hookah - 2 1 5 4 1 1
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TOTALS = 18 - 4 1 6 4 2 1

Too much regard should not be given to the ‘| eague table’ as snal
factors may, and do, decide whether the outcone is survival or
multiple deaths. As the information gathering systemis far from
efficient | appeal to nmy readers to supply i nformati on of cases known
to them hence the project’s titlel In reading the reports of
incidents enploy charity for those involved, to whom the events
occurred unexpectedly and wi thout apparent justice.

Breat hhol d di vers, by which is neant swi mrers using fins, mask and
snor kel , appeared in four fatality reports. Two had been washed by
surf or wave acti on under shal |l owwater rock | edges, there to drown.
Anot her, saidto have been a good swi mmer, suffered cranp and dr owned
despite the valiant attenpts of conpanions to rescue him The final
death was of a sol e swimer who suffered a fatal heart attack. None
apparently wore lifejackets. They were all exanples of the ever
present dangers common to all swi nmers, though the rescue failure
was especially distressing. The cranp nay have been caused by the
wari ng of toosmall sizefins, plus coldwater conditions at thetine.

Scuba divers, in which group are included the abal one divers (as
I nformationis not yet avail abl e as t o whet her t hey wer e usi ng Hookah
air supply) denonstrate in death the necessity to carry out the rules
for safe diving that are taught by all good instructors, witten in
all the diving books, and largely ignored by the nmajority of
Australian divers. Their sins were venal but the penalty was death.
The i nescapabl e concl usi on nust be that all these deaths coul d have
been avoi ded by foret hought but had becone highly likely by the tine
the i ndex m shap occurred. Safety starts before you enter the water.

One pupil died during his first sea dive, his fourth ever tinme in
wat er wearing scuba, in the presence of his fellow pupils and the
i nstructor. The pupils seemto have nade valiant but unavailing
rescue attenpts, managing to drop the victim s wei ght belt and scuba
pack. The basic fault appears to have been a failure to recogni se
the risks involved in teaching a group of pupils in open water and
afailure toreact adequately to events. The wearing of |ifejackets
coul d have prevented this death, while a recognition of the danger
period associated with the changeover fromscuba to snorkel on the
surface in those new to the procedure woul d have nade the trained
divers present nore alert and ensured, at the very | east, that they
kept the class close together at all tines. The instructor is
norally, and possibly, legally, responsible for his pupil at all
timesintrainingandistruly his buddy. This death occurred despite
excellent efforts by sone of those present, but the chain of safety
Is tested at the weakest |ink. One day a legal case will occur and
thereafter the I nsurance conpanies will regul ate those they choose
to insure.

To teach yourself to dive can be fatal. One death occurred in the
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presence of the victims equally inexperienced brother. They were
returning towards shore with enpty tanks, the buddy |eading by 20
feet when the victimecalled for help. He had pani cked and dropped
his wei ght belt and tank harness. H s buddy dropped his al so and
swamto give help. But help was unavailing as the victimhas tied
his weight belt to his hired harness and t he whol e mass was caught
on his knife, on his leg. The weight dragged hi munderwater. The
fact that the tank was hired to hi mw t hout questions as to his diving
fitness was only one factor. Nolifejackets appear to have been worn.
Once again, it is denonstrated that the diver is not ‘honme and dry’
when he reaches the surface. It will be of interest in |ater stages
of this investigation, ‘Stickybeak’, to see whether nore divers die
underwat er or after surfacing. This report nay alert sonme to the
dangers of this period of any dive.

Few details are avail able at this tinme concerning three of the other
deat hs, though i nexperience and | ack of |ifejackets were suggested
as inmportant factors. One surfaced short of air, with a simlarly
pani cky buddy. They were tired and ‘ hal f-drowned’ . The victi mto-
be apparently took a snorkel from his buddy before they were
separated. Only one survived. The other two divers were drowned
after failing to exit safely onto rocks, being washed back into the
sea. In one of these cases the victinms |ifejacket is said not to
have functioned, a not unknown failing of the CO; inflationtype, and
t he wei ght belt was not dropped. The other incident occurred despite
di vi ng cl ub organi sation of the outing. The divers were paired, with
an experienced diver in each pair. The dive was by four pairs from
a boat. But none wore lifejackets and the weather conditions
apparently worsened while events revealed than an insufficient
surface wat ch was exerci sed. The di vers found t he area uni nteresting
and soon surfaced, finding thenselves not only unable to regain the
boat but also unable to attract the attention of the occupants of
their boat, despite using a makeshift flag. The other divers were
al so requiring recovery fromthe water by the boat crew. Because
of col d and exhaustion (yes, COLD) the di stressed pair nade for sone
rocks. The adverse conditions, waves and surge, nade |eaving the
water difficult; the absence of |ifejackets made it essential. 1In
fact only the experienced diver was successful, the other being
washed back of f t he rocks and drowned. Such at | east i st he newspaper
report, and havi ng nysel f once been washed al so froma boat, and al so
experienced the sudden realisation of hel plessness in the grip of
white water over oystered rock, | find the story all too probable.
It takes a very good diving officer to cancel a dive whichis possibly
dangerous for sonme of the group.

There i s a strange hunman desire to achi eve nagi ¢ nunbers, in our sport
shown by the i nterest i n depth achi evenents by i nexperienced di vers.
They are often unappreciative of the significance of the depth in
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ternms of |oss of buoyancy, cold, nitrogen narcosis, rate of use of
air, and possi bl e deconpressi on problens. As few are equi pped with
air contents gauges or constant volune |ifejackets, any m shap can
turntorapidtragedy. The followi ng cautionary tale is of a diving
outing to an of fshore weck i n about 150 feet of water. The sea was
rough enough to i nduce a degree of mal-de-ner in the victimon the
trip out to the dive site. He was ‘an experienced diver’, though
not for deep dives; neither he nor the diver organiser recognised
the significance of this fact. The divers were paired and noted as
they entered the water, each being responsible for his own safety
checks as there was no Diving Oficer incontrol. There was a strong
current and surge, which caused the victimto-be, the first to enter
the water, difficulty in reaching the anchor chain fromhis point
of entry near the stern. He was here subjected to the novenents up
and down as he held on, waiting. As he had no snorkel he was forced
to use his air supply while he waited for his buddy to conplete his
preparations and enter the water. The initial descent was nade hard
by the sea conditions, effort and air bei ng generously required. At
the weck, sea fl oor depth 160-170 feet, t he buddi es separ at ed t hough
remai ning in sight of each other. The victimwas seen to pick up
and swmwth two |ight anchors before suddenly signalling his air
| ack and to sw mthe 15 feet or so that separated them The attenpt
to buddy breathe failed when the strap holding the denmand val ve
nout hpi ece twi sted so that neither diver was able to obtain air. In
t he conf usi on and natural panic, with both nowin danger of drowni ng,
the buddy activated his ‘Fenzy' type lifejacket and ascended in a
cl oud of bubbles. Wen he had recovered and cl eared hi s nout hpi ece
and checked hi s ascent, he was al one. Havi ng surfaced and gi ven t he
alarm he attenpted to descend agai n but found hinmself short of air.
There was no safety di ver ready to enter the water i medi ately, though
It was probably already too |l ate for effective help. Search fail ed
tolocate the victimthat day. Fromevidence |ater available it is
known that the victimfailed to activate his cylinder reserve, drop
hi s wei ght belt or nake and attenpt to ‘free ascend’ by hol di ng onto
hi s buddy. Whether this was due to panic, narcosis or because he
aspirated wat er can never be known. He was not hel ped by bei ng sone
di stance fromhis buddy at the critical tinme, having excess wei ght
(21 I bs) not having a |ifejacket or snorkel and having over-exerted
hi nsel f both on the surface and on descent. This type of dive
organi sation here recorded is not unique to this dive, |I fear. It
IS nmost unwi se to ascribe this death solely to the twisted strap

a factor though it was. The entire dive pattern was an invitation
to di saster.

In one incident a diver was seen to suddenly gorigid and die. This
occurred in aseacave, inthe presence of his buddy. No expl anati on
can be given as t he equi pnent was not recovered and t he body was | ost
at sea for several days.
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Cave Divers continue to recei ved unwel conme publicity, with further
deaths in the Munt Ganbier water-holes. It seens reasonable to
suggest that notices be displayed warning that the visibility can
rapidly fall to NIL when nud/sedi nent is disturbed; there are four
graves toproveit. Inonecasethevictimhad aline but had thought
it unnecessary to use it; his buddy escaped by luck. 1In the other
I ncident four divers suffered a ‘rats in a trap’ dive, here again
one diver finding the exit by luck as his air ended. Neither were
organi sed club dives. Cear visibility lured themto dangers they
never expected. Onesurvivor saidthat histraininginnil visibility
di vi ng enabl ed hi mto avoid fatal panicin his terrible predi canent.

Abal one Di vers are tough guys who t hi nk deconpr essi on tabl es are for
amateurs, or such is the inpression they like to give. They dive
frequently so are ‘adapted’ totol erate nitrogen absorption probl ens
better than the ‘tabl es’ suggest; but they still pay the penalty for
overtaxing their systens with nitrogen. It seens |ikely that many
w | suffer aseptic bone necrosisinyearstocone, their disabl enent
being the price of their present financial success. The details of
one death are unavail able at this tinme but the double fatality from
deconpressi on sickness received w de press coverage. Both these
victinms were said to have recei ved recent treatnent for ‘bends’. It
was reported that the divers’ association in the area seeks safety
facilities for nore rapid treatnent of deconpression sickness, but
better divingroutines would give better results for |ife and heal th.

Sunmar y

Snor kel divers - 4 2 drowned, waves washi ng under rock shelf
1 cranp; buddies failed to effect successful
rescue
1 heart attack, alone

Scuba divers - 14 1 pupil under training, on surface

1 i nexperienced, untrai ned, entangl ed in equip-
ment when pani cked on the surface

1 inexperienced, washed off rocks; |ifejacket
failed

1 i nexperienced, washed of f rocks despite buddy
(who al ready managed to | and). Had been unabl e
to regain dive boat

1 drowned in sea cave, cause unknown

1 drowned, deep dive; panic when air supply | ow

4 drowned, lost in fresh water (Munt Ganbier)
when visibility suddenly to ni

2 deconpression sickness

1 abal one diver. Cause of death at present
unknown

1 drowned - in distress on surface; separated
from buddy

Concl usi ons
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Scuba divers

of these deaths occurred at the surface, wearing scuba
deaths were due to lack of lifeline in freshwater hol e;
were due to severe deconpression routine failure;

were deaths in | earning stage of scuba diving.

NN B~ O

Li fej ackets woul d have saved sone of the victins.

Mask and snor kel divers
Two of these di vers underestimated t he sea conditions. Anot her,
t hough said to be a good swi rmer was unabl e to survive the seas
condi ti ons when af fected by cranp; he woul d have survi ved had he
or his conpanions worn |lifejackets. The fate of the fourth diver
who di ed m ght have been different had he had a conpanion with
hi m when he was taken ill.
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