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CAVEDIVING ISNOT FOR SPORTS DIVING
Editorial, Skin D ver, My 1973

Al t hough t he nati onal average for sports diving acci dents appears
to be happily inproving, we continue to be haunted by several serious
| ocal problens. One of the worst of these is freshwater cave diving
- atype of highly specialized underwater exploration alnost totally
unique to the north central area of Florida.

Over 400 freshwater springs and sinkholes are known to exist in
this inland section, of which 150 are being frequented regularly by
scuba ent husiasts. The water flowi ng fromthese marvel | ous springs
Is a constant 72 degrees, absolutely pure, and crystal clear.
Underwater visibility often exceeds 150 feet, offering a pl easurabl e,
exhil arating dive experience. But these very sanme springs can prove
to be death traps for they lead to a trenendously conplex |abyrinth
of twisting tunnels, pitch black caves, and cat hedral -si ze caverns -
sonetinmes wi nding their way underground for thousands of feet.

In spite of their known perils and dozens of highly publicized
horror stories of cave diving deaths, cave diving continues to grow
in popularity. It is believed that nore diving i s now bei ng done in
springs then in all of Florida’s coral reefs and the Florida Keys
conbi ned. During 1972, for exanple, an estimated 3000 scuba divers
were visitingthe Fl orida springs onany gi ven weekend, totally 156, 000
divers for the year. Dale Stone, owner of the Aqua Shack in Branford
(heart of the Florida cave country) reports filling an average of 800
scuba tanks per day on nornmal weekends.

For nost Florida divers, the springs and caves are conveni ent,
dependabl e, and economical. They are situated within easy driving
di stance of hone, remai n perpetual | y cl ear and constant i ntenperature,
and do not require a boat or costly entrance fee. Even though nmany
cave di ving regul ars woul d prefer the beauty and excitenent of a coral
reef, they cannot afford the expense of a weekly plane ride to the
Bahamas, not to nmention the high cost of a resort hotel and diving
facilities. And the coastal waters of Florida are becom ng | ess and
| ess appealing inthe face of increased pollution, turbidity, and reef
destruction. Echoing the sentinents of nost Florida residents, one
Gai nesville diver sinply explained, ‘W dive the springs and caves
because they're there. It’s all we got.’.

The rising popularity and increased publicity about the wonders
of Fl orida cave diving has spread to nei ghbouring states. Mich to the
di smay of resident divers, they are finding thensel ves inundated by
an aval anche of visiting divers fromthe north. The conbi ned factors
of a burgeoni ng sport disgorging tens-of-thousands of new certified
divers ... the exploding popularity of diver/trave ... and inproved
roads to nore i solated springs has created a situation which can only
be described as ‘ The Great Dave Rush of the Seventies’.
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The end result of this nmad m gration has proved di sastrous. During
the 11 years prior to 1972, scuba fatalities involving cave diving
activities had been averaging 6.5 deaths per year. Both researchers
and local instructors had been relieved to see this accident rate
stabilize, in spite of the rising nunber of active divers. Then, in
1972, the acci dent rate zooned to arecord hi gh of 20 cave di vi ng deat hs,
three tines the prior 11 year average!

Contained in this frightful statistic spiral are two rather
spect acul ar tripl e-deat hs and several cases of doubl e-deaths. An even
bi gger shock is to learn that all 20 victins were certified sports
divers or in the process of getting a CGcard. And 80 per cent of the
victinms were from out-of-state.

According to Dave Desautels, chief investigator on cave diving
accidents, the primary cause of 1972 accidents were: i nadequat e
know edge of cave diving technique and safety procedures; |ack of
proper cave diving equi pnent; and an obvious |ack of mature diving
judgenent. Many of the victinms had becone | ost in the maze of tunnels
because they did not bring safety lines. Qhers had run out of air
because t hey had no subnersi bl e tank gauge, or started into caves with
a half enpty tank on a second dive. But the saddest aspect of all is
that practically all the victins had been waned not to gointothe caves
because of their obvi ous | ack of experience and equi pnent. | ncredibly,
they disregarded the warnings of experienced shop owners, scuba
I nstructors and | ocal cave diving veterans. They al so i gnored warni ng
signs posted at the springs by the National Association of Cave Divers
(NACD), and in several instances, deliberately swambeyond underwat er
signs which marked the Ilimt of safe cave diving.

It i s nowonder then, that Floridaresident divers, who are trai ned
I n the proper procedures of cave diving, are greatly alarnmed by the
I nflux of out-of-state visiting divers. The increased death rate has
caused the closing of several favourite springs and has jeopardi zed
many nore. Talk has already circulated about limting cave diving to
Florida resident divers of possibly to certified cave divers only.

The crux of the problemseens to boil down to a matter of attitude
and ignorance. |Ill-prepared, untrained divers fromup north appear
totally unaware of the dangers of cave exploration. They cannot seem
to accept the fact that cave diving is a highly specialized activity.
Being a certified sports diver does not qualify a person for cave
diving. Cave diving requires a special course of training, special
equi pnent and extra safety precautions. Cave diving is far nore
perilous than reef diving, |ake diving, or other forns of open water
diving. Therisk is double, for the cave diver i s UNDERGROUND as wel |
as underwater. |Inessence, Floridacavedivingis not for sports divers
unless they are willing to undergo training in this unique form of
under wat er expl orati on. Speci al training, special equipnment, and
special certification should be basic prerequisites for cave divers.
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Qddly enough, it is often the northern scuba instructor who
contributes to Florida’ s cave dil emm. Many of these instructors
possess only a little nore know edge about Florida cave diving than
their blissful students. They organize bus | oads of freshly trained
students for open water checkouts in the springs. Four of |ast year’s
victins drowned in caves during their final check out dives! 1In one
case of atripledeath, aNewdJerseyinstructor | edtwo ot her cave di ving
neophytes into a cavern where all three perished. None of the three
had any previ ous cave diving training, nor were properly equi pped for
thedive. It is becomngincreasingly obviousthat many newy certified
divers are being told they are fully qualified for any and all types
of diving, even though the instructor doesn’t have the fai ntest notion
of what Floridacavedivingis all about. No wonder these sports divers
arrived in Florida’s cave country with a chip on their shoul der.
They’ ve been told they know it all, so why the big fuss about these
caves?

Still another interesting aspect which has surfaced fromcurrent
cave diving accident studies is that 73 per cent of the fatalities
I nvol ve teenage divers between the ages of 15 and 20. |In one double

deat h case at Peacock Sl ough, the divemaster expressly warned two 16
year old divers not to gointo the cave. They were supposed to renmain
inthe open area in the spring. Several hours later their bodies were
recovered froma poi nt sone 400 feet back intothe cave. This represents
strong and dammi ng evi dence agai nst the judgenent capabilities of our
younger divers. Lack of mature judgenent, inpulsiveness, thril
seeking, and childish disregard for safety regulations are all too
fatal faults linked with teenage diving accidents. Are we teaching
scuba di ving to peopl e too young to handl e t he sober responsibilities
of caution, self-discipline, and programm ngs? O is it possible that
the Florida caves are nore rfrequently dived by teenagers because of
the | ow cost and easy access? Watever the reason, it nust be clearly
understood that cave diving is definitely nore perilous than other
types of diving.

What is being done to conbat the alarmng rise in cave diving
accidents? Quiteabit. Six years ago, a group of the top cave diving
experts in Florida forned the National Association for Cave D ving.
Spear headed by Dave Desautels, TomMunt and ot her veterans, the NACD
has conducted cave diving accident research, recovered the victins
I nvol ved i n many of the acci dents, conducted cave di vi ng sem nars, and
devel oped a sound program for cave diving safety.

To date, the NACD has trained and certified 11 cave diving
I nstructors. These nmen were already qualified sports diving
I nstructors - NACD sinply provided the specialized training in cave
diving techni que and safety. These 11 instructors, in turn, are now
of fering specialized training courses in cave diving that range from
five weeks of intensified training (every Saturday and Sunday) to six
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nont hs on a sl ower, nore spaced out series of classes. Florida cave
di ving courses i nclude a m ni rumof 20 cave di ves under every possi bl e
condition imaginable - silt dives, noderate cave penetration, deep
caves, night dives, etc. A mnimumof 12 hours classroomlecture is
also required, but the major enphasis is placed on open water
experience. Desautels explains, ‘The only way to | earn Florida cave
diving safely is to dive those caves under the cl ose supervision of
an experienced, certified cave diving instructor. Cave diving cannot
be learned in a classroomor sw mm ng pool’.

NACD has expl or ed and mapped nost of t he popul ar Fl ori da Cave di vi ng
spots, and in the process evol ved a conpl etel y new net hod and code for
t hr ee-di nensi onal underwater mapping of intricate cave and tunne
| abyrinths. The organi zati on has al so devel oped an official |ist of
safety rul es for cave diving, and alist of specialized equi prment which
they feel is mandatory for cave exploration. They have al so posted
war ni ng signs around (and in) sonme of the nore dangerous springs.

At present, the NACD is offering the follow ng publications to
divers all over the country:

Cave Diving Manual $3. 25
Proceedi ngs of the First Annual Sem nar on Cave Diving 1.50
Mappi ng Under wat er Caves 1.50
Proceedi ngs of the Fifth Annual Sem nar on Cave D ving 3.00
Safety Tips on Cave Diving no charge

You can obtain any or all of the above publications by sending a
check or noney order to:

Jack Banbury

Publ i cati ons Chai rnan of NACD
Institute of Marine Science
10 Ri ckenbacker Causeway
Mam, Fla. 33149.

And by the | ooks of the blissful ‘certified sports divers pouring
in from the northern states, this cave diving material should be
mandat ory readi ng for every scuba instructor

I f you want to hear about the problens of cave diving first hand,
you mght be interested in attending the Sixth Annual Cave Diving
Sem nar, June 16 and 17, 1973, Li ndenwood Col | ege, St Louis, M ssouri.
For further information on this inportant workshop, contact: NACD
2900 NW 29t h Ave, Gainesville, Florida 32601.

It’s not i npossi ble for asports diver to becone a saf e cave di ver.



