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Overvi ew

Fi ve deat hs have been identified but the limtations of the systemused to
detect the occurrence of fatal incidents (voluntary notification by interested
persons, and newspaper reports if the cases occur when nothi ng nore newsworthy
has occurred) nmake it probable that the total is higher. There were two breath-
hol d diver and three using scuba. |nprovident actions contributed to these

deat hs, gross inexperience being present in all the scuba victins. Wile this
factor can never be elimnated it is hoped that consideration if these cases
will alert trained divers to the great disservice they do to a friend if the
either lend their equi prent or condone the use of their good nane to allow an
untrai ned person to obtain and use scuba equi prment. The factor of cold was
mentioned in two fatalities, another rem nder that youth and determ nati on al one
are no guarantee of safety. The wearing of buoyancy vests woul d have made four
of these deaths less likely. Several safety violations were present in all the
cases, none being the penalty of a single mstake.

Cases
The following brief reports are based in part on information presented at
I nquests and in part on newspaper and other sources. Information available is

not always as great as would be desired and readers are requested to involve

t hensel ves in supplying information, not limted to fatalities, to broaden the
scope of the investigations. Confidentiality is always afforded to such
reports.

Case BH 77/1 This victimwas with two conpanions in an area where peopl e dived
for abalone. He was reluctant to dive this day because he had no wet suit and
the water was cold and choppy. The three divers swam fromthe beach

separately, to a reef about 100 moff shore. He was seen to surface suddenly
froma breath-hold dive, clutch his stomach, and then di sappear fromsight. One
of his friends swamto offer assistance but was unable to find him The other

di ver renmined ignorant of the incident until he had conpleted his dive and
returned to the beach. The body was not recovered till the next day, by which
time it had been danaged by sharks. He was said to have been a good sw nmrer and
to have skin-dived before. It is thought that the body was maul ed after death.
Through a m sunder st andi ng concerni ng the degree of body |oss, only the externa
exam nation of the body was ordered and no internal organs were exani ned so no
type of useful nmedical evidence is available. Death is assumed to have resulted
from dr owni ng.

Case BH 77/2 The danger of diving alone is apparent in this sinple tragedy. He
was a good swi nmmer, spear fishing while his father sat in the boat and |ine
fished. His float was observed to be remaining unusually still so, after
watching it for about 10 minutes, his father pulled up the line and found his
son floating without noving. He brought the body into the boat but
resuscitation attenpts failed. Witer depth was 18-21 m (60-70 ft) and the sea
calm Medical evidence was given that the victimhad a probable epileptic

hi story, though a specialist physician who investigated himabout 17 nonths

before this incident reports that the E.E. G was nornal . Nevert hel ess he had
been prescribed Dilantin, it being felt that both faints and fits had occurred
previously and were possibly stress related. It is not known if he took his

suggest ed nedi cation. Hyperventilation, which was al nost certainly practiced by
any experienced spearfisherman operating in 18-21 m (60-70 ft), could have |ed
either directly to an anoxic bl ackout or induced a fit. As he was diving al one,
drowni ng woul d inevitably follow
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Case SC 77/1 A friend was introducing this young man to scuba diving. The day
before he nade a 10 m nute dive, apparently his first ever. The sea conditions
seenmed good so the friend called himinto the water for what was to be the fatal
dive. He had a borrowed scuba set. After about 5 minutes of check-out in the
wat er he was judged to be alright and it was agreed that they would dive and

SWi m across a sandy area, water depth about 4 m (12 ft), to reach sonme rocks.
The friend |l ed the way, about a length and a half in advance of his “pupil”.
Apparently the | eader surfaced to check their position and was unable to find
the victimon returning to the sea floor. He searched visually w thout success
until he saw sonefins floating at the surface, shortly afterwards finding his
friend lying on the sea bed. He brought himto the surface and onto sone rocks,
sem -consci ous and without mask or fins. Resuscitation was attenpted by use of
the regul ator but waves washed hi m back into the sea several tines, till the
rescuer hinself was in trouble and calling for assistance to get back onto the
rocks. He was assisted to |leave the water and the victinms body was recovered
shortly afterwards from2.4 m(8 ft) of water, still wearing the weight belt.
Nei t her wore buoyancy ai ds.

Case SC 77/2 An occupational risk of professional fishermen is the |oss of
their trawl nets on sea floor weckage or rocks. On this occasion the fisherman
obt ai ned a quotation for recovery of his nets and decided the cost of a

pr of essi onal diver would be excessive. He therefore went to a sports store and
hired scuba equi pment to enable himto do the job for hinmself, a procedure he
had foll owed on a nunber of previous occasions. Hi s first attenpt was only
partially successful as he used up his air supply before conpleting the job. He
was diving in a tideway so was seen by the harbour police [aunch crew, who
stopped by to suggest, politely, that he should notify the Marine Service of his
proposed activities. They also lent hima “Diver Down” flat to display. On
this occasion he was wearing a home nmade wei ght belt over his overalls, though
the next day he wore it beneath them He was questioned about this by the
friend he took with himthe next day to nanage the boat while he dived, but did
not change the arrangenment of his equi pnent. He was wearing desert boots,

socks, a skivvy and two junpers under the overalls, and had a knife, spike,
shifting spanner and line attached to his waist. For this second attenpt to

rel ease his net he hired two tanks to ensure that he was not thwarted by runni ng
out of air again. The water was rough and the wind was gusty. He had neither
fins nor a buoyancy vest, however there was a contents gauge on the hired tanks.
He was seen to surface after freeing the net, appearing about 36 m (120 ft) in
front of his boat. It is thought that his mask was off and that the demand

val ve was not in his nouth when he was seen on the surface. Not unnaturally he
seened to be having sone difficulty in remaining at the surface. He disappeared
before the boat could be brought to his position. According to the police the
victi mwas an experienced snorkel (breath-hold) diver but had only used scuba
about six tinmes, usually to free his nets. The sports store keeper decl ared
that he had frequently hired equi pment over the preceding 6-7 years, and that as
a “licensed fisherman” he could be expected to know how to dive. Another dive
shop had refused to accomobdate his request to hire tanks as his qualifications
wer e doubt ed.

Case SC 77/3 This young nman was naki ng his second scuba dive, the first having
been in a protected pool used for diver training. H's friend had his own

equi prent and his certification card. The card was presented to ensure the hire
of a scuba set, which was then handed to the victimfor his use. The water
visibility was poor and the sea was sufficiently cold for the buddy (trained) to
suggest termnating the dive after about 10 m nutes. They were diving from
rocks into water up to 11 m (35 ft) deep. After about half an hour, a check of
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contents gauges showed that the pressure was down to 500 psi. They started to
ascend together. Owing to the difficulty of making a successful exit onto the
rocks, which were being washed over by waves, the buddy was fully occupi ed by
his own problens for a short tine. Wen finally out of the backwash, he took
his mask of f and | ooked around for his friend but was unable to sight him A
near by rock fisherman called that he had seen a diver in difficulties so he
began an urgent search, but was hanpered by the | oss of his mask. The nmask had
been washed away into the white water while he recovered fromthe exertion of
his exiting problenms. Qher divers joined the search and the body was found
about 6 m (20 ft) seawards fromthe position of |ast sighting. According to
one of the searchers, a strong current was running. It is possible that the
victi m made an unsuccessful attenpt to | eave the water but was drowned after
bei ng washed off the rocks and tunbl ed about in white water

Di scussi on

In no case was a buoyancy aid worn. All were either diving al one or had
separated fromtheir conmpanion at the critical time. Except for the diver who
had an epileptic history and was probably a “post-hyperventilation bl ackout”
victim a buoyancy aid could have greatly inproved the chances of survival. In
two cases it is presunmed that cold was a significant factor. None of the four
scuba divers were in any way adequately prepared to nmanage their scuba equi prent
if faced with any untoward event. Case SC 77/2 is alnost an object lesson in
how not to dive. It is worth noting that the survival of a diver cannot be
taken to indicate that his nethods and know edge are worthy of enul ation
“Experience” is a teacher to be viewed critically! H's death may have been from
an air enbolism but as the body was not recovered for a week this could not be
denmonstrated. It is very unfortunate that these three persons were able to
borrow or hire scuba equi pnent, for had it been otherw se they would still be
alive. The need to assess the ease of |eaving the water before entering is
underlined in the last case, it being the final critical error. As has been
noted other reports, there are alnost invariably a series of negative factors
present which contributed to the fatal outcone. Often the correction of any one
woul d have altered the outconme. One should not only be trained to survive at
| east noderate mi sadventures but learn to assess the conditions so as to avoid
attenpting nore than is within the capabilities of the |ease able of the party.
Have a buddy and a buoyancy vest and you are likely to live to tell your own
di ving story.
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Proj ect Stickybeak

Reports on diving rel ated i nci dents of every type are desired including fatalities,
as safety depends on the recognition of potentially dangerous circunstances while
avoi danceisstill asinplemtter. Safety al so depends on naki ngthe correct response
to such situations should they occur, and reports fromthose who have successfully
met the test woul d share their know edge with others. Confidentality is guaranteed
to all correspondents.

Pl ease wite to Dr DD G WALKER

P. 0. BOX 120
NARRBEEN N. S. W 2101
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