FREE ASCENTS:. A VIEWFROM THE SCOTTI SH SUB- AQUA CLUB
Prof essor ASG Curtis
Presi dent, Scottish Sub-Aqua C ub

| have been asked by Dr D Walker to wite a defence of the practice of free ascents
in the training used by the Scottish Sub- Aqua C ub.

Speaki ng purely personal |y for a paragraph, | would remark that | have been surprised
at the intense and righteous disapproval that some people have evinced on hearing
about our use of free ascents. It seens to me that as soon as we have a perfect
know edge about howwe should dive andtrainit will betimeto start throw ng stones
at those who are clearly anongst the inperfect. W are not at that happy state yet
and the SSACregards its present practices as the best it knows, but is quite aware
that inthe future both the accunul ati on of evi dence and of thought is boundto alter
at least some if not all of our training. Thus the views expressed inthis article
represent the present and t he historical positionbut cannot be heldto be a statenent
of what we may do in the future.

First, what do we do? SSACtraining and testing is not greatly different fromCMAS
or even fromBSACtrai ni ng. The stages whi ch atrainee shoul d pass t hrough are Snor kel
Diver, 3rd Cass Diver, 2nd Class Diver, and then onwards to 1st C ass Di ver and/
or a variety of instructional qualifications. During the open water tests for the
2nd C ass award the trai nee, who by nowwi Il have at | east twenty and probably nore
than thirty open water dives to his or her credit, is asked to conplete, after
appropriate training, atest inwhich aslow (1l netre per 3 seconds) free ascent in
a non-buoyant state from6 or 7 nmetres depth to the surface is perfornmed.

Wy do we do it? Basically for three reasons:

1. Free ascent situations will occur, however careful we are about matters |ike
equi prent servi ci ng, dive pl anni ng, and avoi dance of situations which m ght | ead
to free ascent. After all, a great deal of training is directed towards
situations whi ch never ought to happen, eg. rescuing soneone else. 1In recent
years, as well as earlier, at | east 16 i nci dents per 10, 000 di ves have occurred
in the SSAC in which such events as equi pnent failure, air supply exhaustion,
rescue of panicking divers, and very occasionally unforeseen difficulties in
handl i ng potential |y buoyant articles on wecks, etc. have | ed to the necessity
of making free ascents. Simlar incidents have occurred in other clubs.

2. Qur training philosophy is that training is mainly towards neeting potenti al
energenci es and that it shoul d be practical rather than purely theoretical. In
other words it is better to have sonme practical experience of one’s ability to
cope with a potential emergency situation (sinmulated in training) rather than
a purely theoretical know edge, as this gives greater insight and confidence
as well as proven ability: provided that the risk in training is appreciably
smal l er than the risk in not being practically trained. W should al so | ook
at the likelihood of asituation arising and thus determ ne whet her the training
shoul d be given to every diver or only to those who have both nore experience
and nore probability of carrying out a large nunber of dives and thus of
encountering the situation. W also need to anal yse each situation and the
appropriate response(s) and consi der at what point, taking into account other
practical andtheoretical know edge required, shoul dthetrainingbeintroduced.
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3. At this point we enter an area where information is partially |Iacking.
Nevertheless it is clear that practicing free ascents as we do it (see bel ow)
nmust have a fairly snall risk. The Scottish Sub-Aqua C ub has now conpl et ed
nore than 2800 free ascents wthout incident since the practice was re-
i ntroduced. It can be argued that perhaps a very small anount of barotrauna
nm ght have been detectabl e shortly after the ascents but there is no evidence
fromwhich to suppose that this was so

The Cub is in the process of introducing a regular requirenent for repeat nedica
exam nations for divers and those, adnmttedly few, divers who have been re-exani ned
after undertaking free ascents have shown sign of |ung damage.

Are free ascent accidents nmore frequent in those clubs that ban their practice? W
do not knowas yet, but we do knowthat i ncidents requiringfree ascent do occur during
di ves. Evidence on the incidence of various types of accident in the SSAC is set
out in Table 1. The data for this table was collected in a recent survey.

Basically, the table tells us that air failure is a far comoner incident than
deconpressi on sickness, or hypotherm a, or unexpected sickness unconnected with
diving, manifesting itself during a dive.

It iswrth looking at the events and argunents that |l ed the RNto suggest that free
ascent training should be banned. |In the late 60's and early 70's RN had a snal |
nunber of cases of fatal barotrauna duri ng submari ne escape traini ng, nmai nly anongst
the trainees. The training requires the use of a very fast highly buoyant ascent
wi th speed of 2 netres per second or faster with buoyancy i n excess of 10 kil ograns.
Clearly these very fast ascents do have arel atively highrisk of barotrauna, perhaps
particularly anongst those who have little or no previous experience of being
underwater. |t can be pointed out that the nearest equivalent situation for the
amat eur diver arises either during ABLJ training, in which nmismanagenent can | ead
to highly buoyant ascents, or when wei ght belts are | ost, particularly by those who
have inflated dry suits or who carry a great deal of weight. |If free ascent poses
a great risk to the amateur di ver we shoul d perhaps consi der banni ng ABLJ trai ning
or the use of inflatable dry suits.

Surprisingly the RN does not have appeared to have carried out any detail ed research
into the incidence of free ascent barotrauna anongst amateur divers in arriving at
its recomendati ons and may not have been aware of the type of training that was in
fact beingused. Inthe SSACthe enphasisis first that woul d-be divers shoul dreceive
whol e pl ate X-ray exaninationtoensurethat they are free frombul | ae. Wen practi cal
training starts the trainee starts working on a shot Iinew th great care being taken
to ensure that he or she is very close to neutral buoyancy. Initially the trainee
is accustomed to use a shot line for ascent, finning to ascend. Then the trainee
wor ks on the |ine ascending with his nouthpiece out, but close to hand should the
need for it be felt, breathing out and with an instructor by his side. Wen free
ascents can be done from6-7 netres at the correct speed on the shot Iine, the trainee
then repeats this free fromthe shot. Free ascents fromdepths i n excess of 7 netres
do not form part of SSAC training.

Thus though we recogni se that free ascent does carry sone potential risk there is
a very lowrisk of consequent barotrauma, so lowthat in fact it has not been seen
in SSAC. Al training and diving procedures carry a neasure of risk: for instance
there have been at |east three cases of incipient drowning in pool during SSAC
trai ni ng, happily obvi at ed by wat chf ul and know edgeabl e instructors. But it is clear
that the incidence of the need to carry out free ascents i s very nmuch hi gher, however
avoi dabl e they ni ght have been in a nore perfect world. However the SSAC regards
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free ascent as the solution of last renedy to an air supply failure, which should
be sol ved by preferably naki ng use of a conmpanion’s octopus rig, then by breathing
froman ABLJ, then by a shared ascent and, as a last resort, by free ascent.

The evi dence we have allows us to answer two of the three i nportant questions which
follow, and which sum up the whol e question

Do situations leading to free ascent occur with sufficient frequency to require
training for this formof ascent? Anincidence of one free ascent per 243 di ves (about
6 years diving for the average SSAC nenber) suggests to us that since free ascent
isthe fifth nost conmon diving incident it is well worth training for it, provided
that the answer to the next question is suitable.

I's there an appreciable incidence of risk in free ascent training? The answer to
this is that since no incident has occurred during the 2800-o0dd training ascents it
nmust probably be a very | ow risk.

At this point all we can concludeisthat thereislittleriskinfreeascent training
and that it trains for afairly frequent incident. However it night be the case that
trai ned di vers who have not received free ascent training al so cope just as well with
free ascents as those who are trai ned, so we need to ask: |Is there appreciable risk
in not being trained for free ascent?

The SSAC cannot answer this, but we await data fromother clubs which do not carry
out free ascent training with interest. It should be renenbered that the reasons
which lead a particular diver to choose to carry out a free ascent may represent
failure of reasonabl e nai nt enance of equi pnent, pre- or in-dive checks, m sjudgenent
of situations and incorrect thought at the nmonment of accident, all of which can be
reduced i n i ncidence by better training, but that it is inpossibleto elimnnate such
human failings entirely. W plantocarry out alarger, nore thorough survey anongst
our nmenbers to discover if the frequency of free ascent is related to duration of
experience, and whether it i s cormoner inour earlier trainees thanin our nost recent
trai nees.

PROJECT SEAFARER RATED SAFE

Since its conception, Project Seafarer, the huge underground antenna grid system
proposed by the US Navy for comunicating with submari nes, has been controversi al
President Carter considers Seafarer to be essential to national security. O her
persons fear that the extrenely | owfrequency radio waves to be used coul d cause
bi ol ogi cal danmage to people (specifically, increased serumtriglyceride |evels),
orientative and navi gati onal problens for birds, and behavi ourabl e di fficulties for
fishes.

A Nati onal Academny of Sciences (NAS) conmittee has noweval uated prelim nary studies
of potential effects and has concluded that it is “very unlikely” that people living
near the Seafarer system if it is constructed, would be adversely affected by it.
The comittee did recommend, however, long-term studies of certain biological-
ecol ogi cal aspects to obtain nore definitive information.

( Reproduced from Sea Secrets

a publication of the International Cceanographi ¢ Foundation
(vol 21, 1977), to whom our thanks are due.)
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TABLE 1
SURVEY ON FREQUENCY OF VARI QUS TYPES OF DI VI NG | NCI DENT

Sanpl e: SSAC nenbers. 4868 dives, representing 148 years of diving experience

SHARED ASCENTS 1 incident per 173. 8 dives
RESCUE OF DI VER STARTI NG UNDERWATER 1 incident per 187.0 dives

(i ncluding ascents in which rescuee

did not use own main air supply)
RESCUE OF DI VER STARTI NG ON SURFACE 1 incident per 202. 0 dives
FAI LURE OF Al R SUPPLY 1 incident per 206. 7 dives
FREE ASCENTS 1 incident per 243. 4 dives
CONTAM NATED Al R SUPPLY 1 incident per 270. 2 dives
ABLJ ASCENT USED 1 incident per 486. 8 di ves
OCTOPUS ASCENT USED 1 incident per 486. 8 di ves
HYPOTHERM A 1 incident per 811. 3 dives
I LLNESS NOT CAUSED BY DI VI NG BUT MANI FESTI NG

| TSELF UNEXPECTEDLY DURI NG DI VE 1 incident per 2434.0 dives
DECOVPRESSI ON S| CKNESS 1 incident per 170,000* dives

(Not based on sample but on whol e club data)

* Data rounded to nearest 000.

Not e t hat dat a under sone cat egori es may appear al so i n ot her cat egories. For exanple
failure of air supply was the main, but not the only, cause of shared, free and ot her
ascents, contam nated air supply being the other main reason for shared, free and
ot her ascents.

DROMWNI NG A CASE OF "LOCAL RULES’

Maoris have clainmed a curse, in retribution for damage done to sacred pl aces, was
responsi bl e for the drowning of eight people off the Wi kato coast of New Zeal and
recently. A local |eader said “The drownings will continue as long as the land (in
which a friendly water spirit, a Taniwha, lives) is in other hands”. Another Maori
| eader points out that no Maori had ever been drowned in the area. The curse was
i nposed | ast year and since then the | ocal council and buil di ng contractors have had
a series of mshaps while trying to build on the disputed | and.

Australian, 13 January 1978
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