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lex and Emilio were thrilled as

they surfaced after their dive. Tt
was the firse time they had dived from
Emilio’s new boat. They loved it They
could dive wherever and whenever
they wanted. No crowds, no one else’s
agenda, On top of that, Alex found
several Lirge lobsters on thedr favorive
wreck, and he was already dreaming of

the fine dinner he was going to prepare
that night. He was loaking forwarnd to
showing off rar his Friends Wis skill and
good fortune now that they had a boar
of their own, Alex slipped out of his
scuba unit and pushed it up onto the
swirn step as he prepared to et oue of
the warer. And he Immediarely began
1 nrmgglu.

Lessons for Life

After surfacing, Alex sheds some gear — but what he
removes first puts him in peril. This is a true story, but the
names have been changed. mEeric pouGLAS

The Divers

Alex and Emilio had been diving for
vnly a shore time, but chey dived every
weekend they could ger away. And when
they weren't diving, they were talking
aboue It. Emillo loved underwater phe

wgraphy and wok his time on dives,
Mlex liked to swim and explore, Iy
worked our well, though, as Alexs could
play the role of Emilin’s subject or would
find interesring chings for Emilio w
photograph. Unfortunately, thar sce-
nario often meant that the pair had 1o
call the dives because of Alex’s air con-
sumprion. His hard swimming caused
him to tive quicker and breathe faseer
than the relaxed Emilio.

The Dives

The morning dawned clear and erisp
s Emilio and Alex headed out, They
wanted o get moared up on their
favarite dive site before any of the local
charter boars got there. They were
excited about their newlound freedom.
Their u:‘||:|.' previons [jl'r’ll'lt; expericnce
was on charter dive boats and neither
had stopped 1o consider thar hecause
they were diving from their own bear,
they mighr need ro change their div-
ing routine, So they just jumped in the
water and went for a dive. Together
they performed back-roll entries and
laughed ar each other once they had
goteen themselves re-orienced to the
surface. After sectling down. they
began their descent:

They had incredible visibilicy as they
headed toward the weeek. The cureent
was a bir stronger than normal, but
both divers compensated. They turned
t swim against the water pressure
and began o explore, Emilio brought
his camera w his eye and immediately
began phomgraphing the Freighrer’s
corl-encrusted hull on the boteom. Alex
dropped to the sund and began looking
under wreck debris, checking for lob-



sters, He was successful, quickly finding
two lirge onc. He ended up chasing a
thire for a few minutes, e Anally gor
the erustacean ino his game bag.
Emilin kepean eyeom his friend while
he warked and mide sure they stved
close wpether, After b agging riu, lhml
lobster, Alex checked his submersible
pressure gauge and dive compurer, real:
izing it was rime to make his controbled
ascent to the surface. He hooked his
l_u.lil"‘.' 11“'.\_2 T 1':.'\ "u‘r'l'l?l“ I:H.‘ll. \i.gll:lil'l]
Emilio and headed o the ascent line,

Removing his weight
belt and game bag first
would have made all
the difference for Alex.

They bhorh made a slow ascent and sur-
faced ar the stern of the boar. The hoat's
two small swin steps on either side of
the vwin outhuiard engines forced the
divers apart. They could hear and ralk ro
each ather, but couldn't see each othet
because of the Lirge engine housings.
O the Vex's BOC was fully
inHared w compensate lor the labsters
weighe, The additional air made i bulky
and difculr for him oo move dround,
so he unbuckled the jacket and slid oue
ol the scuba unit, He was In a hurry

surface, ¢

to get out of the gear, as the pressure
fromm thie full facker was making it difh-
cult for him oo breathe. Wich a push, he
shoved his gear onve the swim step. The
HF'I"u'r'..ir{I j-ii'fﬂ,' I!I-l'l.lﬁ Ill]':h 'l.hu'k].'l.l |'|!\ |'|1.'.|LJ
underwarer, and the additional weiglt
from his weight belt and the game bag
dragged him down. His only air sup
ply was on the surface and he dropped
l.'ll.lil.'l.l.lh — ot af eantrol.

Analysis

Unfortumately, scenarios similar ro this
acchdent happen all wo frequently, This
diver was found on the borom, a dq}'
later, with his weight belt and ganie bag
still in place, The labsters ticd o his belr
added approximarely 10 pounds worth
';:II EXIra \\'ﬂl!;i“’.

Frpical of dive aceldents, a series of
small problems compounded o causca
higger problem. It's very rare thar a sin-
gle issue gers a diver in trouble. In this
case, chasing lobsver on the borom wich
i Stronger than normal curren served 1o
tire the diver our. Fle was our of breath
from the dive and the overinflared B
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TRAINING Lessans for Life

Is this spiny lobster really worth losing
your life over?

on the surface. Alex was inexperienced
and was also diving slightly over-
weighted. Add in the extra drag and
weight from the game bag, and this diver
was at his limir.

Those problems would not have caused
this diver to die, though, under normal
circumsrances. His lack of Familiaricy
with small-boar exit procedures was a
major problen. If both divers had raken
the time to plan their exic. Alex might
be alive today. They had never made an

At AKA, every doy is o new od

Overle skills means they are so automatic
that you don’t have to think about them.

entry ar an exi from a small boat, as
indicaed by their lack of amiliarity with

the back-roll entry. The best course of

action for the divers would have been 1o
discuss the process with i dive instruceor
ur an experienced diver from their local
dive shop who could give them advice.

Removing his weight belt and rhe
game bag first would have made all the
difference for Alex. Often, those who
dive from small boats, especially ones
with high sides, will hang a line over the
side so they can tie off thelr equipment.
Alex was so overweighted that as soon
as he removed the additional Hoatation
provided by the BC, he couldn’t com-
pensate by swimming. The weighr and
the reactive force as he pushed his gear
up pushed him down. and the momen-
tum kepe him going

All Alex had o do as soon as his
head went underwarer was Hip open the
buckle on his weight belr, sending his
weights and rhe game bag o the bottom
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and making himself positively buoyant
again. His wersuit would have seen 1o
that. Trs natural buoyancy would have
slowed his descent and pulled him back
to the surfice — even if he was uncon-
scious. There’s no way of knowing if
Alex simply panicked as he sank, but it
is quite likely. Panic causes divers o for-
get basic skills and make poor choices.
The perceprual parrowing broughr on by
panic typically offers anly ane solurion
— in most cases that's a fight response,
holring for the surface and fresh air. It’s
very likely thar Alex struggled and rried
to swim for the surface. This exertion
would cause him 10 use the resid-
ual axygen in his body even faster. He
probably never even considered releas-
ing his weights — or his game bag. He
might've been so excited abour the lob-
sters inside, he didn’t wanrt ro drop them.
It's also possible thar he never really
practiced ditching his weights in his
entry-level diving class, Sometimes dive

venture. Make that two or three new adventures.
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instructors won't fully pracice the skill, |
worrying about damaging the bottom of

the pool. Or maybe it had been so long
since Alex's Initial rraining that dicching
didn'e ceoss his mind. To make emer-
gency skills an automatic response, they
ineed 1o be overlearned, not just learned,
Owverlearning of skills means they are sa
automatic that you don't have w think
ahour them. They just happen, typically

keeping potentially life-threatening |

problems from escalaring. The only way
o overlearn skills and make them aum-
matic iy to practice them regulardy and in
vatious sieuations and conditions. When
panicked and out of air underwater, one
should not have w have o think abouw
whar o do next.

For whatever reason, Alex never
released any of the weight and it dragged
him down, It took a few moments for
Emilio to realize his buddy was even
gone, since they couldn’t see cach other
around the engines. When Emilio finally
realized something was wrong, he didn't
have enough air in his tank to oy and
find Alex. By the time help arrived, Alex's
hody had drifred away,
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Lessons for Life

B Adjust your dive routine for the circumstances of the dive. Anytime you
make a change to your diving, take a few minutes to think through how you
need to alter your technigue to compensate,

O Keep all your gear, especially the life-support equipment, in place until
you are salidly in the boat. If you need to take samething off, remove your
weight. Keep your regulator In your mouth and your mask on your face as
you climb into the boat. The gear might feel like it's in the way. but it won't
be if you should fall back into the water

© Take time to properly adjust your buoyancy. Diving with less weight on
your belt will help you remain streamlined in the water and use less air, and
energy, on your dive,

0 Be familiar with basic emergency skills. It's always a good idea to prac-
tice emengency skills if you haven't done so in a while. Ditch your weights,
and remove and replace your regulator and mask from time to time, in con-
trolled circumstances, so you won't hesitate if you need to perform those
potentially life-saving skills in an emergency.

© Dive with a buddy with a similar style and purpose. While sometimes it
is nice for one diver to be a photographer and one a model, these two divers
really weren't compatible. If Emilio had gotten distracted by a photographic
subject, he could have lost track of Alex earlier. That wasn't the cause of this
accident, but this problem has caused many others to get in trouble

Eric Douglas is the director of training lor Divers Alert Network. He also co-authored
the book, Scuba Diving Safety, and has written a series of dive-adventure novels and

| short stories. To see more of his work, visit booksbhyeric.com
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