TRAINING............

Diver Down

Basic dive planning, and a simple dive flag, might have averted
disaster when four divers go out but only three return
» BY ERIC DOUGLAS

The four men were at 15 feet and making
their way back to their campsite. They
had spent most of the dive in the lake
at between 60 to 80 feet, so they were
making a long, slow swim back. They
wete following the bottom contours of
the lake, doing their best to stay off the
muddy bottom. But Ed was struggling
to control his buoyancy at that shal-
low depth. With each breath, he floated
toward the surface. He kept trying to vent
air from his BC without much success,
eventually having to fight into a head-
down position and kick his way back to
the bottom. And that’s when the boat hit.

THE DIVERS

Ed and his buddies loved to dive at the
local lake. They would camp out on the
shore and dive all weekend long. They
had grown up together not far away,
took their open-water certification class
together and were slowly acquiring new
dive gear. Ed had just bought a new wet-
suit that week. While it was the same
thickness as the suit he normally rented
at his local dive shop, it hadn’t been com-
pressed with use. He noticed that he
stayed warmer and was able to go a little
deeper in the lake, though, and as a result
stay down longer than on previous dives.
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ED DIDN’T HEAR THE
SOUND OF THE BOAT,

AND HE NEVER SAW IT; HE
ONLY FELT IT WHEN THE
HULL STRUCK HIM. HE
WAS INSTANTLY KNOCKED
UNCONSCIOUS.

THEDIVE

A light fog rose from the water, and the
lake was flat calm as the two buddy teams
entered from the shore. The boaters on
the multiuse lake hadn’t roused yet, so
everything was still quiet. The foursome
quickly descended down the rock wall,
keeping the dam on their right. Their
plan was simple: They would descend to
between 70 and 80 feet, staying close to
the rocks. When they reached half their
gas supply, they would ascend to 30 feet
and move back toward their campsite,
the rock-wall dam now on their left.
When they reached the underwater
road bed that ran along the face of the
dam, they would ascend to 15 feet and
swim the rest of the way in, performing
a swimming safety stop.

This dive plan would take them well
outside the no-wake zone for boaters.
Inside the no-wake zone, boaters were
required to use only idle speeds, but
outside that area they could move as
fast as they wanted. On previous dives,
the foursome had trouble with floating
dive flags getting tangled in the rocks as
they dived along the dam, so they opted
to leave them behind this time. They
reasoned that they would be well under-
water the entire time they were outside
the no-wake zone.

THE ACCIDENT

Ed had enjoyed the dive, but not every-
thing was perfect. While he felt warmer
and more comfortable, he noticed that he
had used more air than normal. He had
gone a little deeper than the other divers
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and stayed down a little longer, so he had
less air in his tank as he finished the dive.

Ed didn’t hear the sound of the boat
propeller churning through the water.
He floated toward the surface and was
just about to simply swim the rest of
the way on the surface when the boater
crossed the no-wake zone.

Wanting to get his boat up on plane
quickly, the boat driver immediately
began accelerating toward the far end of
the lake. The rapid acceleration caused
the boat’s bow to rise up in the air, shov-
ing the rapidly turning propeller a little
deeper. Ed never saw the boat; he only
felt it when the hull struck him. He was
instantly knocked unconscious and later
pronounced dead at the hospital.

ANALYSIS

Ed changed his gear configuration with-
out thinking about what it would do to
his diving. He wore a new wetsuit on the
dive, but never performed a buoyancy
check. If he had, he probably would have
realized that he needed additional weight
to compensate for the more buoyant suit.

A typical 80-cubic-foot aluminum
cylinder will become positively buoyant
as it is emptied — usually 3 or 4 pounds
positive. To offset this, most divers
begin their dives slightly negative so
they end the dive neutrally buoyant. As
Ed breathed down his tank, he began to
float. At depth, with the suit compressed,
it wasn’t a problem. As he neared the sur-
face, the problem became apparent. Ed
also had dived deeper and stayed longer
than usual, using up more of his air sup-
ply. This meant that his tank was just a
licele bit lighter than it would have been
on a normal dive.

The last mistake was the one that could
have been prevented. Dive flags serve as
a signal to boaters to stay away from the
area. The boater had no way of knowing
that divers were in the water, much less
near the surface. Their bubbles would be
breaking the surface, but without some
reason to look down, the boater would be
looking ahead, not down.

The use of red flags with white stripes
is not universal, although it is commonly
recognized. Some countries require a
blue-and-white Alpha flag. If the group
had used a dive flag to alert boaters that
divers were in the water, Ed would have
finished the dive frustrated, but alive.

LESSONS FOR LIFE

D Perform a sim-
ple buoyancy
check on your
first dive after
adding a new
piece of gear,
making a change
to your setup or
diving in a new
environment.

) Take a few
moments to
consider how
every piece of
equipment you
might carry (like
a dive flag, for
example) can
be a critical
safety item.

9 Use a dive flag,
or Alpha flag,
when diving in
an area where
boaters might be
present — it can
alert boaters to

your presence
and help prevent
a tragic accident.
Check with local
regulations on
the size and
design required.

»\ Eric Douglas co-authored the book Scuba Diving Safety,
and has written a series of dive-adventure novels and short
stories as well. Check out his website at booksbyeric.com.
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From coral-encrusted Spanish Galleons in 14 feet of water to hulking
Navy ships in 130, it's easy to see why so many divers and snorkelers
are fans of The Florida Keys & Key West. And with the only living coral
barrier reef in North America, more than 500 species of marine life,
warm tropical waters and dozens of professional dive operators and dive
sites, there’s no better place to learn to dive or advance your skills.
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Amy Slate’s Amoray Dive Resort,
Key Largo
305-451-3595 or 800-426-6729
amoray.com

Hall’s Diving Center & Career
Institute, Marathon
800-331-4255 or 305-743-5929
hallsdiving.com

Pirate Island Divers, Key Largo
800-809-9881 or 305-453-9881
pirateislanddivers.com

BlueWater Divers of Key Largo
305-453-9600

bluewaterdiver.net

Keys Diver Snorkel & Scuba,
Key Largo
888-289-2402 or 305-451-1177
keysdiver.com
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Courtyard by Marriott Key Largo
888-731-9056 or 305-451-3939

marriott.com.mthcy

Island Ventures, Key Largo
866-293-5006 or 305-451-4957
islandventure.com

Florida Keys Dive Center, Islamorada
305-852-4599

mykeysdiving.com or
floridakeysdivectr.com
Conch Republic Divers, Islamorada

800-274-3483 or 305-852-1655
conchrepublicdivers.com

Snap-It to see
our Dive Video



