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Water Safety

The most important safety precaution you can take is to remember that water can be hazardous even if you don’t intend to go into it.  Take precautions against accidental falls and always keep a constant eye on children.  Enjoying a fun filled afternoon in the great outdoors can turn into a dangerous, possibly fatal situation in the blink of an eye.  Over seventy percent [70%] of all drowning victims were doing

something other than swimming or playing in the water at the time of an accident and never intended to go into the water in the first place.  
Water does not have to be deep to be a danger.  People have drowned in wells, cisterns, and even standing rainwater.  Many drownings take place around the house; even in bathtubs.  Outdoorsmen and boaters have been victims falling into ponds, rivers, and streams.  Construction workers working over and around water have suddenly found themselves in the water.  

Falling into cold water can be particularly dangerous.  Sudden submersion in cold water can cause the victim’s airway to close up because of the body’s gasp reflex. Prolonged exposure will result in hypothermia which is the drop of the body’s core temperature.  Heat is lost more quickly in water than on land. Water temperatures that would be quite reasonable as outdoor air temperatures can lead to hypothermia. A water temperature of 50 °F often leads to death in one hour, and water temperatures hovering at freezing can lead to death in as little as 15 minutes.  Even water that seems to be warm, at a temperature of 79 °F, will lead to hypothermia after prolonged exposure. 

Recognizing a water emergency:
Most people who are drowning are unable to call for help.  Drowning occurs when the victim inhales a

large amount of water and suffocates.  Drowning also occurs when the victim’s airway becomes closed by

the body’s gasp reflex.  This often happens when the victim falls into cold water.  People may also be in

danger of drowning from a head injury, heart attack, stroke, fainting, overexertion, seizure, or

incapacitating cramps taking place while in the water.
· A tired swimmer is too tired to get to shore or poolside but is not in any immediate danger.

· A person in distress is unable to get to safety without assistance, but is able to keep afloat and breathe and may be able to call for help.  A person in distress can quickly lose the ability to float and become a drowning person. 

· A drowning person is unable to keep afloat, breathe air, or call for help.  
· An active drowning person may be desperately trying to stay above the surface of the water to get air.  Witnesses to this kind of drowning often say they thought the victim was joking.  

· A passive drowning person may be floating facedown on or just below the surface of the water, or will sink quietly under the water.
Safety precautions to take when you’re around water:

· Be aware of possible dangers.

· Watch children at all times. 

· Wear a Coast Guard approved PFD [personal floatation device].

· Use the Buddy System – stay with at least one other person around water.

What you need to know before you are in a water emergency:

· Learn to swim four basic strokes – front crawl, elementary backstroke, sidestroke, breast stroke.
· Learn to tread water.

· Learn to use a PFD [personal floatation device].

· Learn to inflate your clothing to be used as a PFD.

· Learn how to assist others in an emergency – reach, throw, wade.
How to help yourself in a water emergency:
· Keep your head and face out of the water.  Body warmth escapes quickly through your head and face.  Submerging the head and face will speed up the loss of body heat.  Swimming or floating face down should be your last resort for saving your life.

· Use a swimming stroke that keeps the arms in the water – breaststroke, sidestroke, elementary backstroke.  Perfect technique is not important, use a stroke that is comfortable for you.

· Swim fully clothed.  Many types of clothing will actually help you float and will protect you from cold water.  If your shoes are comfortable to swim in, leave them on.  If they are heavy, take them off.  

· Use your shirt or jacket for floatation.  Blow air into the shirt or jacket keeping the collar pulled tightly around your neck or slash air/water into the shirt or jacket at the waistline keeping the collar tightly around the neck.  These techniques will cause air to be trapped in the shirt/jacket and form a bubble in the shoulders of the shirt/jacket, which will help you float. 
Using your shirt or jacket for floatation:
· Blow air into your shirt/jacket.  Tuck your shirt/jacket in or tie the bottom in a knot.  Button or fasten the collar area tightly at the neck.  Unbutton the second or third button, take a deep breath, bend your head forward, pull the shirt up to your face, and blow into the shirt.  Using a jacket you must unzip the zipper about six inches, while holding the collar tightly around the neck with one hand, take a deep breath, bend your head forward, pull the jacket up to your face, and blow into the jacket.  The front of the shirt or jacket must be under water.  The air will rise and form a bubble in the shoulders of the shirt/jacket, which will help you float.
· Splashing air into your shirt/jacket.  Button, zip or fasten the collar area tightly at the neck.  Float on your back and hold the front of the shirt/jacket with one hand, keeping it just under the surface of the water.  Strike the water with your free hand, palm down, from above the surface of the water to a point below the shirt/jacket bottom.  The air, carried down from the surface, will bubble into the shirt/jacket.    
How to help others in a Water Emergency:

You can help a victim only if you are in a safe position yourself and if you maintain control of the situation.  Never overestimate your own ability.  You can successfully assist someone in a water emergency by using reaching, throwing or wading techniques/skills.  While you are attempting to make an assist, someone should be calling 911 or seeking emergency medical assistance. 
Talking to a person in distress may be enough to calm them and they may be able to help you make an assist.  Tell the victim that help is on the way and give them instructions on what to do.  Encourage them to grab the rope or floatation device.  Ask the victim to try to move toward you by kicking or stroking.  Many victims have made their way to safety by themselves with the calm and encouraging assistance of someone call to them.

Diving into the water to save someone may seem courageous, but this requires special training. Without the proper training you will not increase the chances of saving the victim by swimming out to them.  In fact, you will put yourself in danger and risk two lives instead of saving one.

Reaching Assists:
· Try to calm the victim.  Talk to them -- reassure the victim they are going to be OK. 

· Lie flat on your belly, brace yourself, and extend your arm, a leg, a pole, a shepherd’s crook, an oar, a paddle, a tree branch, a shirt, a belt, or a towel -- anything that the victim can grab on to.  
· If you are at the water’s edge or in the water attempting an assist always maintain a firm grasp on a secure object on shore or at the pool’s deck.  Remember – a drowning victim will grab you in a panic trying to get to safety – be prepared to talk to them and reassure them while keeping yourself safe.
· If possible, grab the victim before they grab you.  Slowly pull them to safety.  If they grab you, pull the victim in slowly, taking care not to lose contact.
· Do not let go of your grasp until the victim is on solid ground. 
Throwing Assists:
There are many types of equipment that can be use in throwing assists. Heaving line, ring buoy, throw bags, and rescue tubes.  While in the great outdoors, use anything that will float – ie: a ball, a cooler, many types of cushions, a boogie board.  Encourage the victim to grasp the floatation device and kick toward safety. 
       Throwing a device with a line --

· Get into a position that is safe and allows you to maintain your balance.

· Bend your knees.

· Step on the non-throwing end of the line. 

· Aim your throw so the device will fall just beyond the victim but within reach.  Throw the device so the drift from the wind or current will bring it back within the victim’s reach.

· Slowly pull the victim to safety as they grasp the device.
Wading Assists:
If you can wade into the water without danger from currents or other dangers, wade in with a buoyant object and extend it to the victim.  Use a rescue tube, a ring buoy, a kickboard; anything that will float.  You can also use a tree branch, a pole, or an oar/paddle.  
· Always keep the safety device between you and the victim.

· Extend the far end of the rescue device to the victim.  Encourage the victim to hold on.

· Slowly pull the victim to safety, encouraging them to kick, and reassure them that everything will be OK.
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Snorkeling Equipment – What to Look For
Mask:  The mask is the window that lets you see the underwater marine world.  It should fit over the eyes and nose; fitting snugly over the face to prevent water from entering.  The mask should not be tight.  Holding the mask to your face, breathe in through your nose and the mask should stay on!  The straps should go over the head, above the ears, and around the top/back of the head.  

Snorkel:  The snorkel is a “J”-shaped tube [the barrel] with a mouthpiece attached at the end.  It allows the swimmer to float on the surface of the water, with their head under water, and breathe at the same time. There are many choices to make when selecting a snorkel: first – rubber or silicone; second – straight or curved barrel; third – with or without a purge valve; fourth – fixed or flexible mouthpiece end of barrel; fifth – fixed or replaceable mouthpiece; and finally – basic, semi-dry, or totally-dry snorkel.  A basic snorkel lets water into the barrel when you submerge.  Semi-dry snorkels are designed to keep water from slashing into the snorkel at the surface but still fill when diving under water.  Totally-dry snorkels are designed to keep water out of the snorkel at all times.  Children should be sure to use a youth snorkel.  The barrel is narrower and the mouthpiece smaller.

Fins:  Fins provide for movement in the water.  There are many variables to consider when selecting fins: full foot or strapped; stiff or flexible; long or short; wide or narrow; solid or split.  

Snorkeling Vest:  A snorkeling vest adds buoyancy to help the snorkeler float with less effort.  It is not a life jacket but will assist a tired swimmer stay afloat.

Before you attempt to snorkel in open waters -- Practice:
· Wear the mask and clearing water from the mask in a pool setting.

· Wear the snorkel and practice breathing and clearing the snorkel in a pool setting.  Don’t bite – rest your teeth on the mouthpiece; biting down too hard will cause your jaw to get tired and sore.

· Wear the fins in a pool setting.  Better the fins a little too big than too small.  Wet the fins and your feet before putting the fins on.  Roll the heal of the full foot fins down, slide the foot into the fin, and then flip the heal over the heal of your foot.  Take care not to pull the strap on the open healed fin too tightly.

· Relax in the water – get comfortable with all the equipment.

Keys to being safe and having fun while snorkeling:
· Check all your equipment to be sure it is in good repair and working properly.

· Drink plenty of water to avoid dehydration which can lead to cramping.

· Dress properly – including sunscreen and the use of a vest.

· Remember to defog your mask.

· Always have a diving/snorkeling buddy and let others know where you plan to explore.

· Know your limitations. Stay close to shore.

· Keep in mind water temperature, surge, currents, and visibility.

· Equalize your ear – hold your nose and gently blow out.

· In open waters – use a diving buoy or flag.

· Be aware of marine traffic – boats and jet skis.

· Do not disturb the marine life.  You are a spectator – respect marine life’s home!
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