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Illinois

FIREFIGHTER DIES IN

SCUBA RESCUE

A 39-year-old Chicago Fire Department scuba diver died Tuesday -05-19-
1998 - afternoon while attempting to recover the bodies of two men from

the Little Calumet River. Firefighter Eugene
Blackmon, an 11-year department veteran,
is the fourth firefighter and second scuba
diver to die on duty in the last year.
Blackmon was an experienced diver and
department officials are trying to determine
why he drowned, apparently during the
rescue attempt.

At about 12:30 p.m. Tuesday, witnesses
said a man about 40 to 50 years old fell into
the river near the Indiana Avenue Bridge at
134th Street, between the border of
Chicago and south suburban Riverdale. A
second man, about 40 years old, jumped
into the river after him and both men
disappeared, according to police.

Witnesses called 911 and Chicago fire and
police units responded. Fire department
scuba divers were dispatched from their
firehouse at 5955 S. Ashland Ave. at 12:41
p.m. and a fire department helicopter also
answered the call, said Patrick Howe, a fire
department spokesman. ~ " There were four
divers in the water searching and another
fully suited up on the bank of the river,"
Howe said.

On May 19, 1998, Firefighter
Eugene W. Blackmon, Jr., of the
Chicago Fire Department was
on duty with Squad 5
responding to an apparent
drowning incident in the
Calumet River at 135th and
Indiana Avenue. Blackmon
drowned while searching for
victims.

Chicago Fire Department.

http: / /www.chicagotribune.co

m/news/local/breaking/chi-

deaths98blackmon-19980519-
photo.html

Blackmon and three other divers conducted two search dives, changed their
air tanks and returned for a third and final dive, Howe said.
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The Chicago Police Department marine unit sent a police boat, with three
divers aboard, to assist from Lake Michigan. The police boat had just passed
through the O'Brien Lock and Dam on the Calumet River at 134th Street
about a mile east of the scene when it received a radio message that a fire
department diver had come to the surface, his breathing equipment came
off and he disappeared under the water. Two of the police department divers
searched for the firefighter and Blackmon was found almost immediately.

The firefighter had been under water for about 10 minutes, authorities said.
Paramedics performed CPR on Blackmon, who was air-lifted in a fire
department helicopter to Christ Hospital and Medical Center in Oak Lawn
where he was pronounced dead. Blackmon was an excellent swimmer and
loved the water, said his brother, Guy Blackmon.

" "He worked as a Chicago Park District lifeguard for several years and was a
certified scuba-diving instructor," said Guy Blackmon.

The body of one of the two men, neither of whom has been identified, was
located about 4 p.m., said Calumet District Police Lt. Robert Bresnahan. The
man was pronounced dead at the scene. The search continued for the
second man until about 6 p.m., when operations were suspended because of
threatening weather, Bresnahan said

Firefighter Dies In Scuba Rescue
http://articles.chicagotribune.com/1998-05-20/news /9805200151 1 scuba-
diver-chicago-fire-department-calumet-river

May 20, 1998|By William Recktenwald and Phuong Le, Tribune Staff Writers.

Diver Was Searching For 2 In Little Calumet

A 39-year-old Chicago Fire Department scuba diver died Tuesday afternoon while
attempting to recover the bodies of two men from the Little Calumet River.
Firefighter Eugene Blackmon, an 11-year department veteran, is the fourth
firefighter and second scuba diver to die on duty in the last year. Blackmon was an
experienced diver and department officials are trying to determine why he
drowned, apparently during the rescue attempt.

At about 12:30 p.m. Tuesday, withesses said a man about 40 to 50 years old fell
into the river near the Indiana Avenue bridge at 134th Street, between the border
of Chicago and south suburban Riverdale.

A second man, about 40 years old, jumped into the river after him and both men
disappeared, according to police.
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Witnesses called 911 and Chicago fire and police units responded.

Fire department scuba divers were dispatched from their firehouse at 5955 S.
Ashland Ave. at 12:41 p.m. and a fire department helicopter also answered the call,
said Patrick Howe, a fire department spokesman.

"There were four divers in the water searching and another fully suited up on the
bank of the river," Howe said.

Blackmon and three other divers conducted two search dives, changed their air
tanks and returned for a third and final dive, Howe said.

The Chicago Police Department marine unit sent a police boat, with three divers
aboard, to assist from Lake Michigan. The police boat had just passed through the
O'Brien Lock and Dam on the Calumet River at 134th Street about a mile east of
the scene when it received a radio message that a fire department diver had come
to the surface, his breathing equipment came off and he disappeared under the
water.

Two of the police department divers searched for the firefighter and Blackmon was
found almost immediately.

The firefighter had been under water for about 10 minutes, authorities said.
Paramedics performed CPR on Blackmon, who was air-lifted in a fire department
helicopter to Christ Hospital and Medical Center in Oak Lawn where he was
pronounced dead.

Blackmon was an excellent swimmer and loved the water, said his brother, Guy
Blackmon.

"He worked as a Chicago Park District lifeguard for several years and was a certified
scuba-diving instructor," said Guy Blackmon. "Just a week ago, he helped to get my
younger brother certified as a diver."

Blackmon grew up in the Burnside neighborhood on the South Side, graduated from
Harlan High School and attended Chicago State University. Before joining the fire
department in 1987, he drove a CTA bus, his brother said.

Eugene Blackmon was the eldest of four boys and also has an older sister.
"He was my big brother," said Guy Blackmon. "He stood nearly 6-foot and was in
great physical shape."

Eugene Blackmon had been married for 17 years. He and his wife, Josephine, have
two sons, Eugene III, 10, and Denzel, 7. The family lives in the Morgan Park
neighborhood on Chicago's Far South Side.
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"He liked to help people," said Guy Blackmon. "That was just the kind of person he
was."

Guy Blackmon said he was with his brother over the weekend, helping to move
bricks to create a garden at their parents' home on the South Side.

The body of one of the two men, neither of whom has been identified, was located
about 4 p.m., said Calumet District Police Lt. Robert Bresnahan. The man was
pronounced dead at the scene. The search continued for the second man until
about 6 p.m., when operations were suspended because of threatening weather,
Bresnahan said.

On June 20, 1997, Firefighter Michael Drobitsch, 46, an experienced member of the
Air-Sea Rescue Unit, died during a routine practice dive near Meigs Field.

Firefighters Anthony Lockhart, 40, and Patrick King, 40, died when trapped during a
fire at a tire shop on South Western Avenue on Feb. 11.

Eugene Blackmon, 38, Lifesaver
http://articles.chicagotribune.com/1998-05-21/news/9805220003 1 mr-blackmon-
chinatown-eugene-iii

May 21, 1998|By Meg McSherry Breslin, Tribune Staff Writer.

A Chicago firefighter for 10 years, Mr. Blackmon was in the process of trying
to save two men from drowning in the Little Calumet River Tuesday when he
apparently drowned during the rescue attempt. A resident of the Morgan
Park neighborhood on Chicago's South Side, he was 38.

"From his birth until this day, he always had a hero kind of attitude toward things,"
said his mother, Jacquelyn Blackmon.

"He always took chances. He liked excitement," she said. "You have to have
someone like that in life who will take the chances that others might be afraid to
take."

Mr. Blackmon served for several years in the Chinatown area before being
promoted to a specialized unit at 59th Street and Ashland Avenue, where he served
as a scuba diver. He was an experienced swimmer and had taken on a second job
as a Chicago Park District lifeguard.

At the firehouse, Mr. Blackmon was full of energy and passion for his work. When
visitors came to the station, he often volunteered to give them a tour, and he really
put his heart into it, said Fire Capt. Mike Timothy, who worked with Mr. Blackmon in
Chinatown.
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"He was just a very good man and a very good fireman," Timothy said. "He was
always enthusiastic and quite the guy to be around.”

Firefighting was a real passion for Mr. Blackmon because he was truly driven to
help people, said his brother, David Blackmon.

"You know the job is dangerous when you take it, but he didn't want to be a pencil
pusher at some downtown job," David Blackmon said. "He loved his job."

Mr. Blackmon is survived by his wife, Josephine; two sons, Eugene III and Denzell;
three brothers, Guy, Eric and David; a sister, Carol Underwood; and his parents,
Eugene and Jacquelyn. Visitation will be held from 4 to 10 p.m. Saturday at Leak
and Sons Funeral Home, 7838 S. Cottage Grove Ave., Chicago. A funeral service
will be held at 6 p.m. Sunday in the funeral home.

Fatigue a factor in death of diver during rescue try
https://www.highbeam.com/doc/1P2-4443798.html
May 22, 1998 Chicago Sun-Times | LEON PITT

Chicago Fire Department officials said Thursday that exhaustion may have
contributed to the drowning of an experienced scuba diver during an attempted
rescue in the Little Calumet River.

Before he died Tuesday, Eugene Blackmon, 39, had twice dived into the water to
search for the bodies of two men - one who plunged or fell into the river under the
Indiana Avenue bridge near 135th Street and another who jumped in to try and
save him, department spokesman Mike Cosgrove said.

Cosgrove said Blackmon, who had his scuba tank and other gear with him but was
not wearing the equipment, was holding a lifeline when he suddenly slipped
underwater. "He apparently lost his grip and went under very quickly," Cosgrove
said.

Eugene Blackmon, Firefighter, Diver
http://articles.chicagotribune.com/1998-05-22/news/9805220193 1 mr-
blackmon-visitation-south-side

May 22, 1998

Visitation will be Monday for Chicago Firefighter Eugene Blackmon, 38, who
drowned Tuesday while trying to save two men in the Little Calumet River.

A Chicago firefighter for 11 years, Mr. Blackmon was a resident of the Morgan Park
neighborhood on the South Side.
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He served for several years in the Chinatown area before being promoted to a
specialized scuba diving unit at 59th Street and Ashland Avenue. He was also an
instructor for recruits at the Chicago Fire Academy.

Mr. Blackmon is survived by his wife, Josephine; two sons, Eugene III and Denzell;
three brothers, Guy, Eric, and David; a sister, Carol Underwood; and his parents,
Eugene and Jacquelyn.

Visitation will be from 8 a.m. to 10 p.m. Monday at Leak and Sons Funeral Home,

7838 S. Cottage Grove Ave., Chicago. A second visitation will be at 11 a.m.
Tuesday, followed by a service at noon at the funeral home.

Firefighter Record

Firefighter Details

Name Eugene Blackmon
Agency Chicago Fire Department
Rank Firefighter

Type of Career
Firefighter

Age Range 36 to 40

Sex Male

Date of Birth 0/0/0

Date of Death 5/19/1998

Cause of Death  Caught/Trapped

Nature of Death

Attribute of

Death

Type of Duty Search and rescue operations , Water rescue
operations

Incident Details

Incident Name N/A

PSDiver Magazine

Asphyxiation

Equipment failure , Drowning
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Incident City Chicago

Incident State IL

Incident Date 5/19/1998 12:41
Incident Location Water/Waterfront
Incident Attribute Boating/Diving accidents

Incident Summary

On May 19, 1998, Firefighter Eugene W. Blackmon, Jr., of the Chicago Fire
Department was on duty working at his regular assignment with Squad 5. At
approximately 12:41 PM, Squad 5 was dispatched by the Englewood Fire Alarm
Office to an apparent drowning incident in the Calumet River at 135th and Indiana
Avenue.

Upon Squad 5’s arrival, Lieutenant William Kleinick of Squad 5 was ordered by
Battalion Chief James Stedman (Battalion 22, relief) to assist divers from Air and
Sea Rescue in conducting an underwater search for two possible drowning victims.
Lieutenant Kleinick ordered Firefighter Eugene Blackmon and Firefighter Dennis
Cahill to enter the water and join the search. Firefighters Terrence Sheppard, James
McNulty (Engine 84) and Johnny Stewart (Truck 18) remained on shore to assist
with other duties. Squad 5 conducted a search pattern from shore with Firefighter
Blackmon and Firefighter Cahill secured to a safety line. This search continued for
about ten minutes; both divers returned to shore where they were joined by
Firefighter John DiSilvestro and Firefighter John Ewald, both from Air and Sea
Rescue.

Battalion Chief Stedman and Lieutenant Kleinick both agreed that it would be best
to wait for a Chicago Police or Coast Guard marine unit to arrive so that all four
divers could use the boat to dive from. The first boat to arrive on the scene was a
Coast Guard cutter which remained about fifteen to twenty yards from shore. A four
inch hose inflated with air was stretched out to the cutter and was to be used as an
additional safety floatation device.

Firefighters DiSilvestro and Ewald made their way out to the cutter and boarded it.
Firefighter Blackmon and Cahill entered the water and began to make their way out
to the cutter using the four inch hose as a safety guide. Firefighter Blackmon took
the lead pushing his air tank along with his buoyancy compensator as he worked
his way out to the center.

Firefighter Dennis Cahill was preparing to enter the water when all of a sudden he
heard Lieutenant Kleinick yell out, “"Gene, are you alright? Gene, are you alright?”
Lieutenant Kleinick then told Firefighter Cahill to go help Firefighter Blackmon
PSDiver Magazine www.PSDiver.com Page 7
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because he had gone down. Firefighter Cahill dropped his air tank, his buoyancy
compensator and weight belt and dove in the river wearing his wet suit and fins.
Firefighter Cahill assumed that Firefighter Blackmon was still near the surface,
however, upon arriving where Firefighter Blackmon was assumed to have gone
under he was not near the surface.

Firefighter Cahill began free diving working his way to the bottom and searching for
a few seconds at a time. Firefighter DiSilvestro, who was on the cutter, jumped in
with full equipment and assisted in the underwater search. After a couple of dives,
Firefighter DiSilvestro found Firefighter Blackmon and attempted to bring him to the
surface. Firefighter Blackmon was wearing his weight belt, therefore, making it
difficult for Firefighter DiSilvestro to raise him to the surface. Firefighter DiSilvestro
released his own weight belt to increase buoyancy and managed to bring Firefighter
Blackmon to the surface. Upon surfacing, Firefighter Cahill grabbed Firefighter
Blackmon’s hood and at the same time Firefighter DiSilvestro lost his grip because
he was struggling with the weight of Firefighter Blackmon and the weight of his belt
which he was still wearing. The rubber hood stretched on Firefighter Blackmon’s dry
suit until it snapped out of the hand of Firefighter Cahill. Consequently, Firefighter
Blackmon went under again. Firefighters Cahill and DiSilvestro dove under again in
an attempt to resurface Firefighter Blackmon but were hampered by fatigue.

At this time a Police Marine unit arrived at this location. Firefighter Cahill informed
the police diver as to the approximate location where Firefighter Blackmon went
under. The police diver entered the water and retrieved Firefighter Blackmon on his
first attempt. Firefighter Blackmon was brought to shore where paramedics were
waiting. Efforts to resuscitate Firefighter Blackmon at the scene wee unsuccessful;
he was transported by Fire Department helicopter to Christ Community Hospital in
Oak Lawn.

At approximately 2:51 PM, the helicopter arrived at Christ Hospital’s Emergency
Room where Firefighter Blackmon was turned over to the emergency room staff.
Efforts to resuscitate him failed and he was consequently pronounced dead at 3:08
PM by the attending emergency room physician.

Summary provided by the Chicago Fire Department.

Additional Resources:
http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/fire/reports/face9816.html
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NIOSH River Search ana. R-e'cov'er'y Ktte-mpt 6Iaih.ws the Life of One Fire
Fighter/SCUBA Diver - lllinois

SUMMARY

On May 19, 1998, one male fire fighter/Self-Contained Underwater Breathing Apparatus
(SCUBA) diver (the victim) assigned to the fire department’s diving squad drowned
during a river search in an attempt to recover the bodies of two civilians. The victim and
his SCUBA partner, both fully equipped with diving gear and a rope, entered the swift,
murky river to assist the fire department’s Air and Sea Rescue divers, who were already
in the river. The victim and his partner entered the river at the location where the two
civilians were reported to have gone down to perform an independent sweep search
pattern. The search lasted approximately 10 to 15 minutes at an approximate depth of
25 to 30 feet. Due to zero visibility and the underwater current, the victim and his
partner decided to surface and return to the staging area where they changed over to
their underwater communication masks and received further instructions from the dive
supervisor. Once they returned to the staging area, the dive tender (back-up diver)
changed their tanks, assisted with the removal of their gear, provided Gatorade to drink,
and placed a 50 foot long, 4-inch round air float (rubber-jacketed fire hose) from shore
to the U.S. Coast Guard Cutter that had just arrived. After a brief conversation with the
dive supervisor, the divers decided to remove their SCUBA gear and free float to the
Coast Guard cutter using the 4-inch float as a guide and flotation device, determining
this would be the easiest way to enter the boat since it did not have a swim platform.

Wearing his weight belt, the victim began his free float to the boat, holding on to his
Buoyancy Control Device (BCD), tank, and the 4-inch air float as flotation devices. The
weight belt consisted of three 10-pound lead weights secured around his waist. As the
victim was approaching the boat he lost grip of the flotation devices and instantly went
under the water due to the 30-pound weight belt that he did not release. His partner
immediately went down after him, free diving with just his wet suit which created a
buoyancy problem and limited his dive depth. After two attempts to reach the victim, he
surfaced and called for assistance from the Air and Sea Rescue divers. One diver from
the Air and Sea Rescue team descended to the area where the victim went down and
located him. As the victim was pulled close to the water surface, the victim’s partner
grabbed him. The Air and Sea diver lost his grip on the victim while adjusting his own
equipment, and because of the 30-pound weight belt around the victim’s waist, the
victim’s partner was unable to hold on to him, and he descended for a second time. The
victim was located and pulled from the water approximately 10 to 15 minutes later by
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the police rescue divers. The victim received immediate medical attention on shore
before being loaded into the Air and Sea Rescue helicopter which transported him to an
area hospital where he was pronounced dead.

NIOSH investigators concluded that, to prevent similar incidents, fire departments
should:
e ensure that whenever divers remove their diving gear, the first piece of
equipment to be removed is their weight belt
e ensure that divers and their dive partners complete equipment inspections
each time they enter the water
e ensure that whenever a dive boat is being used it is equipped with an
adequate diving ladder or platform for the specific operation.

INTRODUCTION

On May 19, 1998, a 38-year-old male fire fighter/SCUBA diver (the victim), drowned
while attempting to complete a river search and recovery of two missing civilians. The
victim and his dive partner, along with Air and Sea Rescue divers, entered the river and
completed search patterns before they decided to exit the water and wait for a U.S.
Coast Guard Cultter to arrive and assist in the search. Upon arrival of the Coast Guard
Cutter, the dive supervisor directed the divers to remove their SCUBA gear and free
float to the Coast Guard Cutter after determining this would be the easiest way to enter
the boat since it did not have a dive platform. Using their diving gear and a 50 foot long,
4-inch flotation line, the divers started their float. Still wearing his 30-pound weight belt,
the victim lost grip on his gear and the 4-inch float and immediately went under the
water. The victim was subsequently retrieved from the water and immediately
transported to an area trauma center by helicopter where he was pronounced dead.

On June 4, 1998, Frank Washenitz, Safety and Occupational Health Specialist, traveled
to lllinois to conduct an investigation of the incident. Meetings were conducted with the
lllinois Department of Labor compliance officer, assistant director of training and the
director of public relations for the fire department, fire department officers and dive team
members who responded to the incident, the vice-president of the International
Association of Fire Fighters (IAFF) local union, and the assistant chief medical examiner
for the city to review the autopsy report and examine the victim’s weight belt. An
additional meeting was conducted with the officers at the air-mask shop. This meeting
was conducted to view the equipment that the victim was wearing and the equipment
that the department uses. The equipment, consisted of 1 Viking Pro dry suit with boots,
hoods and rings for gloves; 1 fin; 1 Dacor vest (BCD); 1 face piece with buddy phone
and regulator; a secondary regulator; a Dacor compass gauge and pressure gauge; a
SCUBA 80 tank; a Dacor lead weight belt (30 pounds); and a Dacor rechargeable light.

These items all appeared to be in good condition and working properly. The Viking Pro
dry suit was cut off the victim at the time of the incident, but all valves and seals were
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checked and appeared to be working properly. Maintenance records from the air-mask
shop concerning their SCUBA equipment were also viewed and appeared to be
accurate and sufficient.

The fire department involved in the incident serves a metropolitan population of 2.7
million in a geographical area of 224 square miles. The fire department is compromised
of approximately 5,000 employees, of whom 4,200 are fire fighters and approximately
100 are certified SCUBA divers (4 squads), which includes Air and Sea Rescue’s
divers. The fire department provides all new fire fighters with an extensive 4-month (65-
day) training program at their fire department’s training academy. The program covers
all aspects of Level | and Level Il fire fighter training, as recommended by the National
Fire Protection Association. Upon successfully completing academy training and
passing the Fire Fighter Level Il examination, a fire fighter is assigned to a station. The
SCUBA divers from each squad are certified under the Professional Association of
Diving Instructors (PADI) guidelines and train on a day-to-day basis. The training
consist of search and rescue, search and recovery, search patterns, assisting
distressed divers, rescue procedures, equipment maintenance, and emergency
situations. The SCUBA dive squad trainer is a certified PADI dive instructor. The victim
had 3 years of experience as a certified rescue SCUBA diver with the fire department,
10 years as a certified PADI SCUBA diver and 11 years of experience as a fire fighter.

INVESTIGATION

On May 19, 1998, at approximately 1240 hours, Squad 5 received a call from dispatch
of two missing civilians in the river. The squad, which consisted of two units, Squad 5
(dive supervisor, two divers and a dive tender) and Squad 5A (two detailed dive
assistants), responded to the incident site. As the squads were en route, the victim
suited up in his dry suit and his partner suited up in his wet suit. When the squad arrived
on scene, two Air and Sea Rescue divers from the fire department were in the water
being assisted by a civilian’s pontoon boat as the U.S. Coast Guard was en route to the
scene. One of the detailed dive assistants from Squad 5A started clearing a path
through heavy brush for the divers to gain access to the river. Soon after, the second
detailed dive assistant carried the divers’ gear and supplies to the river's edge, which
was used as the staging area. The dive supervisor (Lieutenant) on Squad 5 surveyed
the situation as the two divers, with assistance from the Squad 5 diver tender, donned
their equipment. After a quick observation, the dive supervisor guided the two divers to
the area where the civilians were reported to have gone down. Both divers submerged
under water approximately 25 to 30 feet using the buddy system and began their
search. After searching approximately 10 tol5 minutes, they decided to return to the
staging area and change to their underwater communication masks due to zero visibility
and a swift undercurrent. As the two divers returned to the staging area they were met
by the detailed dive assistants and the diver tender who assisted them in removing their
equipment. Because the water was knee deep at the staging area, the divers decided to
sit down rather than exit the water completely. At this point both divers had removed all
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of their equipment except for the victim, who was still wearing his 30-pound weight belt
around his waist. Because they were sitting in the water, the victim’s dive partner was
unable to see that the victim was still wearing his weight belt and did not remind him to
remove it. While waiting for the Coast Guard Cutter to arrive, the dive supervisor
explained to the divers that they would board the boat and act as the 2" rescue team.

The divers then rested at the staging area and were served Gatorade for approximately
10 to 20 minutes. When the Coast Guard Cutter arrived, the dive tender placed an air
filled 50 foot long, 4-inch round air flotation device (rubber-jacketed fire hose) in the
water from the shore to the Coast Guard boat, as the divers donned their fins and
inflated their Buoyancy Control Devices (BCD). As the dive supervisor watched, the Air
and Sea Rescue divers attempted to board the Coast Guard Cutter wearing their
equipment. He noticed that Air and Sea Rescue divers were having trouble getting on
the boat while wearing their equipment because the boat did not have a swim platform.

He advised his divers that it would be easier to free float (float with no equipment on) to
the Coast Guard boat and hand their equipment to the boat’s crew members. As the
victim and his partner started their free float to the Coast Guard boat, the dive
supervisor noticed that the victim, who was approximately 15 to 20 feet from the staging
area, appeared to be in distress. The dive supervisor asked the victim if he was O.K.

Without giving any response, the victim slipped off his BCD and the 4-inch air float and
immediately went under water with his 30-pound weight belt still secured around his
waist. Thinking that the victim was in distress, the dive supervisor advised the victim’s
dive partner to assist him. Neither the dive supervisor nor the victim’s dive partner knew
the victim was still wearing his weight belt. The victim’s dive partner descended in the
area where the victim went down; however, the dive partner was unable to reach the
victim’s depth because the wet suit he was wearing created buoyancy problems. The
victim’s dive partner made two rescue attempts before calling the Air and Sea Rescue
divers for assistance. A diver from Air and Sea Rescue immediately responded and
retrieved the unconscious victim, pulling him close to the water surface with his weight
belt still secured around his waist. The victim’s dive partner grabbed the victim by the
rubber hood of his dry suit while the Air and Sea Rescue diver attempted to adjust his
own equipment. The dive partner was unable to hold on to the victim because of the
buoyancy problem created by his wet suit and the victim’s weight belt. The victim
slipped out of his dive partner’s grip and descended for a second time. At this point,
police rescue divers arrived on scene and joined the Air and Sea Rescue divers to
search for the victim. Extensive search efforts on the part of the fire department along
with the police department continued for approximately 15 to 20 minutes before police
divers located the victim and pulled him to the surface. The victim’s dive partner and the
Squad 5 dive supervisor pulled the victim from the water and onto the shore where he
received immediate medical attention. The victim did not have a pulse and the decision
was made to transport him immediately to an area trauma center. The Air and Sea
Rescue helicopter, on the scene (which responded only to assist in the rescue attempt,
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not for patient transport) was used to transport the victim to a local trauma center as
resuscitation efforts continued throughout the flight. The victim was later pronounced
dead at the trauma center.

The victim’s dive partner stated that when he finally pulled the victim from the water he
pulled him out by his weight belt. He also stated that as they laid the victim on the shore
he pulled the weight belt buckle and the weight belt fell off the victim, indicating that the
weight belt’s quick release was working properly. The NIOSH investigator also
examined the weight belt and determined that it was in proper working condition. It is
unclear why the victim did not release his weight belt using the right-hand release
method. The autopsy report indicated the victim had a contusion to the back right side
of the head, but it is undetermined when the contusion occurred.

The information contained in this investigative report is based upon the facts that were
gathered through the NIOSH investigation. Reports of this incident compiled by other
investigations may present additional and/or possibly conflicting information from the
NIOSH report.

CAUSE OF DEATH

According to the medical examiner, the cause of death was listed as an accidental
drowning.

RECOMMENDATIONS / DISCUSSION

Recommendation #1: Fire departments should provide training to ensure that
whenever divers remove their diving gear, the first piece of equipment to be
removed is their weight belt.

Discussion: Since the weight belt is one of the heaviest pieces of equipment on the
diver, it should be the last piece of equipment donned by the diver, and the first piece of
equipment removed upon exit from each dive. The weight belt is designed to be placed
around the waist and secured by a plastic or metal buckle that can be easily released in
an emergency situation. The weight belt should be placed around the waist so that the
buckle can be released by the diver’s right hand. This is called the right-hand release
and is recommended by PADI.

Divers are equipped with a Buoyancy Control Device (BCD) and a tank of compressed
air, which create a buoyancy problem. Weight belts are used to assist divers to reach
their dive depths because they can use their BCD to control their buoyancy and assist
them when they need to surface. In this incident, the victim removed all of his
equipment except his weight belt. When the victim became separated from the 50 foot
long, 4-inch air float and his BCD, which he was using as flotation devices, he
immediately went under the surface of the water. For reasons unknown, the diver did
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not use the right-hand release and also could not control his buoyancy without his BCD.
For this reason it is recommended that each time divers are to remove their equipment,
the first piece of equipment removed should be the weight belt.12

Recommendation #2: Fire departments should ensure that divers and their diver
partners complete equipment inspections each time they enter the water.

Discussion: It is recommended by PADI 12 that each time a dive is to take place the
buddy system should be used. The buddy system consists of two divers who should
remain in verbal or physical contact at all times during a dive. The buddy system
recommends that for each dive, divers and their buddies should assist each other when
donning their equipment. It is also recommended that the divers and their buddies
complete an equipment check, ensuring that all their equipment works properly and that
all equipment is placed on correctly for the dive. In this incident, the divers were going to
be free floating to the Coast Guard Cutter. During this particular assignment the divers
were going to remove all of their equipment and hand it up to the Coast Guard crew
members when they reached the boat. As the divers removed their equipment, the
victim did not remove his weight belt which later caused him to sink under the water.
Before divers enter the water, divers and their dive buddies should complete an
equipment check to assure that all equipment is working properly or that all equipment
is suitable for the particular dive.

Recommendation #3: Fire departments should ensure that whenever a dive boat
is being used, it is equipped with an adequate diving ladder or platform for the
specific operation.

Discussion: It is recommended by the Consensus Standards for Commercial Diving
Operations? that each dive ladder must be capable of supporting the weight of at least
two divers, extend 3 feet below the water surface, and be firmly in place. Each diving
stage should have an open-grating platform and be available for a diver to enter or exit
the water from the dive location while wearing a heavy-weight diving outfit.

In this incident the U.S. Coast Guard Cutter that arrived was described to have a swim
platform that is much higher than a dive platform. When the divers from Air and Sea
Rescue boarded the boat, they had to use a rope ladder to board the platform which
was difficult because they were wearing their equipment. For this reason, the victim and
his dive partner were directed to free float to the boat, hand their equipment to the
boat’s crew members and board without wearing their equipment.
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