Lessons Learned 
By: Bob Dayringer, Senior Industrial Hygienist, MIOSHA CET Division

I had an occurrence and the lessons learned from the event are worth sharing.  We were on vacation and nothing can ever go wrong when you are on vacation, correct?  In short, I am a health and safety professional and failed to do my pre-event planning because, well, I was on vacation.  So here is my story.

We were camped in our 5th wheel at a local campground located next to the swimming area.  The swimming area is in a cove and is roped into two sections – a shallow end and a deeper end that opens up to the lake.  The lake is a gravel pit and, as with most pits, the drop off is fast.  One to two steps and you go from four feet to eight feet.  This drop off is at the outer edge of the roped-in deep end and inside the rope.
We had been in and out of the water for two days with the grand kids and I was hanging up towels when I heard people in the swimming area getting loud.  I turned and watched and at first thought they were having a water fight.  But within a few seconds I realized two swimmers were in serious trouble.  There was a very large teenaged boy and a small girl floundering at the drop off.  The rest of their family was screaming at them.
Instinctively, I ran to the water and dove in.  By the time I got to them, the small girl was on the boy’s back and he was struggling to get his head above water.  I could just reach him from the drop off standing shoulder deep and I yelled for him to grab my hand.  He did and I was trying to pull him back when he lost his grip and panicked.  That is when things got tense.  I yelled for him to grab my hand again and he did but this time he got both hands on my arm and jerked me under.  Knowing that I was now in trouble, I twisted my arm free, coiled into a ball and kicked off the boy propelling myself backwards.  Well, that first rescue attempt did not work so well, so new plan of attack.
How do you grab on to a 350-pound panicked person?  I see lots of hair and can get to it from his back, away from his grasping arms.  So I go for the hair.  Then I realized the 60-pound girl on his back had him in a choke hold and was the root cause of his dilemma.  Alter the plan again.  Instead of grabbing hair, I grabbed the girl by the shirt and leg, pealed her off, and threw her to the shallow ropes.  Once she was off his back his panic was mostly gone and I was able to pull him just a few feet to where he could stand up.  He had swallowed some of the lake and coughed and gagged, but was ok.
His story was he was trying to teach his little sister to swim and they were taking a break – him giving her a ride on his shoulders.  Then he walked over the drop off and went under.  His sister could not swim at all (actually he was not that good) and she panicked, Koala-bearing to his neck.
Ok.  I have told the story, here are the lessons learned.  Do not take a vacation from safety incident planning.  I had been at this site for three days before the incident and had not inspected the swimming area or thought through a rescue plan.  If I had inspected the site, I would have noticed the following:

1) There was a post on the far side of the swimming area with a life saving throw ring on it.

2) There was a post on our side of the swimming area, but the throw ring was missing.  I reported this to the park right after the event and they immediately provided a new ring.  If I had reported it earlier, it would have been there when needed.
Even without the throw rings, I could have taken other action if I had a plan.  My boat was beached within 20 yards of the swim area, and I had four life jackets and a canoe paddle sitting out on the seats.  It would have taken a little extra time to retrieve the jackets, and looking back I had the time.  Going for the jackets first would have been much safer!
So, when you are near the water, have a game plan.  Know where the available rescue equipment is.  Think through a rescue plan, and avoid diving in if you can.
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