Keeping Your Head Above Water

By April Phillips, Naval Safety Center Public Affairs

Whether you’re planning to surf the ocean waves, jump in a lake, float down a lazy stream, or just cool off in a kiddie pool, chances are good your off-duty activities will lead you to a body of water sometime this summer.  Swimming is good exercise and a great way to cool off on a hot afternoon.  However, each year, Sailors and Marines are injured or killed in the water.  

Last year, a second class petty officer was body surfing in Hawaii, having a great time being propelled along the breakers.  However, he wasn’t paying attention to obvious danger signs as the swells increased.  It only took one big wave to sweep him into shallow water and crash him into the sand.  He landed on his head and received a compound fracture to his neck.  The rest of his summer was spent in the hospital and on limited duty.  The neck brace didn’t do anything to set off his tan.

He was better off than the two Sailors and one Marine who drowned during the 2007 Critical Days of Summer.

“Swimming is the leading recreational killer of military personnel,” said John Williams, a recreation and off-duty safety manager at the Naval Safety Center. “In total off-duty mishaps, it’s only surpassed by traffic accidents.”

Swimmers who aren’t aware of the water depth or underwater hazards are at added risk.  While all the hazards of swimming can’t be eliminated, there are smart decisions Sailors Marines, and family members can make to minimize the danger. One of the most important, Williams said, is to always swim with a buddy.

“Don’t ever go to the beach by yourself and always be familiarized with the area you’re going to,” he said. 

He recommended taking advantage of the information Morale, Welfare and Recreation (MWR) has to offer.

“MWR has specifics on the beaches within a base complex and within the local area.  They’ll also know any beaches that are off-limits due to excessive dangers.”

If, in spite of planning and precaution, you find yourself in a dangerous rip current, keeping a cool head can save the day.

“Stop struggling!” Williams said.  “Swim parallel to the shore until the tug dissipates. If you try to swim against the rip tide, you are swimming against nature.  You will get tired and drown.”

Another important rule is never to swim under the influence of alcohol.  

“Most of the time, alcohol is a contributing factor in drowning mishaps,” Williams said.

A trip to the ocean, lake or community pool is meant to be a good time and there are many resources available to help swimmers stay safe in the water.

 The American Red Cross has an excellent website covering a wide variety of water-safety tips. View their website at: http://www.redcross.org/services/hss/tips/healthtips/safetywater.html
The Naval Safety Center website has additional safety information on a variety of water activities at: http://safetycenter.navy.mil/toolbox/swimming/default.htm
