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Problem:  Shallow Water Blackout is something that ALL personnel of all ages and walks of life need to be aware of. Unfortunately, it still remains relatively unknown. It is something that has only come to light fairly recently yet has most likely been with us for many years. Since it was unknown, there is no way of telling how many lives it has claimed over the years. It is caused by doing something we learned to do as children, either from other children, friends, brothers, sisters, parents, uncles, etc. It is something that causes an individual to pass out (blackout) while underwater. Except for the very lucky ones, we now have a drowning on our hands with the true cause normally very difficult to determine. 

Background:
1.  Shallow Water Blackout is caused by running out of oxygen. This causes unconsciousness and, if this occurs while underwater, the results are fairly obvious. While this sounds simple enough, the main problem with Shallow Water Blackout is the fact that you don't realize you are running out of oxygen and, as a result, make no attempt to surface.

2.  Everyone reading this will recognize the culprit by name. Its something we all have done. Its called hyperventilation! (Hyperventilation coupled with breath-holding to be exact.) Something we used to do when we were going to go underwater. We would take several quick, deep breaths, hold our breath, and under we would go. We knew that this procedure would allow us to hold our breath for a longer period of time than normal. What we did not realize was the effect of hyperventilation on our body mechanisms and the dangers we were subsequently running.

3.  Hyperventilation decreases the level of carbon dioxide (CO2) in the blood. CO2 is natures "trigger" for breathing. Under normal circumstances, CO2 builds up in the blood and, when it reaches a certain level, signals the body that it is time to breathe. When the level of CO2 is reduced by artificial means (such as hyperventilation) the very real possibility exists that it may be lowered enough that, by the time the body runs out of oxygen and needs to breathe, the CO2 levels are still low enough that no signal for breathing is sent. As a result, the person passes out, without warning, from lack of oxygen. The amount of time required for this to occur will vary from individual to individual, however, if someone is doing any type of exercise underwater (swimming, etc.) this will shorten the amount of time necessary as exercise increases oxygen consumption.

4.  The hyperventilation/breath-holding technique is so dangerous that the Navy diving manual prohibits it, professional aquatics organizations caution against it, and the Naval Safety Center has sent out two hazard alert messages pertaining to it! Finally, it is not required, there is no test given for it, and it is not condoned by the Navy or Marine Corps!


1

Recommendations:
1.  Prohibit the use of hyperventilation/breath-holding techniques.

2.  Periodically indoctrinate all personnel on the hazards of hyperventilation/breath-holding.

3.  Have supervisory personnel strictly enforce the ban on the use of these techniques. (Particularly life guards, safety observers, and swim instructors.)

4.  Post the prohibition conspicuously at all pools (recreational and training).

5.  Training commands should ensure that their SOPs and POIs reflect the restriction and the hazards involved with the use of these techniques.
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