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"A Tragedy in Central Washington"
By Dee Hoffmann
Four divers are dead; the result of a job and subsequent rescue attempt gone wrong. The tragedy began Saturday, March 15 when two recreationally-trained scuba divers entered a half-mile long, underground, water-filled tunnel to complete some work for a local irrigation district. They were without a standby-diver, without a tended line, without communications, and without surface supplied air. After the divers failed to emerge, two rescue scuba divers went down - only to meet the same deadly fate. 

To bring water to local farmland, the 95-mile Roza Irrigation Canal in Central Washington traverses canyons and valleys by means of seven underground siphons. Abandoned and stolen cars are routinely dumped in the canal, and the swift water washes them into the inverted siphons or underground pipelines. The divers were hired by the Roza Irrigation District to hook tow lines to the cars that were trapped inside the 13-foot tall siphon tunnels. 

On this fateful day, the canal was dry, but the underground siphon Number Four was dangerously full of cold 40-degree, murky water. The divers broke through ice at the mouth of the cave-like tunnel and descended into the 2,310-ft. long, 104-ft. deep siphon. They carried one tank of air each and a shared emergency tank. Although one diver was dressed in a drysuit, the other diver wore a wetsuit which is inadequate for cold water diving. It was only when they did not return after an hour that rescue workers were called. 

The rescue scuba divers also apparently underestimated the hazards of diving the deep, cold, confined space. They dove with the same amount of air as the first team, and without a safety line or communications. After they failed to return, a third team of divers was sent in to pull them out from the tunnel. The preceeding rescue divers, like the first two divers, had tragically run out of air and perished. 

These deaths have brought to light questions about the district's hiring of recreational scuba divers to perform commercial work and the divers' lack of commercial diving training. Questions have also surfaced about safety practices. 

"This was an accident waiting to happen," said John Ritter of Divers Institute of Technology, an accredited commercial dive school. "Recreational divers continue to be hired for work which they are unqualified to perform. Some contracts or bid requests simply stipulate that the worker must be a certified diver. Certified for what? The training and certification a recreational diver obtains differs greatly from the hundreds of training hours a commercial diver receives." 

Three recreational dive training agencies, PADI, NAUI, and YMCA, clearly maintain that diving certification under their auspices should not be considered adequate training for underwater commercial work. 

Even more troubling is the fact that the divers failed to follow safety regulations, and it cost them their lives. As set forth by the U.S. Department of Labor, Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), the Safety Standards for Commercial Diving Operations includes a combination of specific, functional and situational requirements. 

According to the standards, "scuba diving shall not be conducted at depths deeper than 100 feet or outside the no-decompression limits unless a decompression chamber is ready for use." The depth of this dive was 104 feet; the nearest decompression chamber was more than 100 miles away. 

The standards continue that scuba diving shall not be conducted "in enclosed or physically-confining spaces unless line-tended." Neither the divers sent down to do the work nor the rescue divers were tethered to another dive team member on the surface. 

All four divers are reported to have died from the lack of air. The regulations require that each diver must carry a reserve breathing gas supply, however only one member from each team had an emergency tank. It was apparent that they had also miscalulated the amount of air they would need. 

When conducting a commercial diving operation the regulations require a minimum of three persons on the dive team, the designated person in charge (diving supervisor), diver, and tender. When operations planning reveals any form of underwater hazard, or when diving in excess of 100 feet or involving in-water decompression, a standby diver must be added to the dive team as a fourth member. An additional diver must be stationed at the underwater point of entry when diving is conducted in enclosed or confined spaces, and a positive means of communication must exist with the diver(s) within that space. 

None of the divers had any means of communication. In fact, there was no one with any diving experience monitoring topside when the first divers went into the water. 

With deadly consequences, the minimum manning requirement under OSHA's current commercial diving standard was not followed. 

"A commercial dive team would not have entered the irrigation canal siphon with scuba gear, without communications, and without adequate dive team personnel," says Randy Cummings, district dive coordinator for the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers in The Dalles, OR. "The dive was too deep, penetration into the siphon was too long, and a diver couldn't make an easy ascent to the surface." 

"A dive of this magnitude," Cummings continued, "would probably have a six-man crew, a recompression chamber on site, surface-supplied air, communications, a primary working diver to hook the tow lines to the vehicles and one or two other divers tending him along the way." 

Municipalities and other agencies should take heed by recognizing the dangerous liability of hiring a recreational diver to do commercial diving work. OSHA regulations state that an employer obligation exists for compliance with all provisions of the diving standards. 

Furthermore, personnel requirements under OSHA 1910.401(a)(1) specifies "each dive team member shall have the experience or training necessary to perform assigned tasks in a safe and healthful manner." Given the fact that recreational diving agencies state that their certification does not qualify a diver to do commercial work, it follows that municipalities and agencies who hire recreational divers or cite recreational diving certification as a criteria for employment may face possible OSHA violations. 

"Although this catastrophy was the result of a series of bad judgements, the ultimate responsibility for the tragedy falls upon the district, the people who hired these divers," comments Tim Beaver of Global Diving & Salvage. "They should have known better than to hire unqualified personnel. Their alleged ignorance was the first fatal error in the disastrous chain of events." 

Is it an issue of ignorance? According to Beaver, the practice of using recreational divers is grossly underreported and widespread. "Sometimes they get away with it, but several times a year unqualified, untrained divers lose their lives. How many people are have to get killed before it stops?" 

Did the issue of cost savings enter into the district's decision to hire unqualified divers? "In order to do a job of this magnitude with any degree of safety," Beaver explains, "it is going to be very expensive. And the risks to divers may still be too great." 

In hindsight, perhaps the district should have simply dewatered the tunnel, as they finally did to recover the first two divers' bodies. That would have been a reasonable decision and one practiced by other irrigation districts. The canal was empty and not servicing the farmland this time of year. 

Future litigation regarding this incident will be closely watched by those in the industry. "The real tragedy in this accident will be if no one learns from it," Beaver concludes. 



"How Many Divers Have to Die?"
By Randall S. Cummings
The recent tragic diving accident in Central Washington didn't have to happen. While I don't want to try to second guess the decision-making leading up to the accident from a hundred miles away, there are some issues that must be addressed so that we can have the opportunity to learn from this tragedy. Unfortunately, this incident is not an isolated case. Every year several scuba divers in this country lose their lives in very similar accidents. 

It's very common for small municipalities (irrigation & utility districts, cities, counties, etc.) and organizations in the private sector, to routinely employ recreationally trained scuba divers to perform diving activities that are clearly commercial in nature. Often, this is a result of ignorance of the risks involved with underwater activities. Diving operations may be such a small percentage of their overall maintenance picture that it's not reasonable to expect the organization to train someone to be able to understand diving operations and the options available to minimize risks. Sometimes it's simply a matter of choosing to take the inexpensive way out. 

Commercial diving operations do seem expensive when compared to a recreational diver out to make a fast buck. But, the reason they're more expensive is because they're trained, equipped and experienced for this type of hazardous work. Dozens of dive jobs exactly like this are performed without mishap every day across the United States. You don't read about them because, while they are hazardous, they are performed by experienced dive organizations that understand and minimize the risks. I can guarantee you that when the dust settles from this accident, the cost of using scuba divers instead of a commercial diving organization will seem like small change indeed. 

Public safety officials should take a hard look at this accident, also. "Rescue diver" has been a misnomer for many years. While there may be an occasional need for public safety personnel trained in open water rescue diving techniques, there clearly needs to be limitations on their use. Many dive rescue teams are not specifically trained or equipped for "penetration" type diving, contaminated environment diving or the additional hazards of decompression diving used at greater depths. The vast majority of "rescue" diving is simply body recovery, important, but absolutely not worth risking additional lives. In this accident, the initial rescue divers were obviously not trained well enough to recognize the great hazards associated with this undertaking. A proper understanding of the conditions and timing by the original rescue divers would have indicated that help was clearly too little and too late. The only thing worse than killing two divers is killing four. 

Many mistakes were made on that Saturday. From the decision to use divers instead of draining the canal in the first place, hiring untrained recreational divers to perform commercial work, not having adequate surface support personnel (standby safety divers, diving supervisor, etc.), using untethered divers, lack of communications between divers and topside crew; the list can go on and on. Unfortunately, the rescue divers made many of the same mistakes. The intent of this is to point out that many times fatal accidents aren't simply a result of one mistake. They're a chain of incorrect decisions. Sometimes, all you have to do to "break the fatal chain," is make one appropriate decision somewhere along the way. 

I sincerely hope this incident helps influence people to consider the risks inherent to commercial diving operations and the consequences of using untrained, inexperienced scuba divers. And, I hope that the many recreational scuba divers that might consider doing this kind of work, think to themselves, "There, but for the grace of God, go I." Those of us that work in the commercial diving industry shudder when we learn of accidents like this. Our deepest sympathies are extended to the families and friends of these divers. 

Randy Cummings, a professional diving safety supervisor, manages the underwater operations for the U.S. Army Corps of Engineer District in Portland, Oregon.



ADC responds 

It has come to our attention that we have all most probably missed a major ingredient related to conformity to 1910 and safety. 

1910.410(a)(1) states that "Each dive team member shall have the experience or training necessary to perform assigned tasks in a safe and healthful manner." The extent and degree of experience or training is left nebulous and not thereafter amplified. 

However, letters obtained by ADC and furnished to all members, committee members, and published in UnderWater magazine, state: 

NAUI (September 7, 1995) 

"The official position of NAUI is that personnel training courses and resulting certification endorsed by this organization are intended solely for the practice of recreational diving. NAUI certification does not entitle an individual (unless other formal commercial diving training has been received as set forth in ANSI/ACDE 01-1993) to conduct commercial diving operations." 

PADI (January 7, 1997) 

"It is our opinion that individuals who hold PADI certification credentials and wish to enter into a commercial diving employment situation (i.e. underwater work including umbilical, light or heavy weight equipment, etc.) would need to demonstrate documentation or additional specialized training and expertise to do so safely. Recreational diving certification by PADI alone should not be considered as adequate training in bidding for underwater work of the nature described in your standards of operation." 

YMCA (October 31, 1995) 

"The recreational dive industry has established a criteria for a minimum standard of instruction and through its secretariat, RSTC (Recreational SCUBA Training Council), this standard was adopted by ANSI. The commercial dive industry has established a criteria for a minimum standard of instruction and through its secretariat, ACDE (Association of Commercial Diving Educators), this standard was adopted by ANSI. The need for two different standards is as a result of entirely different training objectives, recreational and commercial. These standards are for the safety of the student plus define the level of certification the diver can safely perform." 

"The YMCA SCUBA Program is dedicated to training recreational divers. We recognize and support the clear distinction of recreational diving and commercial diving as set forth by the standards in which they are trained. A YMCA recreational diving certificate does not represent the training required to safely perform in the commercial diving industry." 

In light of the above it would be ADC's opinion that these three letters essentially and specifically state that training conducted by those organizations - or their extended presence - is well defined as not meeting the criteria of 1910.401(a)(1) and thus serve to clarify the intent of 1910.401. If that logic is followed, then it appears evident that OSHA does in fact have recourse to specifically preclude the use of recreationally trained divers in commercial activity, and to cite those who use such divers. 
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