A few weeks ago, a dive centre
chartered a boat to take five
divers and two instructors out to
some islands off the south coast
of Bali. It was rainy season and,
behind the rainclouds, there
would be a full moon that night
in an area where currents are
notoriously strong and unpre-
dictable. However, water con-
ditions seemed manageable,
there were other dive boats out
on the water and having done
one dive without encounter-

ing any difficulties, the divers
entered the water again for a
second dive that was to be a
drift dive.

After about ten minutes underwater, they
found that the current was so strong that
it was difficult to keep the group togeth-
er. So they ascended early to find that
a storm had swept in, surface conditions
were now very rough, and the rain had
reduced visibility to a few metres only.
Unaware that the divers had surfaced
and expecting that the dive would last
an hour or so, the boat crew did not pull
up their anchor until about 40 minutes
after the divers had entered the water.
They moved off to look for them in the
area they expected them to be. They
did not find them. Then night fell and the
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divers were gone.

A little over 72 hours later, searchers
found four of the divers perched on rocks
some 20 kilometres away from their origi-
nal entry point and one of the instructors
in the water nearby. The bodies of the
remaining diver and the other instruc-
tor washed up on shore in the following
days.

This is not a bizarre one-in-a-million

accident. Indeed, it is just the latest in

a depressingly similar series of such inci-
dents that have taken place in the same
area in recent years. Neither is Bali unu-
sual. Similar stories abound everywhere
people dive and there are strong cur-
rents. Wherever you dive, however, this
sort of accident is completely avoidable
by adopting some basic procedures and
using some very affordable technology.
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Doing it properly
Running a safe, successful drift dive,
indeed any dive, comes down to prepa-
ration and communication.

First, no matter if the boat belongs to
the dive operation, or if it is a charter
boat, an experienced and professional
member of the dive centre’s staff should

be on board the boat throughout the
dive. This person is the surface supervisor
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for the dive. Before the dive he or she dis-
cusses with the in-water guide what route
they plan to take and what they will do
in an emergency. They have considered
all the possible things that might hap-
pen and have a plan for each eventual-
ity. Indeed, the dive operation they are
working for should have set procedures
for all staff to follow so the dive guide
and surface supervisor need only review



these and plan for any last minute
issues that might have arisen, such
as, during rainy season, the likeli-
hood of a sudden rainstorm.

The sole function of surface
supervisors is o monitor the dive.
Their role is as cru-
cial as that of the
guide. They watch
the bubbles ini-
tially to see if the
guide is follow-
ing the plan, and
once the divers
are en route, they
instruct the boat
crew to move and
accompany the
divers from a dis-
tance.

If difficult water
or weather condi-
tions arise, they
ask the captain
to bring the boat
closer. They remain alert and
ready to assist if there is a prob-
lem, for example if anyone makes
an early ascent, and stay on
watch until the whole dive team is
safely back in the boat.

A little bit of kit

In scuba diving, we carry safety
sausages and noisemakers to help
a dive boat find us if we are lost
at sea. These are essential pieces
of equipment and everyone
should have them on every dive.
However, it is sadly futile to deploy
a safety sausage or blow a whistle
if nobody is there. In the incident
described above, the divers might
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tions that are known
diving black spots.

Divers can play a role in
improving standards too
by asking the right ques-

tions and making sure
that they dive with oper-

ators that are properly
prepared and equipped.

have had safety sausages raised,
but for at least the first 30 minutes
that they drifted, nobody even
knew that they had surfaced.
Then when the boat did start look-
ing, it is likely that the surface con-
ditions had swept

Dive operators must look the divers away,
at the way they handle

dives, especially in loca-

and the boat was
searching in the
wrong place. Then
it got dark and the
divers were gone.
In remote back-
country skiing,
where avalanches
are arisk, every-
one is equipped
with an avalanche
beacon, a device
that constantly
emits a signal. In
the event the skier
is buried, the sig-
nal helps a rescue
team find them. Now, wonderful
as it may be to imagine a world
in which every diver is required
to carry an emergency signalling
beacon in the event that they
become lost at seq, this is unlikely
to happen any time soon.
However, there are simpler
and more practical alternatives
available right now. Last year, a
Singapore technical diving instruc-
tor found himself drifting alone in
the South China Sea after a series
of unusual events. He looked
around, saw where he was in
relation to the land, pulled out his
hand-held GPS radio that he car-
ries on every dive in a dedicated

pressure resistant box and called
the boat to come and pick him
up — no dramal

The cost of a radio like this is
under US$300. So a US$600 invest-
ment pays for a unit for a dive
guide and another for the sur-
face supervisor. As long as the
guide maintains contact with
his team and the radios are well
maintained, the risk of loss at sea
becomes tiny.

Improving standards

With a little forethought regarding
procedures, beftter staff assign-
ment and a little cheap technol-
ogy, the seven divers would not
have been lost that day. It would
not have taken three days to find
them. They would not have need-
ed the miracle chance that the
sea carried them towards some
rocks to survive and two would
not have lost their lives.

Dive operators must look at the
way they handle dives, especially
in locations that are known div-
ing black spots. Divers can play a
role in improving standards, too,
by asking the right questions and
making sure that they dive with
operators that are properly pre-
pared and equipped. [

Simon Pridmore has been around
the scuba diving industry in

Asia, Europe and the USA (well,
Guam) for the past 20 years. His
latest book, also called Scuba
Confidential, was published in
September and is available on
Amazon.
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