Cold a factor in water deaths 

By DOUG O'HARRA 

Anchorage Daily News 

ANCHORAGE--That first shock of hitting frigid water may have doomed 44 of the 58 people who died in Alaska boating accidents between 2001 and 2003. 

New research in the past decade has found that people often immediately gasp or hyperventilate upon immersion in cold water, causing them to inhale and drown immediately. 

Those who survive the first minute often experience a surge in blood pressure or irregular heart rhythms. As more time passes and limbs chill, muscle strength in arms, fingers and legs collapses. Treading water or swimming becomes impossible. 

"What we hear over and over from people is 'Oh, I can put my life jacket on if I fall in,' and you can't," said Sue Hargis, a former Coast Guard skipper and the agency's water safety coordinator for Alaska. "Our biggest concern is telling the public that wearing a life jacket is vital for surviving the first few minutes." 

	

	


Many went under so fast that they didn't have time to take a second breath or swim a few yards to shore, according to an analysis of noncommercial boating fatalities released last week by the U.S. Coast Guard. 

All of the victims almost certainly died long before cold water would have lowered their body temperatures to fatal levels, a process called hypothermia. Whether the victims inhaled two quarts of icy water in a reflexive gasp or lost the ability to swim after arms and legs chilled within minutes, a simple, low-tech solution might have allowed many to remain alive long enough to reach rescue or shore: wearing life jackets or float coats. 

The deaths included an incident last year in which a man fell overboard from an open skiff in Prince William Sound and disappeared, said Jeff Johnson, the state's boating law administrator. 

"His partner heard the splash and looked, but he never surfaced," he said. 

Another man died in Big Lake last June, thrown from his boat while turning circles at high speed. Last September, a father and three sons were out placing crab pots in Hoonah Sound when a line got caught in the prop and flipped their skiff. Two of the sons died. 

Since the 1980s, immersion in cold water has led to the deaths of about 25 Alaskans per year, with 305 recreational boating deaths between 1991 and 2003. That's about 70 deaths per 100,000 registered boats, 10 times the national rate. Scores more, often unsupervised children, died after swimming or wading in cold water. 

Commercial fishing, long considered one of the most dangerous occupations in the nation, had only 221 fatalities over the same period, Johnson said. 

So far in 2004, at least nine people have died after immersion in cold water in the state, Alaska State Troopers spokesman Greg Wilkinson said. In one especially horrifying case, three members of the same family died during a fishing outing on the Little Tok River in May. 

Laura McQuillin, 10, fell into the water, and her father, Rodney, 48, and brother Paul, 16, died trying to save her. None wore a life jacket, Wilkinson said. 

Of the people who died during recreational boating accidents in Alaska this year, two wore life jackets. 

The incidents still illustrate the extreme danger posed by exposure to cold water, Hargis said. 

Clarence Michael Savage, a 52-year-old Chicago tourist, died June 24 after he was thrown from a raft on icy Sixmile Creek while wearing a personal floatation device and drysuit. Susan Payne, a 52-year-old volunteer at the Begich, Boggs Visitor Center, died in Portage Creek after flipping her inflatable kayak while wearing a PFD. 

Immersion could have weakened both victims to the point where they couldn't fight water currents even with life jackets, Hargis said. 

Most accidents follow a similar pattern. A detailed study of 216 recreational boating deaths between 1991 and 2000 found typical victims to be adult males in an open boat who end up in the water without any device to keep them afloat. 

"In 2003, we had 21 deaths, and 18 of those were in skiffs or open boats," Hargis said. "People who are in skiffs for some reason seem to think they're safe, but in fact they're in the most dangerous kind of watercraft."
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