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ENIC IS
- ANDREW “OREW" BRiSLEM

r wos just supposed to be

some fon ond exercse
the. afternoon thot Drew

Bristen, 40, went out free
- diving in the Pucic Ocean -
off Picnic Beach, which i

pari of Luguna Beach, Calf.
: A ercitecura] draffomn
by professior, Brislen greiw up on the Southern
-~ Colifornia coust and ‘wes on expenenced spear
- fisheriman who competed in open swimming roces.

", The day wos May 26, 2011, and when he didn't

return iome by p.m, his vife Michell reported

" him rissing. A search wes organized and his body

* was found in the water niear Picnic Beach.

. Brisle was in. the water ulone, so if will -
._--_neve_ be. exactly clear what hap;:ened Iniiafly -

- theré was speculation he might have become en-
- tanglectin the kelp, but his wife believes he died

" due Yo prolonged breath-holding. She buses that -

<-on the fud that Drew's equipment, which she re-

trieved from authorities, included his dive waich
- and waight belt, makmg li fess like!y he hud heen. .

* enfangled. -
o Michelle Brssien now il be” mtsmg their
“doughters Sage, 7, and Addie, 6, dlone. “If ofl went

wrong betouse he dide't keow chout[shallow wer.

bladkout] and he was by himself,” she says.

_ [.1""]37“1Hu(’]l']lk(ﬂ-]((‘)kv‘*’ﬂ"_ )

Both young men were strong and fit

Witnesses at Lyons Pool in Tompkinsville,
N.Y., on Staten Island, had seen them ex: -

ercising in the water regularly in pussuit of

their dreams, according to the New York ™
Post. That's what got them into trouble on
the morning of July 13, when the two were’

pulled unconscious from the water. Despite

rescue attempts, they went into cardiac ar- -
rest. Vitenko was pronounced dead that -
morning. Proce died about four days later.

It appears they had been using prolonged

underwater breath-holding as part of their -

training — and that was their fatal mistake.
Other athletes and swimmers continue.

to make the same mistake. And the tragedy -

it causes may be on the rise, say some experts.

Holding your breath underwater is part -
of swimming, and under normal circum- -
- stances, breathing as needed, there’s no dan-

ger. That changes when you hold your breath

repeatedly for extended periods underwatér,

which is typically done for training or endur-
ance purposes. Preceded by hyperventilation
(sometimes cafled overbreathing) it can be

fatal: death by what's collectively known a8

shallow water blackout.

While aquatics professbnais know what-'

shallow water. blackout is — more than 80
percent recognized the term in & recent oniine

 poll o 566, Aquaucs oo eaders i
mich smaller number seein to fully grasp how.
it's caused of its true risk. For example, nearly

90 percent surveyed labeled prolonged breath- & :‘g_
holding as dangerous. But 40 percent also said -

they don't have rules st their facilities forbid- :

ding the practice: Despite the known threat;

some coachies still ‘regularly ‘use breath-hold L
training: Lafeguards the first deferise against

drowning - are not being fulll or consistently -
trained on how to spot the risks, espemaﬂy be- -

cause the victims often are strong swunmers,_ S

say expetts interviewed for this story. -

~ Within those dmconnects, people are"_

dying.

deathis in a survey of 180 pool drownirig mcx-: 5

dents that occurred between 1998 and 2008: s .
. But those numbers only scraech the sut- SO
face “My expectatxon is, we're cEearly ot

seeing how many cases ‘where hiyperventila--
tion is a factor,” says ‘Neal Pollock, Ph.D.;’
research director a¢ the nonprofic DAN.

That's because when someone diesasa

result of excessive breath-holding, no foren-:

Pmlanged underwmer hreuth holding can be deadly. Hera's alook ot whet-happens physiologi uIEy T{J cause g shuilow vieater black out drowning:

- The Dlvers Aloit Network has tracked o
g drownmgs linked to breath-holding for more < i
than five years and reports at least 44 fatali--
ties each year since 2004, In 2010, an analy- - e
sis published in the Southern Medical Jor= <
nal identified e1ght breath-holding “related - -



sic evidence is left behind to tell the story, so
such deaths often are not reported as dsown-
ings. Swimmers are equally oblivious to the
risks, which leads to still more deaths.

“In many mings, its still a sate, fun and
acceptable practice,” says Tom Griffiths,
founder of Aquatic Safety Research Group
in State College, Pa., referring to prolohged
breath-hoiding. “People out there just don’t
know it’s a problem.”

Some, such as Rhonda Milner, find out
the most tragic way of all: They lose a loved
one 1o shallow water blackout. “l am actually 2
physician myself, and the medical examiner on
my son’s case had never heard of this phenom-
enon. This is shocking!” says Milner whose
son, Whitner, drowned this spring, apparently
from shallow water blackout.

Milner and others are angry the industry
hasn't done more to warn against the danger
— and they're determined to do something
about it. If aquatics refuses to police itself,
they say, they'll get government to step in. To
that end, Milner is leading a grass-roots effort
to outlaw breath-holding at public pools.

“Poals are required to have signs for
‘No tunning, ‘Neo glass,” No diving in
shallow water,” Milner says. “But we are
not educating and warning against shallow
water blackout, where swimmers are persis-
tently and regularly killing themselves.”

Understanding the risk

“Shallow water blackout” is a some-
what ambiguous term, first wed to explain
blackouss amnong divers using closed-circuit
systemns. These systems are similar 1o a stan-
dard scuba set, except thar the tanks contain
a mix of oxygen and recycled exhaled gas,
which makes them lighter and smaller. The
U.S. Navy formally identified shallow water
blackous after it lost several divers,

Here's how it happens: Hyperventilation
{either voluntarily or as a result of extreme
exertion) causes the hody to expel lasger
than nermal amounts of carbon dioxide. The
CO2 acts as the catalyst that triggers a person
to hreathe, o less of it means a swimmer can
remain underwater for longer than normal
conditions. But that process starves the brain
of oxygen, which causes a blackout, according
to research published in the Joumal of Applied
Physiology. No physical eue indicates when an
individual underwater is about o blackout,
and when it happens, the body’s natural reflex

CALL 1O ACHON
BY DR. TOM GRIFFITHS
| first started weiting about the dangers of shalfew water blackout in 1983,
in my hook Sport Scuba Diving In Depth (Peinceton Book Co.). In the mid-
1990s, 1 began to publish articles specifically instructing iifeguurds and facility
menagers fo stop dangerous hreath-holding, underwater swimming and hy-
| poxic fraining. n 2008, | produced o holf-hour video colled “Shallow Warer
Blackout,” with finandal hely from insurance companies and other concerned
contrbutors,
~ But after nearly 30 years of focusing my efforts on shoflow water
bluckout prevention, | have. foiled miserably, Shallow water blackout
: deaths continue fo occur ot on alurming rate to young, athletic and
ofivaled individuals. L
nany shatlow water blackout deaths ge! swepi ander the rug, ond it goes under-reported be-
most part, coroners have never heord of shallow water blackeut and simply list “drowning”

on the deut cerfificate. 1t extremely difficult to quanify exactly how many SWB deaths are occurring
when coroners roitinely cite “drowning” os the cause of death for good swimmers who die suddenly. -

rhips the sad and sudden death of Gene “Whitner” Milnex, 25, from Atlanta-will make  dif-
_nks to his mother. Rhonda Milner, @ physician who also never heard of shallow water hluckout, -
st hier son in her own backyard poc, domg an activity he loved. The coroner who pronomced fer son

" dead likewise had never heard of shatlow water blackout.

ast, aquatics has @ voice, cvadvocate, @ mother who does notvant her sunssuzfden shacking
be invain. How will Rhanda’s effors be different and effecive? In the few months 1mmedzaiely
Whitner's denth, she starfed o 501{¢)3 nonprofit corporetion in honor of her son; Shallowlater
BlackoutPreventior.org. I additon fo providing education and warnings about shallow water bladkout,
opes 1o profile many of the victims whose fives were cut short by this insidious death.
et’s assist Rhonda Milner in dany way we con. We need 1o encourage fomifies of victims to
contact her-so she can profile them on her Web site. Once we con clearly iftustrate the scores of
healthy, tafented yourig peaple kiling themselves unwittingly in our swimming pools, we can hetter-
ducate, warn and change behavior 1 prevent these deaths. Aquancs Infemafmnaf hus agreecf o
help ts in'this endeavor, Wil y: you help, to0? : .
- What else can be done to prevent these unfimely and unnecessury SWB deaihs? First und fnre~ :
sf, every swimming pool in America must wasn s guesis and members thot breath-helding in
the water is dendly dangerous. Second, we must ban exiended breath-holding in pools throughout
. Let's not lose another person in the prime of their life to ”dmwnmg, especially afier
them imw fo:swim af an early ugei R o

" PHOTO BY JAYHEM .
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quiatics prdféssinﬁu!s can play a big role in protecting swimmers against a preventable drowning
deathas o result of dangerous breath-holding. Here are four tips fmm Gareth }iee!ges assodiate

_ _generul cuimsei for The Redwoods Group, Morvisville, N.C.

'I Drill baby' Betause those practicing nsky hreath- hoEdmg are ltkely fo he strong adahs it might
. | bie intimidating for ¢ young quord to confront them. For that reason, in-service drifls that include
information on how to speak with someone deuriy and autheritutively are very 4mportuni

_2En§orm patrons. Indude information in member bolletins, -

news!eiters und other commuhications. .

Set ‘em up. To fest your guurds or how they'l reud fo someone engngmg in unsnfe bremh

holding, sef up a mock scenario.

- 40ffer support. Make sure guards fully understand that they have the support of all manage-
ment when it comes o preventing shul!ow water blackout. .

BIACKOUT VICTIMS =
GENE “WHITNER” MILNER IH
| The doy 25yearold

Gene "Whitner" Milner
Il died was supposed to

§ have been remembered

4 o5 o fon doy. It was April
16, 2011, and. Whitner
‘and some  friends had

‘spent the doy ot the an-

- nual Atlanta:Stegple Chase. After the fesivities,

tey went Hirck to his Femily's backyard pool for -

a swim. As the group relaxed at the pool that

- evening, they competed fo see who could hold.

heir hreath underwater the longest.

Whitner's younger sister, Helen.“Scottie” Mil-
- nier, and same of her friends dlso were around, and
the st anyone recalks seeing him live was around
10:30 p.m. 65 people were getfing out of the water

- The lights in the pool wiere ot on and when they -
-~ coufd't find Whitner, everyone ‘assumed e was -

- off somewhere tulkmg on the phone with his girl-

friond; Laire; who wos ouf o town,

5 Whitner was found dead in the naol. the
next evening by his mother, Rhonda Milner,
- who had heen out of town. It is assumed that

as his friends were jumping out of the water -

 to gather their things and make plans for the

- test of the evening, Whitner went under for |

- one lust breath-holding ofteinpt, where he
succumbed to drowning as o result of shallow
“water bluckout.
A groduate of the Umversny of Georgia,
he was an avid athlete, fuller than 6 feel.
“Whitner loved his fwo eiogs, Red and Befla, and
-recently hod taken up spear fishing.

is to take a breath, forcing water into the lungs.

If the person is not rescued and resus-
citated immediately, a drowning will cccur
A shallow water hlackout can become fatal
in less than 2% minutes because the body is
so depleted of oxygen, Griffiths says. Under
normal conditions, a drowning death hap-

~ pens in somewhere around 5 minutes.

“I'he general public needs to be ediicated
as to the dangers of hyperventilation pricr to
becoming submerged in water; and hyper-
ventilation followed by breath-holding needs

" to be actively discouraged,” says Jerome H.
¥ g i1

Madell, M.D., the author of that analysis in
the Southern Medical Jowrnal.

Two practices coaches and individuals
use that can include hyperventilation are:

M Static apnea. Practioners attempt to hold
their breath as long as possible; remaining
underwater in a still position. Sometimes i's
a game, but it also is used as training.

8 Hypoxic training, A variety of hypoxic, or
low oxygen, training techniques exist. Some
swimmers simply limit breathing frequency.
Others swim for distance underwater. .

It is possible to use breath-holding in
training safely, but under very lirited; con-
trolled circumstances with carefuf monitos-
ing. Pollock suggests “limiting hyperventiia-
tion to two or three ventilatory exchanges
immediately prior to breath-hold,” as indi-
cated in a 2008 review article he published
in the journal Diving and Hyperbaric Medi-
cine. USA Swimming, the governing body
of competitive swirnmning, concurs and that
guideline appears in the U.S. Navy Diving
manual. It’s based on “a long history of what

seems to be a fairly safe degree of hyperven-
tilation,” Pollock says. However, he adds, “It
does not provide a guarantee, but a reason-
able expectation of not depressing carbon
dioxide levels low enough to generate a high
risk of hypcmc {low oxygen conent) ioss of
consciousness.”

Moreover, there’s no way to contro! that
among average SWiInmers, says aquatics ex-
pert Roy Fielding, senior lecturer in the De-
partment of Kinesiology at the University of
North Carolina at Charlotte, and a member
of the American Red Cross Scientific Advi-
sory Council and the Aquatic Sub-Council,
The average swimmer or diver who uses
these training methods is likely a strong and
competitive individual who might easily fall
inte the mind-set of “if a little is good, more
is better.” Many also may not recognize pre-
breath-hold activity as hyperventilation.

“The finding that more than half of recent-
ly reported fatal breach-hold incidents were un-
witnessed indicates a fundamental problem in
prictice,” Pollock notes in his article.

Griffiths believes it’s very likely that
breath-holding activities may be a leading
cause of drowning among strong swimmers.
He says hyperventilation can lead to other
dangers. “If it’s not shaflow water blackour,
it's probably a medical cause that precipitated
the drowning, such as Long QT Syndrome or

- a cardiac arthythmia,” he notes. Researchers

suggest prolonged breath-holding can trigger
those scenarios as well.

Creating awareness

Experts have known about shallow wa-
ter blackout for years, but Griffiths believes
it hasn't been recognized in the mainstream
media reporting on drownings until this year.
That's probably because the only way to po-
tentially identify it is if an eye witness reports
that the victim had engaged in breath-hold-
ing preceded by hyperventilation.

“It’s still so unknown, it basically looks
like a drowning,” Milner adds. It was her
drowned son’s surviving vounger brother
who first brought up the possibility of shallow
water blackout. Milner says he discovered it
only after doing some research.

To make swirmmers aware of the dangers,
Milner, Griffiths and others suggest starting
with' signage.

“Signs are essential” Milner says.
“They make it clear that no breath-holding




' RISK ASSESSMEN

is allowed, and they bring awareness since
most people are not aware of the dangers of
hreath-holding.”

But, ultimately, there will atill be those
who can't resist breaking the rules — and
plenty of pocls are still unguarded. To truly
prevent mote dmwnmgs, it comes down ©
education: and awareness.

“Warning signs are fine as a reminder, but
the important focus shoutd be on comptehen-
sive education to ensure that the tisks are un-
derstood by all — the would-be breath-hold
diver, those who could influence his or her
behavior, and [#¥eguards responsible to protect
the public,” Pollock says. “Possessing true um-
derstanding can offer much greater protection
than simply knowing a ‘rule.” We will help

More than 80 percent of Aquatics
Infernational rendezs are

oware of shollow
water Backout, but
significantly fewer
(55 percent}

have rules ogainst
the prolonged
underwater
breath-holding

that perpefuates

this potentially
deadly phenom-
enon, aceording fo

a 2017 supvey.

Do you have a

rule that forbids
underwater breath-
holding exercises
{either for fun or as
a form of training)
at your facility?

'I The people who succumb fo this quaet killer often are stronger swimmers thon the i_tfeguursfs on

duly. Therefore, ifeguards tend not to worry about them or wotch them cureful!y

: _ZBreuth hofdmg activites occur underwater, dnd the natoral figiples on the surfcce can obscure on

dividual's presence on Ehe bnitcm of 1he swimming pool:

3Reﬂect|on und iefraction pmcfuced by the surface
“rinple efféct” often moke the motionless bodies
on the hottom of the pool appear fo he moving, so the
ilfeguurds patents of supervisors do not detedt distress.

A When o good swimmer is detected on the bot-
foin, denial and delay often lead to unsuccess LEI
recoveries.

D, Tom G(_iffi?hs

Have you ever

81% heard of the term
YES "shallow water
blackout?"

16*
NO

o

MAYBE

SOURCE: AUG, 2011 AGUATICS INTERNATIONAL ONLINE BURVEY OF 566 READERS. ’
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mote people both now and in the future by
educating rather then by issuing edicts.”

Major aquatics agencies do recognize the
tisks of breath-holding. The American Red
Cross issued advisories and includes informa-
tion on the dangers of hyperventilation in its
lifeguard training materials and learn-to-swim
classes. YMCA of the USA sent memios to
all aquatic stakeholders about unsafe breath-
holding practices, which includes information
in lifeguard training program and recommends
that all local YMCAs have a “breath-holding
activities prohibited” policy. USA Swimming
states in its Safery/Loss Control Manual that
“hyperventilation (rapid deep breathing) be-
fore prolonged underwater swimming is a dan-
gerous practice that may result in drowning.”
But not all training providess give encugh in-
formation, Felding says.

Among aquatics professionals, a major-
ity know the term, but drownings linked to
breath-holding are still happening, so it
clear that not everyone fully understands the
risks, he adds. Fielding's greatest concem is
with pools that don’t generally have some-
one dedicated to aquatic management, such
as hotel and apartment pools. Additionally,
some swim coaches may not have access to
the latest training and information, and are
seill engaging in dangerous technigues. For
instance, he says, imagine a volun-
teer coach whose training was as a
swimmer in high school 40 yeams
aga. The only way someone like that
would know how to instruct today’s
athletes is by using the same meth-
ods leamned decades ago.

Such scenarios womry  other
aquatics experts. “We need to be pro-
aczive. We need to look at how many
of those situations are occurring,” says
Robert Ogoreuc, aquatic director at
Slippery Rock University, and assis-
tant professor in its Physical Bduca-
tion Deparzment

When it comes to training the
next generation of young lifeguards,
there’ a significant challenge in pre-
paring them to be able to communi-
cate the risk (o a stzong adult swimeer.

Fielding recalls one incident
in which a young lifeguard was ap-
proached by an older “Navy SEAL
in training,” who stated that he
would be practicing breath-helding

© 30" AQUATICS INTERNATIONAL |- NOVE

in a cotner of the peol and did not want o
be bothered. The guard did nothing and the
man drowned. '

Hoping to make sure something like
that tragedy, or what happened to her son,
doesn’t happen again, Milner launched the
nonprofit Shallow Water Blackout Preven-
tion earlier this year, with Griffiths’ full
suppore, Milners mission is “shallow water

. blackout prevention through awareness,

education, and legislation.”
ShallowWaterBlackousPrevension.org went
live in June and long-term goals of the orga-
nization inciude pushing for “no prolonged
breath-helding” (except by certified free div-
ers) policies at all pools, and warning labels on
spear-fishing equipment, To incresse awareness,
Milner connected with the National Dyown.-
ing Prevention Alliance and the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention. Starting in
her home state of Georgia, she’s also working
with [awmakers 1o develop legislation banning
prolonged breath-holding in public poals.
“This could lay the groundwork for feder-
al legislation,” Milner says. “I think that peo-
ple just don’t understand the physiology. You
expect you'll have a warning that you need to
breathe before you pass out, but that’s not the
case, ... Shallow water blackout is uninten-
tionalsuicide and completely preventable.” i

SLACKOUTVICTIVE

~ 8. JAMES FUNK ili

n 1962, Georgin's Loke
Rabun wus o popular
spot for Atlonta resi-
denis fo estupe during
hot- summers. So. when
S. James "Jimmy” Funk

M and his family went
- they  expecied -
- nothing but good fimes. Jlmmy was 17 that
- summer and excelled os a student ot Wesimin-
-~ ster School. He was an avid athlete, fike his fo-
ther, an orhopedic surgeon. At Lake Rahun, he
- and his friends would compete with each other
i various swimming and aquatic chollengss,
“recalls his sister, Helen McSwain, who wos 10
years old ot the time. Perhaps he wos practic-
- ing for one of those competitions when he went
swimiming ‘elone — aguinst the-wishes of his~
"parents, who warned their children to always -
‘swim with o buddy — on the morning of July -
13, 1962. When his body was found, the deuih '
“was listed a5 o drowning. - -
- Today, thers is siilf o scha!mship fund in His
naie ot the Westminsfer School in Atlanto, and

there; -

Helen and her fomily helieve they lost Jlmmy

- mast fikely because he was using hyperventilotion

in repented attempts 1o hold his breath longer.
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