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Objective: To describe the frequency of work-related 
diving fatalities in Alaska.

• Background on diving

• NIOSH surveillance

• What the data tell us

• Case reports

• Recommendations

• Resources



INTRODUCTION



Types of Occupational Diving
Underwater Maintenance and Repairs

• Welding

• Clearing lines/nets from propellers

• Inspecting vessels

• Setting anchors



Types of Occupational Diving
Dive Harvesting

• Species: Sea cucumbers, sea urchins, 
and geoduck clams

• Fisheries around Kodiak Island and 
Southeast Alaska

• Diver training/experience not required



Types of Occupational Diving
Scientific Diving

• Scientific research and assessment

• Measurements and counts

• Sample collection

• Photography



Types of Occupational Diving
Gold Dredging

• Suction dredge

• Bering Sea, offshore Nome

• Diver training/experience not 
required



Diving Gear

Surface-Supplied AirSCUBA



Dangers of Diving

• Water hazards
• Drowning

• Respiratory/circulatory problems

• Hypothermia

• Process hazards
• Cutting/welding

• Operation of heavy equipment

• Work with power tools

• Equipment malfunctions



METHODS



NIOSH Surveillance

Diving fatality identified in media, US Coast Guard activities, police reports, and/or death certificates

Is it occupational?

What industry?

In Alaska?

Commercial Fishing

CFID

Any

AOISS ExcludedExcluded

No

Yes

Yes No



RESULTS



Alaska Diving Fatalities by Activity, 1990 – 2013
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Alaska Diving Fatalities, 1990 – 2013
n=20

• Male divers aged 19 – 70

• Gear types:
• SCUBA (50%)

• Surface-supplied air (50%)

• Contributing factors:
• Diving inexperience

• Gear entanglement

Drowning, 
85%

Embolism, 
5%

Trauma, 5%

Cause of Death

Carbon Monoxide 
Intoxication, 5%



Case Report #1

October 2003:

• 33 y.o. harvesting cucumbers in 30 ft. of 
water with surface-supplied air

• Previous experience as recreational 
diver and dive tender, but not 
commercial harvester

• Air line became entangled with vessel anchor line

• Victim briefly surfaced, then descended without mask

• Did not use bailout bottle or remove weights

• CPR administered unsuccessfully when recovered



Case Report #2

September 2007:

• 43 y.o. diver with scuba gear was on his 
final dive to become certified as a 
scientific diver

• Certified in open water and advanced 
diving

• Ran out of air and attempted to surface and swim to shore

• Unable to remove weight belt and went under the surface



DISCUSSION



Mitigating the Risks

• Dive with an experienced partner 
and/or tender

• Proper gear

• Drill – become familiar with 
bailout and other emergency 
procedures

• Training/Certification

• Follow (or adopt!) diving 
standards



Recommendations

• Increase awareness to divers and employers about 
diving safety

• Continued surveillance of occupational diving fatalities 
is essential for identifying risks and implementing 
safety policies/standards

• Opportunities: nonfatal diving injuries, working with 
industry



Resources

Diving Safety
AMSEA http://www.amsea.org/
DAN http://www.diversalertnetwork.org

Dive 
Harvesting

Alaska Department of Fish and Game 
http://www.adfg.alaska.gov/index.cfm?adfg=commercialbyfish
erydive.main
Southeast Alaska Regional Dive Fisheries Association 
http://www.sardfa.org/

Gold Dredging
Alaska Department of Natural Resources 
http://dnr.alaska.gov/mlw/mining/index.cfm

Scientific 
Diving

University of Alaska https://www.sfos.uaf.edu/dive/
American Academy of Underwater Sciences 
http://www.aaus.org/

Underwater
Maintenance 
and Repairs

OSHA 
https://www.osha.gov/SLTC/commercialdiving/index.html

http://www.amsea.org/
http://www.diversalertnetwork.org/
http://www.adfg.alaska.gov/index.cfm?adfg=commercialbyfisherydive.main
http://www.sardfa.org/
http://dnr.alaska.gov/mlw/mining/index.cfm
https://www.sfos.uaf.edu/dive/
http://www.aaus.org/
https://www.osha.gov/SLTC/commercialdiving/index.html
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