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Slide 1 – I appreciate the opportunity to speak to you today about developing a 

diving safety program for the Lummi commercial harvest divers.  As we continue 

with the proceedings, take a moment to think about those friends and colleagues 

we’ve lost in dive accidents.  We do this work in their honor.  To do this talk 

justice would take about an hour, but I’ll do the best I can with the time I have. 

Slide 2 – For over 50 years, shellfish and invertebrate fisheries have been on the 

rise as opportunities to catch finfish have steadily declined.  This graph shows the 

total landings of sea cucumbers by Lummi commercial harvest divers over a 

recent 10-year period.  As you can see, in the last five years, the fishery has really 

come on strong as indicated by increased landings. 

Slide 3 - With the expansion of dive fishery opportunities in Washington, both 

individual participation and fleet sizes have increased to keep up with the demand 

for fresh seafood in Asia.  Here are some demographics of the Lummi commercial 

harvest diving fleet from 2012 and 2013.  Go through list…Unfortunately, the gold 

rush mentality associated with expanding fisheries and increased participation 

has led to an increased risk of diving incidents. 

Slide 4 - I started working for the Lummi Nation a couple of years ago. Because of 

my experience in fisheries and diving in the workplace, the Lummi Fisheries and 

Natural Resources Commission requested my recommendations on improving 

commercial harvest diver safety. 

Slide 5 - The recommendations I came up with became not only a way to take 

stock of how diving safety was administered at the Lummi Nation, but also a way 

to take inventory of the commercial harvest diving fleet and its personnel.  One of 

the first recommendations was to assign a Diving Safety Officer to administer 

diving safety at Lummi.  That was pretty much a “Tag – you’re it!” for me.  Go 

through list… 
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Slide 6 - One of the first things I did was to try and get a better handle on past 

incidents.  The Lummi Nation Police Department had no archived records of 

previous diving accidents; so, I spoke opportunistically with the folks involved in 

the incidents to get a better idea of what happened.  These were the four main 

contributing factors: Go through list…Now we had an idea of where some of the 

safety issues lay and what direction to take for the proposed dive safety refresher 

training. 

Slide 7 – In essence, the dive safety refresher training became our way to check 

the vitals within the dive community.  In this way, the Commission and I could 

assess whether there were any weak links that needed to be addressed. 

Slide 8 - The dive safety refresher training consisted of several components.  The 

first was a classroom overview where the instructors revisited aspects of 

decompression theory and dive physics that participants might not have thought 

about since earning their initial certifications. 

Slide 9 - The second component consisted of trouble-shooting the divers’ gear in 

the field.    

Slide 10 – Third component consisted of diving first aid.  We certified the entire 

community in first aid/CPR and emergency oxygen administration.  

Slide 11 - The fourth component dealt with topside skills.  These included gearing 

up and dressing the diver, umbilical fittings and connections, communications 

with the diver, including line pulls in the event of voice communication failure, 

and tending the line. 

Slide 12 - Underwater skills were covered in the fifth component.  These included 

bailout procedures and drills.  Regarding the bailout drills, some of the 

participants had never switched over to their emergency gas systems before.  This 

was a great opportunity to do so in a safe, controlled learning environment. 

Slide 13 - Finally, we practiced diver down drills and diving accident management.  

This was an opportunity for the guys to take what they learned in the classroom 

and bring it to the field. 
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Slide 14 – I recommended another training component apart from the dive safety 

refresher training and that was to get a couple of our Natural Resources 

Enforcement Officers trained in Public Safety Diver methods and surface supplied 

air techniques.  When I hired on, the Lummi Nation Police Department did not 

have any diving professionals on staff.  I thought this training would not only 

enable them to better understand what the commercial dive fleet went through 

on a daily basis, but it would also give them a better idea of what they’d be 

enforcing when it came to the standards.  By the end of all the trainings, Lummi 

had earned high praise from the instructors.  They were very impressed with how 

well the Lummi dive teams worked together.  For me, this was a huge relief. 

Slide 15 - Now that we had a good idea of the skills and abilities of the dive 

community, we concentrated on the state of their equipment.  We followed up 

with fleet-wide vessel and equipment inspections and air quality testing.  All of 

the vessels passed a minimum set of requirements based on OSHA standards.   

Slide 16 – In the end, we outfitted the entire fleet with emergency oxygen 

administration kits.  It just seemed to make sense – the dive crews are the first 

responders for any shipboard emergency, and oxygen is the first line of defense 

for any suspected case of decompression sickness (DCS). 

Slide 17 - Returning to the other recommendations I had for the Commission – 

these included…Go through list. 

Slide 18 – Standards reviewed…Go through list. 

Slide 19 - In terms of updating our standards, there were many examples to 

choose from – federal, tribal, state, university – the bottom-line was that we 

didn’t have to reinvent the wheel.  Furthermore, by this time, we had a much 

better idea of what we wanted in the new set of standards. 

Slide 20 - Provide anecdotes for each listed item. 

Slide 21 - Provide anecdotes for each listed item. 

Slide 22 - Provide anecdotes for each listed item.  
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Slide 23 – We now had a clearer idea of where we wanted to be, but how were 

we going to implement these changes?  The Lummi Nation doesn’t have the same 

organizational structure that the Feds or Washington State have, so I had to work 

within the Lummi regulatory framework to update and implement the new 

standards.  The Natural Resources Code of Laws provided the regulatory 

framework for me to follow.  It was here that I found that Lummi citizens were a 

sovereign people subject to their own laws…Go through list. 

Slide 24 – I ended up working with several branches of and levels within the 

Lummi government structure.  For example, I had to confer with the doctors at 

the Lummi Tribal Health Center to see if they and the clinic staff were up to 

implementing new medical requirements.  I worked with Law and Order, not only 

in terms of introducing them to Public Safety Diving, but also to brainstorm on 

ways to enforce the new standards.  Go through list… 

Most everyone recognized the importance of updating the commercial harvest 

diving standards.  In fact, I had only nominal push-back from a couple of cranky 

old-timers, but even they came around in their own way. 

Slide 25 - After conferring with the dive community on multiple occasions, the 

consensus was to go with a set of standards that was more industry-oriented vs. 

say, a government set of standards.  In the end, I compiled and edited a set of 

standards that was adapted mostly from those of the Association of Diving 

Contractors International (ADCI) with a sprinkling of NOAA and other technical 

standards, but also some reminders from our 2012 dive safety refresher training 

thrown in for good measure.  Reviewing the new standards in their entirety is 

beyond the scope of this presentation, but I’ll highlight a couple of the major 

changes we made in the next few slides. 

Slide 26 - One of the major changes to the old standards involved evaluating 

applicants’ fitness to participate in dive operations.  Provide anecdotes about 

listed items. 
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Slide 27 - Another big departure from the old standards involved establishing a 

formal review and approval process to increase the accountability for diving 

safety at Lummi.  The first step here was assigning a DSO that would administer 

the diving safety program for the Lummi Natural Resources Department.  The DSO 

acts as the “go-between” for the dive community, the DCB, and the Commission.  

Continue with items listed… 

Slide 28 - Lead viewers through process and briefly discuss the four levels of LNR 

classification. 

Slide 29 - With the increase in complexity of the diving safety program came the 

need to improve tracking participants’ requirements and maintaining records.  

Like any bureaucracy, we have our fair share of forms for individuals to fill out in 

order to participate in the dive fisheries.  These records then become the hard-

copy backup to our diving safety database. 

Slide 30 - This system went on-line about a year ago.  It’s tied into our licensing, 

validations, and permit system. We can query dive safety task hub to get reports 

on status of physicals, certifications, and other requirements.  It also provides a 

simple way for management- and policy-level personnel to look up an individual’s 

status in my absence.  

Slide 31 - None of these changes would have been possible had we not improved 

communications with the dive community.  We reached out through a variety of 

media.  Articles in the local paper, newsletter articles… 

Slide 32 – An online diving safety video produced by NWIC student Setrina Wilson 

during an internship with our department... 

Slide 33 – Monthly meetings with the dive community, relevant links on our 

website… 
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Slide 34 – Probably the most efficient communication tool at our disposal, 

though, is the cell phone text alert system developed in part by the LNR data 

analyst and the Lummi Indian Business Council IT folks.  It’s a great way to get the 

word out about meetings, safety reminders, fishery regulations, and what not. 

Slide 35 - So, is the new diving safety program working? 

Slide 36 - This incident occurred on the eve of the rollout of the new commercial 

harvest diving standards.  I’ve included this as a precautionary note that no 

matter how many improvements we make, no matter how prepared we are, no 

matter our experience level, serious accidents can happen.  This was a very sad 

day and extremely disheartening given how far we’d come in implementing the 

new diving safety program at Lummi. 

Slide 37 – Still, there are some bright spots and indications that the program is 

working.  For example, 

1) A newly-trained hose tender stops an uninitiated deckhand from pulling up 

a diver after voice communications go out.  Instead, the hose tender uses 

line pulls to re-establish contact with the diver, who finishes the dive 

normally and without further incident.  The diver ended up paying the hose 

tender extra that day for not pulling him up too soon or in an uncontrolled 

fashion. 

2) A new diver overexerts himself and goes into afib with rvr (atrial fibrillation 

with rapid ventricular response) during his dive.  His pulse rate was pushing 

200 bpm.  At the surface, because he had recently been trained in 

emergency oxygen administration, he has the wherewithal to place himself 

on oxygen using the vessel’s new O2 kit while being transported to shore.  

He felt relief from his symptoms and was later stabilized at the hospital. 

3) Scoff-laws getting certified and becoming compliant. 

4) Vessels owners and experienced dive operators are becoming proactive 

about sending in crews to meet requirements. 
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5) I’ve had more than a couple of divers come forward seeking referrals for 

further medical evaluation by a diving physician. 

6) Finally, divers are coming forward more often with their accounts of 

incidents that occur on the water.  This is huge.  Before, incidents wouldn’t 

be discussed or they’d be swept under the carpet.  At least now we’re 

starting to think about what can be learned from the incidents rather than 

treating them punitively. 

Is it perfect?  No.  Is it better?  Definitely – and it keeps moving forward in the 

right direction, step by step, little by little. 

Slide 38 – Acknowledgements 

Slide 39 – Thank you 


