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Chilling Facts of Cold Water 

A Rescue that almost Failed

One of the coldest places in North America to be in a boat is up in Alaska’s waters. The Bering Sea is a brutal body of water that can turn on a vessel like a junk-yard dog.

Will Milam has been with the U.S. Coast Guard for years. He’s a rescue swimmer, which means he jumps into water to save the lives of boaters in trouble. As experienced as Milam is, he nearly died during a rescue on a stormy winter’s night in the Bering Sea.

Milam jumped from a Coast Guard helicopter to save four fishermen in a life raft. He was wearing the required survival suit but during the rescue, cold water suddenly found a way into his suit and within seconds his lower legs began to go numb. As he struggled to rescue the four fishermen, all of who were in various stages of hypothermia, his own situation grew perilous. Milam was in and out of the water as the four fishermen were hoisted aboard the chopper.

As the last fisherman was rescued, Milam’s problems became worse as incapacitation and hypothermia began to intensify. The crew aboard the helicopter lowered the basket for Milam but, in his delirium, he began to move away from it.

"In my mind I thought I was doing everything fine," Milam said. "I thought I was swimming, I thought I was stroking, I thought I was doing everything; because I was so hypothermic I didn't know. I thought I was just fine."

Milam was rescued; he lived to tell his story. He was awarded with several medals and honours for bravery. But, as experienced and well-trained as he was, Milam nearly became a cold water drowning statistic himself.  

What is Hypothermia?

You don’t need to be in cold Alaskan waters to experience what happens in Cold Water.  Most lakes in Canada are dangerously cold for at least part of the year, and many for the entire year.  And as a result, boaters in Canada are aware of the condition known as hypothermia. It’s when the core of your body has abnormally low body temperature from immersion in cold water and eventually your heart stops.

But hypothermia is the final stage your body reaches after being in cold water. Many people die in the first few minutes of immersion in cold water and they are not hypothermic, they simply drown due to the immediate and sometimes deadly effects of cold water.

What happens in Cold Water?

Statistically speaking, nearly 99 percent of drownings in Canada occur in water that is colder than 20 degrees Celsius. That doesn’t seem very cold, but it’s cold enough and the numbers don’t lie.  And when the water gets down to 15 degrees Celsuis or colder that is when the real problems start to occur.

So, what happens to your body if you accidentally tumble into cold water?

First, you will encounter Cold Shock and gasp involuntarily when your body hits the cold the water. If your face is underwater, that single gasp can fill your lungs with about a litre of water. If you’re wearing a life jacket and floating on the surface when you take that first big gasp, expect that over the next minute or so your heart rate will skyrocket, your breathing can increase as much 600 percent and panic can set in.

As long as you are safely floating with a lifejacket, after the first minute or so, your breathing will settle down.  Depending on the water temperature, over the next ten minutes or so you will experience Cold Incapacitation. As your body struggles to preserve its core temperature your limbs will become numb and your ability to self rescue or even simply continue to swim will become impaired.  In cold water, without a lifejacket, you will sink.

If you do have a lifejacket on and have not been able to rescue yourself, even in the coldest water, you can expect to be conscious for about an hour and it will still be some time before you succumb to hypothermia.  This will give rescuers additional time to find and rescue you.  

The Smart Choice

There is one simple preventative measure that anyone can take to avoid drowning in cold water.

Wear your lifejacket. It can save your life, no matter what the water temperature. The lifejacket guarantees that you will float, even if you inhale a lung-full of cold water. 

But it won’t work if you’re not wearing it, and putting it on in the water might not be an option, especially in cold water when you are gasping and struggling just to stay on the surface.

The Canadian Safe Boating Council conducted an experiment to see how easy it was for someone to get into a lifejacket or floater coat once they were in the water. In short, it wasn’t easy at all. And the subjects involved were in a swimming pool, calmly trying to put them on.

The High Tech LifeJacket

Today’s lifejackets are modern marvels. Inflatables can be worn in a belt pack around your waist, or a streamlined collar shape; so comfortable you will feel like you don’t even have one on.  Inherently buoyant jackets come in a variety of styles and colours matched to whatever your style of boating is and all designed to be worn while you are on the water.  A floater coat can help preserve vital body heat in open air and in cold water as it keeps you floating, and there are also the full length survival suits like the one Wil Millam wore that can protect you against the worst of elements.  

When your body is in cold water, heat loss is the greatest threat as the minutes tick by and wearing a lifejacket means you don’t have to exert yourself trying to stay afloat. More exertion is a sure way to lose heat and lessen your survival chances and rescue time.

Many boaters will spend thousands, even hundreds of thousands of dollars on a recreational vessel and then spend the minimum on life jackets. Whatever your boating style, whenever you boat, think about the water temperature and have the proper equipment: a life jacket, a floater coat or a survival suit if that’s what it takes.

Make the Smart Choice

Wear it on your boat at all times. It’s so simple.

‘Promoting Safe and Responsible Boating Throughout Canada’

‘Promouvoir la Sécurite Nautique et le sens de la Responsabilité à Travers le Canada’

www.csbc.ca


