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INTRODUCTION  

The Los Angeles County Surf Life Saving Association 
(LACoSLSA) was formed in 2014 as a non-profit organization 
to promote beach and open water safety education and to 
become a community partner in ocean education, 
opportunities and experiences. 

LACoSLSA is a volunteer organization that includes 
permanent, part time and retired Los Angeles County 
Lifeguards as well as interested community individuals and 
ocean enthusiasts.   

PURPOSE 

This ocean introduction reference guide has been developed 
by collecting some of the information used for training and 
development of Los Angeles County Lifeguards and the Junior 
Guard Cadets.  This information should help to enhance the 
general public’s knowledge, skills and awareness of ocean 
and beach conditions, marine life, lifeguard operations, rescue 
equipment, and first aid.  Respect the ocean. 

OCEAN AND BEACH CONDITIONS 

The ocean, unlike small, enclosed bodies of water, is dynamic.  
The changing conditions contribute to the dangers faced by 
beach patrons.  The surf, calm at one moment, can within 
hours become rough and dangerous. Even when the ocean 
floor is level at a given site, deep channels may lay on either 
side with fast rip currents running seaward through them.  If 
the surf is calm, a single Lifeguard can supervise hundreds of 
bathers successfully, but if the surf is violent, and rip currents 
are pulling, bathers can be at much greater risk.  
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Waves 
Waves are oscillations in the ocean surface transferring 
energy from one place to another.  Any kind of disturbance in 
the ocean is likely to generate waves.  Some of the more 
common disturbances which cause waves are: 

• Wind (the most common). 
• Earthquakes and undersea landslides (which can 

create tidal waves or tsunamis). 
• The gravitational pull of the Sun and Moon (tidal 

action). 
• Changes in barometric pressure. 

Wind generated waves frequently travel across thousands of 
miles of open ocean before finally breaking on shore. The size 
of wind generated waves is due to five factors: 

1. Wind speed 
2. Duration of time the wind blows 
3. The fetch, or extent of open water across which the 

wind blows  
4. The width of the fetch 
5. The depth of the water 

Wave Formation 
Wave trains are rows of waves that are characterized by 
period, or the time taken for two consecutive crests to pass a 
given point; wave length, the distance between the waves; 
and height (amplitude), which is the vertical distance between 
a trough and a succeeding crest. As waves travel, friction 
forces in the water cause the crests to become more rounded 
and to move in fairly regular trains of similar period and height. 
These collections of waves, called ground swells, can travel 
thousands of miles before reaching the shore. 
 
Waves behave differently depending on the depth of the 
water.   
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Breaking waves are called “breakers” or “surf.” Waves rapidly 
lose energy in the turbulent flow once they have broken.  Any 
remaining energy is spent as the wave pushes up the berm.  
This water which runs up the berm is called “runup.” 
 
The shape of the bottom has a direct influence on the 
character of breakers close to shore. When a large swell 
meets a steep underwater slope, the wave’s top plunges over 
rapidly, forming a large curl. These hard breaking or crashing 
waves are called “plunging waves.” 
 
A gradually sloping bottom will form a gently crumbling wave, 
with the “soup” or “foam” being pushed along ahead of the 
broken waves as it continues toward the beach. These gentle 
or feathering waves are called “spilling waves.” 

Heavy Surf 
Heavy (high or large) surf can cause additional problems for 
most swimmers, particularly when the waves are breaking 
near shore. Heavy surf has enough force to knock waders off 
their feet and cause injury and disorientation. 
 
The size and force of the waves can hold a swimmer under for 
several fearful seconds.  In shallow water, heavy surf can 
push a swimmer to the bottom with enough force to break 
bones. 
 
Heavy surf breaking a distance from the beach, and 
accompanied by rip currents, can create a dangerous 
condition when there are periodic lulls.  During a lull, a rip 
current may sweep a swimmer out into the surfline.  When the 
surf starts crashing again, the person is caught in or beyond 
the surfline. 
 
Ground swells can cause rip currents, strong longshore 
currents and heavy surf. Ground swells originate in deep 
ocean waters often thousands of miles away.  
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Normally large summer swells are from the south, originating 
off Mexico or from storms as far away as the southern polar 
ocean. Winter swells normally come from the north, originating 
near the Aleutian Islands off Alaska. West swells may be 
generated by storms near Hawaii or Japan.  When multiple 
swells from different directions collide on shore, the result may 
be water inside the surf line running in one direction while the 
current outside the surf line is moving in the opposite direction. 

Backwash 
A back wash condition is prevalent on steep sloping beaches 
at or near high tide. Due to the steep incline of the berm, the 
return of the run up causes a distinct wave to move away from 
shore. The returning water re-enters the surf line with great 
force, which can be a peril to small children and the infirm at 
the water's edge. 
 
Undertows do not exist in open water. Some people believe 
there is a current that flows seaward from the beach along the 
bottom which pulls swimmers under. Often, backwash or rip 
currents are mistaken for the fictitious undertow. 

Rip Currents 
Approximately 80 percent of ocean rescues are made in rip 
currents.  These currents typically run from shallow water near 
the shore to deeper waters beyond the surf line. Inexperienced 
swimmers are often caught in the current and pulled out to 

deep water. 
 
Rip currents are 
formed when waves 
break in shallow 
water with rapid 
succession. The 
water they hurl 
upon the shore 
cannot easily return 
seaward because it 
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becomes trapped, “piling up” inside the surfline near shore. 
This water is kept there, higher than sea level, by the 
continuous addition of water from more breakers. When the 
collection of water is sufficient to overcome the strength of the 
surf, a current starts to flow seaward, following the path of 
least resistance.  As it moves, it erodes a channel, and this 
channelization allows for a continuous flow of water, creating 
the rip current.  Rips are perpetuated by a supply of water 
from feeder currents, which collect the water from incoming 
waves and flow laterally along the beach.  Out beyond the 
breaker zone, the channel abruptly widens and deepens, and 
the strength of the rip current diminishes. Often its head forms 
a large, slow vortex. 
 
Another type of rip current is caused by surf breaking at an 
angle to the beach. These rips will not only run out through the 
surf, but will move in the direction of the longshore current 
caused by this “angled” surf. This lateral movement of the rip 
causes additional concern to the lifeguard. The rip may move 
great distances along the beach, picking up swimmers as it 
progresses. 
 
Rip currents may also be caused by groins or piers extending 
into the surf. The groin or pier obstructs the longshore current 
and forces the current seaward. The obstruction will cause the 
currents to cut channels in the ocean bottom, creating a rip 
current. 
 
Incoming waves can be read to recognize rip current 
conditions. An incoming wave will generally flatten out when 
encountering the channel through which a rip current flows. As 
the wave moves toward shore, the wave top rises up as the 
shallow bottom is encountered, but in the channel with the rip 
current wave energy is quickly dissipated and due to the 
deeper water the wave may not break at all.   

7 



Characteristics of Rip Currents 
Although rip currents can vary greatly in appearance, as a 
general rule they look in some way distinctly different from the 
surrounding surf.  A rip may seem especially rough or choppy, 
may have the dark color of water deeper than that on either 
side of it, and may or may not have foam.  Rips sometimes 
pick up debris, kelp particles, or sand from the ocean floor, 
giving the water a murky or muddy quality; other times the 
seaward current shows clear evidence that the water at the 
surface is running in the opposite direction from the incoming 
waves.  A rip moving through calm, level surf is easily 
detected. They are harder to spot when the sea is rough and 
conditions are windy.  Under most conditions, a rip can be 
seen easily from a high elevation overlooking the surf line. 
Because of changing rip conditions, the Lifeguard must 
constantly read the surf line in order to safeguard the assigned 
area. 

Components of Rip Currents 
All rip currents consist of three components: (1) feeder; (2) 
neck; and (3) head.  
 
The feeder is the main source of water for the rip. The feeder 
collects the water from the incoming surf and begins to move 
laterally along the beach. It is pushed slightly above sea level 
by the incoming waves and will eventually be pulled back to 
sea level when it reaches a break in the surf.  This break in the 
surf will generally be at a channel or an obstacle at which point 
the feeder turns seaward. A rip current may have one or two 
feeders. For example, waves breaking on both sides of a 
deeper water channel would create two feeders. Single feeder 
rip currents are common near obstructions and when the swell 
hits at an angle.  
 
The neck portion of a rip current is the section with water 
running seaward. The neck can vary in width from a few yards 
to several hundred. The majority of rescues and drownings 
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occur in the neck. This is where the rip current is moving 
fastest. 
 
The head of a rip current is the area where the neck disperses 
into the ocean. Having reached beyond the waves, the rip 
rapidly spreads out. The effect of the rip current dissipates at 
this point. 
 
The danger posed by rip currents is not that it will pull 
swimmers under water, but that they will tire or panic while 
fighting the current.  Exhaustion and fear rapidly lead to 
drowning. 
 
Variations of Rip Currents: 
 
Two Feeder Rip Current      Single Feeder Rip Current 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Pier Point 
Water turned seaward by pier.            Point turns feeder seaward. 
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Jetty Storm drain 
Rock jetty turns feeder seaward. Drain outlet cuts hole in surf. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
How to escape a rip current:  swim parallel to shore or 
perpendicular to rip current as shown below: 

Photo courtesy of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers  
 
 
Lateral Currents 
A lateral current, also known as a long shore current, usually 
runs parallel to the beach and perpendicular to the direction at 
which waves approach shore.  If this current is strong enough, 
swimmers and waders will be carried along the shore, unable 
to maintain their position relative to the shore.  These 
swimmers may be swept sideways into a rip and then beyond 
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the breakers.  Waders and poor swimmers in shallow waters 
may also be unknowingly carried sideways, often into an 
inshore hole or rip current where they can no longer stand. 

Sand Bars 
Sandbars and troughs are caused by a persistent lateral 
current which cuts a channel into the ocean floor near the 
beach.  The shapes of these channels vary, but they are 
sometimes as much as eight or ten feet deep and run 
hundreds of feet parallel to shore before turning seaward. A 
single sandbar may exhibit several breaks, and a rip current 
may form at each break. 
 
Sandbars can be attractive hazards to a poor swimmer and 
small children.  Seeing bathers standing in shallow water far 
from shore, poor swimmers may try to wade out, not realizing 
that deep water lies between them and their goal, and may 
quickly find themselves beyond their capacity to swim or cope 
with the current.  Sandbars can change as tides rise and fall, 
and one must be aware of changing conditions. 
 

Inshore Holes 
Inshore holes are depressions up to several yards in diameter 
dug into the sand by wave action at any depth, but often near 
shore. Small children can easily step from ankle deep water 
into depths over their heads. Inshore holes also pose a hazard 
to the Lifeguard, as it is easy to be injured when running for a 
rescue and stepping in a whole unexpectedly 
 
As with sandbars, tone must be aware that inshore holes may 
be influenced by tidal changes. 

MARINE LIFE 

Marine life is abundant in Santa Monica Bay and the 
surrounding waters.  While relatively few people are injured by 
marine animals, one should be able to recognize the various 
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animals, know where they are generally found, which body 
parts (if any) are dangerous, and the treatment protocols 
should an injury occur. 

Mammals: 
Sea Lions 
It is not uncommon for sea lions to 
haul out on the shore. Sea lions come 
ashore for various reasons: rest, 
warmth, or as a result of sickness or 
injury. Sea lions on shore will often 

return to sea without needing any assistance if left alone.  
They may rest for extended periods of time, and in fact spend 
most of their lives on shore. 
 
Beach patrons may not understand that sea lions are wild 
predators.  Some may treat them like domesticated animals, 
attempting to pet them or pose with them for pictures. This 
may result in a bite, causing severe infection.  Under the 
Marine Mammal Protection Act of 1972, as well as Title 50, 
Code of Federal Regulations, Section 216, people are 
restricted from harassing or harming marine mammals. A civil 
penalty of up to $10,000 can be levied for violations.  
 
For both the animal's and the public's safety, it is important to 
keep a safe distance from the sea lion.  Notify a lifeguard of a 
situation who can if necessary, contact animal control or 
Marine Animal Rescue can be informed that the stranded 
animal needs to be removed.  
 

Elephant Seals 
So named because of their large size and 
the long pendulous noses on the males, 
these large animals spend most of their lives 
at sea, coming ashore only to molt, give 
birth, and mate.  During the spring, elephant 

seal pups may strand themselves. 
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Harbor Seals   
Pacific harbor seals have spotted coats from white or silver-
gray to black or dark brown.  They reach five to six feet (1.7-
1.9 m) in length and weigh up to 300 pounds (140 kg).  Males 
are slightly larger than females.  They are true seals, having 
no external ear flaps, small flippers and are unable to use their 
rear flippers to move about on land. 
 

Pacific harbor seals spend about half 
their time on land and half in water.  
While harbor seals swim in the surf, they 
often watch humans walking on 
beaches.  They will rush into the water if 

approached too closely or disturbed and have been known to 
abandon favorite haul-out sites or their pups.   
 

Grey Whale 
These whales are frequently seen 
in December and January, as they 
migrate to the lagoons of Baja 
California, and then again in 
March and April as they return to 

the waters off Alaska. Up to 50 feet in length, they will often 
travel just outside the surfline, submerging to rub against the 
sand and rocks to scrape off barnacles. The beach-going 
public will often believe them to be in distress, and large 
crowds will gather to observe their behaviors. 
 

Bottlenose Dolphin 
Bottlenose dolphins are regularly 
observed in the near shore waters of 
Los Angeles County beaches. Often 
mistaken by the beach-going public for 
sharks, dolphins can be differentiated 

by their exhalation of air through their blowhole, their rhythmic 
up and down swimming style, their horizontal, rather than 
vertical, tail, and their tendency to swim in pods. 
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Birds: 
 
Pelicans  

There are more than half a dozen species of 
pelicans, but all of them have the famous 
throat pouch for which the birds are best 
known.  These large birds use their elastic 
pouches to catch fish—though different 
species use it in different ways.   
 
The brown pelican found locally may attempt 
to eat fishing lures or fish caught on a line.  

This will result in the hook embedding in the pelicans flesh.  .  
 
In North America, the brown pelican is endangered, but 
populations are recovering to some extent. The sea birds were 
devastated by chemical pesticides, such as DDT, which 
damaged the eggs of pelicans and many other species. 

 
Sea Gulls  
There are a number of gull species found 
on Los Angeles County beaches.  The 
gulls are omnivorous scavengers, and will 
patiently wait for beach patrons to leave 
food unattended.  Many patrons will return 
to their belongings to find that the gulls 

have scattered them in search of food.  Gulls display the same 
tenacity around trash cans.   
 

Fish: 
Sharks 
Sharks are found in all oceans - including the waters around 
Los Angeles County. Most sharks found in Santa Monica Bay 
are harmless and relatively small.  When swimming at the 
surface, sharks may have two fins showing; the dorsal fin will 
be cutting the surface while the tail fin will be sweeping back 
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and forth. There will be no vapor to indicate the breathing of a 
mammal. 
 
Reported shark sightings are common, and it is the lifeguard's 
responsibility to investigate these reports. If the report is valid 
and the shark poses a threat, the water should be cleared until 
the threat passes.   
 

Leopard sharks are of particular 
interest because they are the most 
common shark observed in the 
coastal waters of Santa Monica Bay.  
Leopard sharks are not typically 

aggressive, and feed on small fish and crustaceans.  They can 
grow to up to 7 feet in length and sometimes school in large 
groups. 
 

Skates 
The California Skate, Sandpaper Skate, 
Longnose Skate, Starry Skate, and 
Roughtail Skate are harmless fish that 
may be found in Santa Monica Bay. 

While similar in appearance to Stingrays and Batrays, they do 
not have poison filled barbs on their tails.  
 

Southern Stingrays 
Sting rays are found on sandy 
beaches with small to moderate surf 
during the summer months, and 
occasionally in rocky areas. They are 
a flat fish closely related to sharks, 

with a long whip like tail with a poison filled barb on it.  They 
may be swimming near or resting on the shallow ocean floor. 
They are well camouflaged when resting on the bottom.  If 
stepped on, the ray will curl its tail in a striking manner, 
puncturing a bather's foot or ankle. Sometimes two or three 
wounds may be inflicted by the same ray. Besides being 
painful, the wounds can cause bleeding, swelling, shock, and 
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serious infection. Treatment includes soaking the injury in hot 
water (the heat will denature the protein in the venom, 
rendering it harmless), monitoring the patient's condition, and 
referring the patient to emergency hospital care.  While the hot 
water relieves the pain, any foreign material left in the 
puncture wound may lead to severe infection. 
 

Garibaldi 
Garibaldi are bright orange fish that live in 
rocky reefs and kelp beds. This is the 
California State Marine Fish and is 
protected by law. They may not be taken 
for sport or commercial services. Young 

Garibaldis have iridescent blue markings on head, body and 
fins.  
 

Sculpin 
Usually found in rocky reef areas, these 
fish are reddish brown on top, fading to 
bright pink on the underside, and can 
grow up to 17 inches. People who 
usually come in contact with them are 

fishermen, skin divers, or occasionally, a person stepping on 
one in a tide pool.  The spines of the fish inflict extremely 
painful puncture wounds, similar to the pain encountered with 
a stingray.  Treatment is the same as for a stingray injury. 

Invertebrates: 
Barnacles 
Barnacles are small crustaceans that attach themselves to any 
hard surface submerged in the intertidal zone, such as rocks 
or pilings.  Bathers who walk, fall, or are swept by wave action 
into areas where the barnacles live can be badly cut.  Bacteria 
on or within the animal's shell can cause serious infection. 
 

Jellyfish 
Jellyfish are cnidarians, closely related to sea 
anemones.  They are simple organisms with a 
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bell shaped mantle and tentacles dangling below it.  Jellyfish 
contract their mantle to move slowly upward, but are at the 
mercy of waves and currents to determine where they go.  
Each tentacle is covered in millions of nematocysts, little cells 
with microscopic poisonous barbs.  When the nematocyst is 
disturbed by contact with a fish (or person), the barb is 
injected into the flesh of the victim.  In most people, this will 
cause an uncomfortable stinging sensation.  In some 
individuals the pain will be intense.  Different species of 
jellyfish may cause more or less painful reactions.  Often, the 
affected area will show rash like symptoms (red, raised, 
irritated flesh).  The standard treatment protocol is to spray the 
affected area with a vinegar solution, as the acetic acid will 
disable any remaining unfired nematocysts that are stuck to 
the patient.  It will not reduce the pain of the sting already 
delivered, but it may prevent further cells from injecting their 
poison. 
 
Red Tide   
Red tide is caused by dinoflagellate blooms.  During a red tide 
event, the ocean will appear to be a red, brown, or rust color, 
and may have a strong odor.  When the wind is calm, and the 
surface waters do not mix, the dinoflagellates are able to 
rapidly multiply in the abundant summer sunlight. Some 
species of dinoflagellate can be harmful if ingested, (or 
inhaled).  All wounds should be thoroughly washed and 
disinfected after swimming during a red tide. 
 

Sea Urchins 
Sea urchins are echinoderms, and are closely 
related to sea stars.  They are purple or black in 
color, and can grow to several inches in diameter.  

They are found in rocky reefs.  The sharp spines are brittle 
and can easily puncture the skin and break off.  The pieces, if 
embedded in the skin, are difficult to remove, and may require 
treatment by a physician. Even the smallest section, if left in a 
wound, can cause serious infection. 
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The Pacific Mole Crab 
The Pacific mole crab (Emerita analoga), 
also known as the sand crab, is a common 
inhabitant of the sandy beach. They live in 
the swash zone of the sandy beach 

intertidal zone. The swash zone ranges from the lowest to 
highest reaches of the waves at any given time. Because the 
swash zone changes with the tide, so does the location of the 
sand crabs. 
 
Sand crabs are usually found on the beach in large numbers 
from spring to fall. In the winter, storms carry them offshore 
into sandbars.  When the sand is transported back onshore in 
the spring, the crabs come with it.  During the reproductive 
season (February-October), females can produce one clutch 
per month of 50-45,000 eggs, which take approximately 30 
days to develop.  Once the eggs hatch, the larvae are 
planktonic for about 4.5 months. 
 
The crab spends most of its time buried in the sand.  It has 
five pairs of legs that allow it to swim, crawl, and burrow, which 
all are done backwards.  The first pair of antennae reach 
above the sand for respiration, and the second pair, 
resembling feathers, are extended when the crab feeds.  The 
antennae collect small organisms, mostly dinoflagellates, for 
consumption. 
 

LIFEGUARD OPERATIONS 

Prevention 
The true Lifeguard is always looking for potentially hazardous 
situations, and finding ways to prevent them. It is not enough 
to watch a swimmer drift into a rip current, and then rescue 
them; the Lifeguard should move the swimmer away from the 
rip area, ideally, before the swimmer ever enters the water. 
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The concept behind prevention is simple; it is better to avoid a 
hazardous situation than to deal with it after it develops. Any 
rescue that can be prevented eliminates the potential of injury 
to both victim and Lifeguard.  Preventative Lifeguarding 
requires active Lifeguards, not reactive Lifeguards.  
 
A prevention is any action a Lifeguard takes which helps avert 
a dangerous situation. These include: 
 

• Surveying areas of responsibility 
• Moving people away from rip currents. 
• Preventing the consumption of alcohol on the beach. 
• Preventing drunk or “high” individuals from entering the 

water. 
• Warning the young and frail away from strong 

backwash. 
• Removing unsafe flotation equipment. 
• Discouraging patrons from swimming in inappropriate 

attire which may be unsafe. 
• Waving off boats too close to shore. 
• Removing glass, cans, or other objects that could 

cause injury from the beach. 
• Keeping swimmers away from jetties, piers, etc. 

 

Pre-Water Assessment 
The following are some factors to consider as you determine 
who is most likely to need help. 
 

• Age Extremes 
• Weight Extremes, people considered obese or 

emaciated deserve a watchful eye. 
• Pale or Extremely White Individuals 
• Unstable or Intoxicated 
• Flotation Users 
• Improperly Equipped for Conditions: Under normal 

summer conditions a swimmer may be adequately 

19 



equipped with only a swim suit. Under conditions of 
large surf, most adept body surfers will equip 
themselves with swim fins.  In cold water, a person 
skilled in the ocean will usually wear a wetsuit. A 
person without a wetsuit is prone to loss of body heat 
and hypothermia in cold water. Any person with clothes 
other than those designed for the water should be 
watched carefully. Clothes become very heavy when 
wet, and can impede even a good swimmer's ability. 
Clothes are an excellent sign that the person is not a 
water person. 

Signs of Distress 
The key to preventative Lifeguarding is recognizing situations 
that require action, and taking that action should be taken 
before an incident turns into a life threatening situation.  The 
following warning signs are good indications that a person is in 
need of assistance.   
 

• Weak stroke 
• Waves breaking over a person's head  
• Hair in the eyes 
• Swimming the wrong way in a current  
• Hand waving  
• Catching large waves without a display of ability: 

Movement in a current 
• Clinging to rocks, pilings, buoys, or other apparent 

objects of security 
• Climbing the ladder 
• Body boarders trying to swim 

 

RESCUE EQUIPMENT 

Lifeguards are provided with specialized equipment designed 
to assist the Lifeguard in protecting lives.  
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Rescue Cans 
Rescue cans, or torpedo buoys, are floats 
made of hard plastic, with handles molded 
into the sides and rear. The rescue can is 
attached to a line and harness which is 
worn by the Lifeguard. 

 
The rescue can is the basic tool of the Ocean Lifeguard. While 
it is always optimal to have one floatation device for each 
victim, if necessary, a rescue can is able to support more than 
one victim, depending on the condition of the victims and the 
water.  
 

Rescue Tubes 
Foam rubber tubes, located in main 
stations and rescue units, are ideal for 
rescuing single victims. The tube can be 
fastened around the victim's torso, and is 
particularly effective in large surf, or for 

unconscious victims. The tube, because of its soft exterior, is 
also ideal for use on rescue boats (Baywatch) or when using a 
rescue board. 
 
Boat Tow Line 
A boat tow is a twelve foot length of one quarter inch diameter 
polypropylene line with a snap hook attached to each end. 
 
A boat tow is located in each tower, main station, and in all 
emergency vehicles. The line is used if a boat is in distress 
about to come ashore. 
 
Swim Fins 
Swim fins are especially useful to the Lifeguard in several 
situations, such as large surf or strong rip currents.  Fins are 
also useful in long-distance or multiple victim situations.   
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Rescue Boards 
The rescue board is 12 feet long and weighs 
about 30 pounds. Rescue boards are kept at 
main stations and on each emergency 
vehicle, and are used in conjunction with a 
rescue tube or can (a tube is preferred). 

Because of a rescue board's speed and buoyancy, it is a fine 
rescue tool in certain situations, such as: 
 

• Long distance rescues. 
• Mass rescues. 
• Rescues or patrolling in heavy kelp beds. 
• Patrolling outside the surf line. 

FIRST AID 

In any emergency medical situation, it is important to activate 
the Emergency Medical System (EMS).  This can be calling 
911 or finding a lifeguard or other public service individual to 
assist in obtaining help.  The situations below are the more 
common examples of first aid that are found in an ocean or 
beach environment.  For any serious medical emergency, 
please do not attempt to follow these guidelines as the sole 
form of treatment.  Call 911 and activate EMS immediately if 
there is any concern that the circumstances may be life 
threatening. 
 
Submersion Injury / Near Drowning 
Caused by inhaling (aspiration) water into the lungs. 
 

Signs & Symptoms 
• Respiratory distress 
• Chest pain 
• Noisy lung sounds 

Treatment 
• Call 911. 
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• Place the individual in a position of comfort / 
Fowler's Sitting upright or at 45-60 recline (Fowler’s 
positions) 

• Reduce anxiety. 
• Monitor Airway, Breathing and Circulation (ABCs) if 

you are trained in CPR. 
 
Seizure 
Causes are epilepsy, head injury, high fever, narcotic, alcohol 
withdrawal, or no apparent reason. 
 

Signs & Symptoms 
• Grand Mal seizure (most common) 
• Patient becomes unconscious, cannot hear or 

respond to you. 
• Tonic-Clonic movements - patient gets rigid and 

shakes, fist and arms drawn up to shoulders or 
down at sides 

• Seizures last about 2-5 minutes. 
• Few seizures are life-threatening. 
• Status epilepticus - seizure lasting longer than 10 

minutes in length or repetitive seizure activity. 
• All seizures warrant paramedic response. 

Treatment 
• Call 911. 
• Allow seizure; remove near objects so patient will 

not injure themselves. 
• Check ABCs after seizure subsides. 
• Position patient on side to prevent aspiration. 
• Monitor ABCs. 
• Never put anything in patient's mouth! 

 
Shock 
Shock is a lack of circulation (oxygen) to the brain. Medical 
causes: Pooling effect (i.e. fainting) or inability of the heart to 
pump blood to the body. The most important sign of shock is 
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mental status. If a patient appears confused and disoriented, it 
is due to lack of oxygen to the brain. 
 

Signs & Symptoms 
• Blood pressures less than 100 mm Hg (low). 
• Heart Rates above 100 with no other explanation 

(fast). 
• Capillary refill in fingernails (pink within 2 seconds). 
• Capillary bedding of lower lip. 
• Poor lighting (environmental light can make a 

patient look green or abnormal in color). 
• Heavy sweating (known as diaphoresis). 
• Mental status impairment. 
• Skin tones different (not reliable). 

Treatment 
• Call 911 
• Shock Position - Patient on back, feet 12-18” up 

from ground. 
• Keep patient warm - With blanket, depends on 

patient comfort and outside environment. 
• Monitor ABCs. 

 
Stroke / Brain Attack 
The physiology of a stroke is very similar to that of a heart 
attack, a sudden loss of profusion to brain tissue. Two events 
can cause this loss of profusion to the brain, a block 
(thrombosis) or a bleed (ischemic). Both events have a 
profound effect on the body. Symptoms may resolve within 24 
hours or become permanent. Often the patient is very 
confused and frustrated due to speech and communication 
dysfunction. 
 

Signs & Symptoms 
• Headache and dizziness. 
• Single sided numbness. 
• Tingling and paralysis 
• Severe headache 
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4 tests for stroke: FAST (note time of first symptom) 
 F– Face: ask victim to smile, any drooping? 
 A – Arms:  raise both arms, does one drift 

downward? 
 S – Speech – repeat simple phrase, is speech 

slurred? 
 T – Time – if any above are observed, call 911 

ASAP 
 

More Serious Signs & Symptoms 
• Speech and brain dysfunction. 
• Airway complications. 

Treatment 
• Call 911. 
• Reduce anxiety - place your hand on the patients 

shoulder and continually encourage them you are 
doing all you can for them. 

• Monitor ABCs. 
• Protect paralyzed limbs from injury. 
• Place patient in a position that protects their airway 

(Sitting upright or at 45-60 recline in Fowler’s 
positions or left lateral). 

 
Overdose 
It is not necessary to know what kind of overdose (i.e., 
barbiturates, amphetamines, etc.), all are treated the same. 
 

Treatment 
• Call 911. 
• Position patient on side to prevent aspiration. 
• Monitor ABCs. 

 
Poison 
Most commonly children who have taken prescription 
medication, bleach or household cleaners. 
 

25 



Treatment 
• Call 911. 
• ABCs. 
• Get container of poison used, if available. 
• Call poison control. Most likely they will prescribe: 
• Do not give food or fluids. They may cause nausea 

and induce vomiting. 
• Only give ipecac (to induce vomiting) if poison 

control advises to do so. 
• Lay patient on side to prevent aspiration. 
• Place the patient on high flow oxygen via non-

rebreather. 
• Monitor ABCs. 

 
Environmental Injuries 
 
Frostbite 
Feet and hands affected most commonly. Frozen parts cause 
lack of circulation to tissue - therefore, tissue death. 
Frostbitten areas look white, waxy, and firm to touch. 

 
Treatment 

• Systematic approach 
• Slowly rewarm frostbitten areas in tap water 

and add warm water. 
• Temperature of water not to exceed 100 

degrees. 
• Do not rewarm frostbitten areas by rubbing. 

 
Hypothermia 
Body temperature drops to equalize with that of outside 
environment, whether it be cold water or cold air. 

• Progression seen in hypothermia. 
• Shivering - body's reaction to cold. 
• Mental status changes - very important to 

recognize this stage because patient goes 
downhill fast from this point. 
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• Coma, respiratory arrest - death. 
 
Treatment 

• Warm body immediately with dry heat 
(blankets, dry clothes). 

 
Heat Emergencies 
 
Heat Exhaustion 
Body temperature elevates as a result of exercising or working 
in hot weather. Body sweats so much to cool down body that 
loss of fluids becomes problem. 
 

Signs and symptoms: 
• Patient appears very sweaty. 
• Patient complains of dizziness or light-

headedness. 
 

Treatment 
• Put patient in shade. 
• Cool down body externally - cool water on skin. 
• Give patients fluids only if they can hold the 

glass without assistance and drink. 
 

Heat Stroke 
• Progression of heat exhaustion. 
• Body temperature reaching 107 - 110. 
• Patient no longer sweating, dry, flushed skin. 
• Patient may have mental status changes. 

 
Treatment: 

• Call 911. 
• Cool down patient rapidly, use ice bath, shade, 

cold water -whatever is available. 
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Anaphylactic Shock 
Anaphylactic shock is caused by the body’s reaction to a 
foreign substance (i.e. a bee's sting). The natural chemicals 
released cause your body’s blood pressure to drop and for 
your airway to swell, thus making it hard to breathe. 
 
Signs & Symptoms 

• Difficulty breathing 
• Shock like symptoms 

Treatment 
• Call 911. 
• Assist patient administering an Epipen if they have one 

available. 
 
Marine Bites and Stings 
Two of the most common injuries encountered on the beach 
and in the ocean are stings and puncture wounds. 

 
Venomous marine life forms producing sting injuries 
include the jellyfish, the sea nettle, the Portuguese 
man-of-war, coral, the sea anemone, and hydra. For 
most victims, the sting produces pain with few 
complications. Some patients may show allergic 
reactions and possibly develop anaphylactic shock. 
These cases require the same care as rendered for 
and case of anaphylactic shock. Stings to the face, 
especially those near or on the lip or eye, require a 
physician's attention. Rinsing the affected area with a 
50/50 vinegar and water mix or rubbing alcohol will 
reduce the pain of the sting. Be careful not to let 
vinegar or, especially, rubbing alcohol get into the 
patient's mouth or eyes. 
 
Puncture wounds occur when someone steps on or 
grabs a stingray, sea urchin, or other form of spiny 
marine animal. Treatment should include soaking the 
wound in non-scalding hot water, which will break 
down the venom; however, you should not delay 
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transport. Puncture wounds must be treated by a 
physician and the patient may need a tetanus shot. 
Remember, the patient could react to the venom by 
developing anaphylactic shock. 
 
Jellyfish 
Some patients show allergic reactions and possibly 
develop anaphylactic shock. Stings to the face, 
especially those near or on the lip or eye, require a 
physician's attention. 
 
Treatment 

• Rinse affected area with 50/50 vinegar and 
water or rubbing alcohol will reduce the pain of 
the sting. 

• Be careful not to let vinegar or, especially, 
rubbing alcohol get into the patient's mouth or 
eyes. 

 
Stingray 
Puncture wounds occur when someone steps on or 
grabs a stingray, sea urchin, or other form of spiny 
marine animal. 
 
Treatment 

• Soak the wound in non-scalding hot water, 
which will break down the venom; you should 
not delay transport. 

• Puncture wounds must be treated by a 
physician and the patient may need a tetanus 
shot. Remember, the patient could react to the 
venom by developing anaphylactic shock. 
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