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THE LOS ANGELES COUNTY SURF LIFE 
SAVING ASSOCIATION (LACOSLSA)

HEAVY SURFS BACKWASH

We 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.

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 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.
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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. 

HOW WELL DO YOU KNOW THE OCEAN?
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Some of the more common 
disturbances which cause waves are:

There are many different types
 of rip currents

Waves behave 
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depending on the 
depth of the water

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.

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 (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.

Ground swells can cause rip currents, 
strong longshore currents and heavy surf. 
Ground swells originate in deep ocean 
waters often thousands of miles away.

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.

Approximately 80 
percent of ocean 

rescues are made in 
rip currents. 
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ESCAPE ESCAPE

SWIM PARALLEL 
TO THE SHORE

The neck of the rip current can vary 
in width from a few yards to several 
hundred. The current doesn't pull 
swimmers under, but away from the 
shore. Swimming parallel to shore will 
lead to eventul release from the rip and 
back into calm waters, at which point it 
will be easier to swim to shore.
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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 
animals, know where they are generally found, which 
body parts (if any) are dangerous, and the treatment 
protocols should an injury occur.

Sea lions come ashore 
for various reasons. 
They will often return 
to the sea after periods 
of rest, but actually 
spend most of their lives 
on land. Some beach 
patrons 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, 
people are restricted 
from harassing or 
harming marine 
mammals. A civil penalty 
of up to $10,000 can be 
levied for violations.

The Garibaldi is the 
California State Marine 
Fish and is protected 
by law. They may not 
be taken for sport or 
commercial purposes.

While similar in 
appearance to Stingrays 
and Batrays, Skate are 
harmless fish and do not 
have poison filled barbs 
on their tails. 

While Harbor Seals 
swim in the surf, they 
often watch humans 
walking on beaches, 
rushing into deep 
water if approached too 
closely or disturbed.

Different species of 
Jellyfish may cause 
more or less painful 
reactions. Often, the 
affected area will show 
rash like symptoms.

Often mistaken for 
sharks, Dolphins can 
be distinguished by 
their rythmic swimming 
style, horizontal tail 
and tendancy to swim 
in pods.

Barnacles are small crustaceans that attach 
themselves to hard surfaces submerged in the 
intertidal zone. Sea urchins are purple or black 
echinoderms found in rocky reefs. Both are painful 
and can cause infection when in contact with the 
skin. Sea Urchins can be particularly hard to remove 
and may require treatment by a physician.

If stepped on, a 
Stingray 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 
serious infection.

Grey Whales have been spotted rubbing against 
the sand and rocks just outside the surfline to 
scrape off barnacles. The public mistakenly believe 
them to be in distress and large crowds will gather 
to observe their behaviors.

Reported Shark sightings are common, and it is the 
lifeguard's responsibility to investigate these reports 
and clear the water until the threat passes. Leopard 
sharks are the most common type in the coastal 
waters of Santa Monica Bay. They are typically not 
aggressive and feed on small fish and crustaceans.
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LIFEGUARD OPERATIONS

EQUIPMENT

Lifeguards are always looking for potentially hazardous situations and finding ways 
to prevent them. 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 the rescuer. The key to 
preventing ocean emergencies is to remain active and look for any action that will help 
avert a dangerous situation.

In any emergency medical situation, it 
is important to activate the Emergency 
Medical System (EMS).  The fastest way 
to activate EMS is to find a lifeguard 
so that they can call in the emergency 
directly. One can also activate EMS by 
calling 911 or finding a public service 
individual to assist in obtaining help.  
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Lifeguards are provided with specialized 
equipment designed to assist in 
protecting lives. 

Rescue Cans
Rescue Cans 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. A rescue can is 
able to support more than one victim,

Boat Tow Lines
A boat tow is a twelve foot length of one 
quarter inch diameter polypropylene line 
with a snap hook attached to each end. 
The line is used if a boat is in distress 
about to come ashore.

Swim Fins
Swim fins are useful in large surf or 
strong rip currents and are ideal for long-
distance or multiple victim situations.

Rescue Boards
The rescue board is 12 feet long and 
weighs about 30 pounds. Because of a 
rescue board's speed and buoyancy, it 
is perfect for long distance rescues and 
patrolling outside the surf line.

Rescue Tubes
Rescue Tubes can be fastened around 
the victim's torso, and is particularly 
effective in large surf, or for unconscious 
victims.

FIRST AID Symptons Treatment

Submersion Injury / Near Drowning
Caused by inhaling (aspiration) water into the lungs Respiratory distress  //  Chest pain  //  Noisy lung sounds

Activate EMS  //  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.

Shock
Shock is a lack of circulation (oxygen) to the brain

Blood pressures less than 100 mm Hg (low)  //  Heart Rates above 
100 with no other explanation (fast)  //  Capillary refill in fingernails //  
Capillary bedding of lower lip  //  Poor lighting  //  Heavy sweating  //  

Mental status impairment  //  Skin tones different

Activate EMS  //  Shock Position - Patient on back, feet 12-18" up 
from ground  //  Keep patient warm  //  Monitor ABCs.

Hypothermia
Body temperature drops too low

Progression seen in hypothermia  //  Shivering  //  Mental status change  
//  Coma, respiratory arrest - death. Warm body immediately with dry heat (blankets, dry clothes).

Heat Stroke
Body temperature elevates as a result of exercising
or working in hot weather

Progression of heat exhaustion  //  Body temperature reaching 107 - 
110  //  Patient no longer sweating, dry, flushed skin  //  Patient may 

have mental status changes.

Activate EMS  //  Cool down patient rapidly,
use ice bath, shade, cold water -whatever is available.

Anaphylactic Shock
Caused by the body's reaction to a foreign substance Difficulty breathing  //  Shock like symptoms Activate EMS  //  Assist patient administering an Epipen

if they have one available.

Marine Stings
Venomous marine life forms produce sting injuries Similar to that of anaphylactic shock Rinse affected area with 50/50 vinegar and water or

rubbing alcohol will reduce the pain of the sting

Marine Puncture Wounds
Occurs when someone steps on or grabs a spiky marine 
animal

Similar to that of anaphylactic shock

Soak the wound in non-scalding hot water, which will break down 
the venom  //  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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Keeping swimmers 


