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Dave, 20 Years Old 
Aquatic Case Study  

 

This case, which occurred a few years ago, involves an accomplished swimmer who experienced a non-fatal 
drowning event caused by prolonged underwater breath holding activities. At 4:00 pm, Dave—a 20-year old 
Navy sailor—entered an indoor lap pool of a youth-serving organization for open swim. He was well known at 
this facility as he was a former employee and was still connected with many of the current employees. Dave 
frequently used the pool to work out and perform breath holding exercises in the pool.   
 
The Event  
 

• Dave arrives at the facility and jokes around with Max—an off-duty lifeguard and friend of his—about 
doing some breath holding exercises in the pool. Max points to the "breath holding activities 
prohibited" sign and warns Dave not to do it. Dave appears to ignore him.   

• Dave approaches the on-duty lifeguard, Shannon, and tells her that he is in the Navy and he would be 
doing some Navy drills. He asks Shannon for a 10lb. brick. Shannon doesn't ask any questions and 
hands him the brick. 

• Dave retrieves the brick a number of times and stays under water for approximately 30 seconds 
each time. 

• Shannon rotates out of her position for her break. She tells Emma—the incoming lifeguard: "Don't be 
alarmed if you see someone on the bottom of the pool. He's just doing drills, but use common sense if something 
doesn't seem right." 

• Dave swims underwater and does a "50" (2 lengths) one time and a few "25's" (1 length) while Emma is 
on the stand. 

• Shannon returns to the stand and Dave returns the brick to her. He jumps back in the water at the 
shallow end and says that he's going to do another "50" as he gives her a thumbs up. 

• Dave swims breaststroke from the shallow end to the deep end and back before settling on the 
bottom of the pool in a motionless state.  

• Shannon notices Dave and stays on the stand for a few seconds before walking over to the side of 
the pool. 

• As Shannon walks toward Dave, Andrew–another employee–walks over to the pool deck to see what 
Shannon was looking at. Dave is lying on his side with clenched fists and his mouth open. 

• Andrew immediately jumps into the pool, retrieves Dave and brings him to the surface and then the 
wall. Shannon removes his goggles and grabs his arms. 

• Max—the off-duty lifeguard who Dave was joking with earlier—runs onto the pool deck to help 
Andrew and Shannon get Dave onto the pool deck. Once Dave is extricated, Shannon runs to the 
front desk and advises them to call 911. 
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• Max checks vitals and determines that Dave possesses a strong carotid pulse, but his breathing 
appears shallow and irregular. Max puts on his face mask and provides approximately 5-8 
ventilations. 

• While Max performs ventilations, Andrew runs to retrieve the emergency oxygen from the other 
pool. 

• Upon Andrew's return, the non-breather mask is hooked up to the oxygen bottle and delivered to 
Dave. Right when the non-breather mask is applied to Dave's face, he regains consciousness. 

• Police and EMS arrive on the scene and transport Dave to the hospital. He was released the following 
day.  

 
 


