POINTS TO BE ADDRESSED IN RISK ASSESSMENTS FOR SNORKELING ACTIVITIES

There are no specific rules or codes over snorkelling, since Diving Operations at Work Regulations only apply to SCUBA below -1.5m. Although not exhaustive, sensible precautions and preparations to include in risk assessment for snorkelling activities are:

1. Follow the CNS Field Work Code of practice and  also the Small Boat Code if operating from boats 

2. Work in pairs in water, and always have a competent first aider at the surface (CPR trained) with first aid kit and watch.  Also ensure formal notification is left of time, place and duration of activity with someone at base.

3. Know tides, currents, and be aware of weather - especially deteriorating conditions such as wind and waves, and reduced visibility from shore to snorkelers

4. Be aware of boat navigation and be seen - wear florescent hoods or have Divers A flag on the boat, or a towed or adjacent marker buoy.

5. Be properly equipped for temperature of water, and likely wind chill at surface due to evaporation (wet wetsuits cool the body out of water due to evaporation), and hypothermia is a problem even in the tropics.  Wear a suitable thickness of suit and have wind-proof jacket for surface wear.  In tropics, wear a thin suit (eg rash vest, steamer or similar) or long-sleeved shirt and trousers to avoid sunburn and stings.  Apply waterproof sun block especially to ears and neck. Wear a sufficiently buoyant suit and use a weight belt if 'duck-diving'.  Always wear a Bouyancy Compensating jacket when wearing membrane dry-suits, because these have negative buoyancy if they fail and fill with water.  Wear watch, and carry knife suitable for cutting fishing line (the only knife suitable is one with a graphite filing type edge).  Be familiar with equipment before snorkelling at sea.

6. Be fit, and avoid snorkelling after a heavy meal or when influenced by alcohol.  Sea sickness tablets can be taken if you suffer motion sickness, but be aware that they may cause drowsiness.

7. Plan entry and exit, and keep to planned route.  Account for changes in tidal height, and slippery shores.

8. Swim within sight of one another and shore cover, and communicate regularly by pre-agreed hand-signals or shouts.

9. Extreme care must be taken when breath-holding to dive down below the surface, even when the dive is shallow.  Ears should be cleared by swallowing or nose pinching on descent.  Be aware of entanglement, entrapment and obstacles, and avoid poor visibility situations.  Do not enter caves or swim under unstable structures.  Look around at the surface and below before diving.  Note positions of boats and craft such as windsurfers, and ascertain whether they know you are there.
It is important that you know your own limits and do not exceed them. Short shallow dives on a normal breath from the surface, for purposes of observation, photographs, placing markers etc are legitimate work activities if undertaken with care.  However, there is an inherent  risk of blackout and drowning, especially if the snorkeler takes extra deep breaths before diving down, or stays for as long as possible, or goes deeper than is normally comfortable.  It is therefore most important that snorkelers at work do not engage in such extreme dives beyond their limits.  Never hyperventilate (take deeper than normal breaths) before diving below the surface, because such activity results in a lower level of CO2 in the lungs and bloodstream, and no increase in oxygen levels (for the blood will already be fully saturated with oxygen). This postpones the start of stimulation to the breathing centre of the brain, and thus delays the warning signals of running out of air, causing sudden blackout, and probable drowning.   There are two recognised forms of blackout; shallow water and deep water blackout, and you should be aware of their cause.
A shallow water blackout is a loss of consciousness caused by cerebral hypoxia (deprivation of oxygen supply to brain tissue) towards the end of a breath-hold dive in water typically shallower than five metres, when the swimmer does not necessarily experience an urgent need to breathe and has no other obvious medical condition that might have caused it. Victims are often fit, strong swimmers, and have not experienced problems before.
The mechanism for deep water blackout differs from that for shallow water blackouts and does not necessarily follow hyperventilation.  Deep water blackout occurs as the surface is approached following a breath-hold dive of over ten metres.  The immediate cause of deep water blackout is the rapid drop in the partial pressure of oxygen in the lungs on ascent. Victims typically black out close to the surface, usually within the top three metres, sometimes even as they break surface and have often been seen to approach the surface without apparent distress only to sink away. It is quite rare for blackouts to occur while at the bottom or in the early stages of ascent, and divers who do drown in these stages are usually found to have inhaled water, indicating that they were conscious and succumbed to an uncontrollable urge to breathe rather than blacked out. Victims are usually established practitioners of deep breath-hold diving ('free diving'), are fit, strong swimmers and have not experienced problems before.
There is no bodily sensation that warns a breath-hold diver of an impending blackout.  Significantly, victims drown quietly underwater without alerting anyone to the fact that there is a problem and are typically found on the bottom. Immediate delivery of CPR may save a victim, and the chances of resuscitation may be greater in cold water.  It is therefore imperative that snorkelers work in pairs, and always have someone with CPR skills on watch at the surface, who is aware of when and where a diver descends.  
No snorkeler at work should engage in the practice of 'free diving' which is an extreme form of snorkelling.   Free diving is strongly associated with competitive breath-hold diving (competitive apnea) and is a sport in which competitors attempt to attain great depths, times, or distances on a single breath and without the assistance of SCUBA.  It is important that swimmers undertaking free diving as a recreational activity undergo IDA (International Association for Development of Apnea) or CMAS (The World Underwater Federation) approved training and instruction. 

10.  When surfacing, look around before ascent and listen for craft.  Take special care over silent craft eg. windsurfers.

11. Avoid excessive exertion (eg towing heavy objects, swimming against strong currents).  Cramp is a severe risk from finning, - if it strikes grab your own foot and pull back behind leg.

12. Avoid contact with biting, stinging, stabbing organisms.  Know treatment if these are present.  Build these into your risk assessment.

13. Avoid obviously polluted waters.

14. When snorkelling on reefs, be especially careful of strong currents in passes and along reef fronts, and becoming stuck outside of reef as tide changes.

15.  Avoid getting too close to structures in strong waves and being beaten against shore/reef/structure.

16.  Over-inflated life jackets at the surface can cause lack of swimming control and act as sails in strong winds.

17. If returning to a boat, ensure boatman has engine off or in neutral before approaching.  Avoid legs slipping under boat while being picked up. If boat close, swim to boat rather than have boat move to you.  Never get caught between the boat and other structures, especially during windy conditions when the boat may squeeze you onto a structure.  In rough conditions, an outboard motor or other parts of the boat can slam down into the water off a wave unexpectedly, and so avoid being under the boat. 

18.  When snorkelling at night, carry at least two underwater torches (one large, one small in reserve), and strap a 'Cyalume' stick to your snorkel or hood. Have a light on the shore/boat, and agree torch signals between snorkelers and shore/boat cover.  Cancel the snorkel immediately should a torch fail. Boat cover is strongly advised.  If this is not possible, stay close to shore within a sheltered lagoon.  Do not expose yourself to situations where you could end up out of range of shore or boat cover. 

19.  When appropriate, consider buddy lines, or security lines to shore cover.  These should be strong enough to pull or tow a swimmer and should be secured harness style.  In wavy conditions or current conditions, or in boat traffic, use a tall (1m plus) vertical orange surface marker buoy on a line not exceeding 6 m line.  These can be purchased from diving shops.

20.  Overall, remain vigilant while in water and be aware of your location and the location of your buddy.

