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[Case report]
A probable fatal case of helmet squeeze resulting from a concatenation of mistakes

Tomosumi Ikeda (The Jikei University School of Medicine Department of Public Health and Environmental Medicine)

Abstract

An investigation of the official report on the death of a 56 year old male diver, wearing a classic Japanese
hardhat helmet at a depth of 3m close to the quay wall, strongly suggests that the death was a result of a
concatenation of mistakes. As this was a small diving company, there was no qualified diving tender, just
the diver and crane operator. During a test run in the morning, the air-supply engine stalled. It appears that
the diver assumed that this was a result of bad fuel, changed the fuel, and decided to go ahead with the dive.
The drainage valve on the storage tank was left open to lessen the pressure supplied to the diver for shallow
water diving. This is not recommended nor is it an acceptable practice. The crane operator noticed that the
engine had stalled again after the diver complained of sparse air. The death was attributed to suffocation in
the first report of the fatality. However, an examination of a photograph of the helmet showed that the non-
return valve on the helmet appeared to have not been maintained properly. The non-return valve on the helmet,
if not functioning properly because of probable poor maintenance, combined with the open drainage valve,
would allow a rapid loss of air pressure in the helmet leading to helmet squeeze as the cause of the fatality.
The report does not mention any examination of the non-return valve. This case suggests the need to engage
professionally-qualified persons with training in diving medicine and technology to investigate fatal accidents
in diving.
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