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A lot of people think that when a person is drowning, they’ll be able to call out for 
help and wave their arms. People get this perception from watching movies where 
they see a Hollywood rendition of a drowning person. Actually, drowning is silent, 
with subtle signs that are easy to miss. By the time a person begins to drown, they 
can no longer speak at all. Their mouth is sinking below the water, reappearing just 
long enough to gasp in a breath before going down again. As they bob up and down, 
they won’t thrash or wave. Instead, they will hold their arms out to the side or front 
trying to “paddle” back to the surface. This can look like they are trying to climb an 
invisible ladder. It only takes 20 seconds for a child to drown and 60 seconds for an 
adult to drown. The best thing that you can do to help ensure that you never 
experience these signs or see someone else experience them is to wear a properly 
fitted life jacket and ask others that you are with to wear them too while they are in, 
on, or near open water (lakes, rivers, etc.). 
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The most important thing to do before trying to assist someone in the water such as 
a person that is drowning is to assure your own safety, so you don’t become a victim 
yourself. You can follow these four steps to help someone; reach, throw, row, go for 
help. Reach for the person using your hand or anything that extends your reach, such 
as a pole, tree branch, or paddle. If your reach won’t work, throw something that will 
float, or they can grab and be pulled to safety. If you have nothing to throw or the 
person is too far a way you can row a watercraft, if available, out to the person or get 
the attention of nearby boaters to help the person. Don’t go, you should not swim 
out to the person. Even a strong swimmer can drown trying to help someone. People 
drown every year because they don’t think before jumping in the water to save 
someone. Some don’t even make it to the person they are trying to save and drown 
because they exceeded their swimming ability. Others have drowned when the 
person they are trying to save holds them underwater because they are fighting to 
save their life. Several incidents have occurred where the person in trouble gets to 
safety and the person that jumped in to help them drowns. If you can’t reach, throw, 
or row something to a person that is in trouble in the water don’t go in for them, go 
for help.

Here is a link to a Reach, Throw, Row, Don’t Go video created by the Nashville District. 
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(copy and paste in internet browser)
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=WyOkVhEEFQI 
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If you have any questions about any information in the USACE Safety Manual (EM 
385-1-1) please contact your District Safety Office.

Link to USACE Safety Manual (copy and paste in internet browser)
https://www.publications.usace.army.mil/Portals/76/Publications/EngineerManuals/
EM_385-1-1.pdf?ver=7Cpck_22Ct_-w6QSGyOKVQ%3d%3d 

The Safety Manual is also available as an app on the Apple App Store and Google Play 
Store.
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Regarding 05.J.02.g. “In-water testing is required for all first-time users so that 
wearers become familiar with the feel and performance of the PFD”, this is not a 
suggestion it is a requirement for all employees and volunteers that are going to wear 
an automatic-inflatable life jacket. 
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Life jackets are designed to help you float while in the water and can save your life, so 
make sure that your life jacket
fits you properly. They come in many styles and colors so choose the right one for you 
and your water activity.
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1. Check the Label
The label will tell you if the life jacket is Coast Guard approved, size of the life jacket, 
and what activities the life jacket
can be used for. Sizes range from infant to extra extra large. Adult life jackets will not 
work for children and should not
be worn by them until they weigh about 90 pounds.
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2. Check for Damage
Check for broken parts, mold, and rips in the fabric.
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3. Put Life Jacket On and Fasten It Up
Fasten up all buckles, zippers, and straps. Adjust straps so that the life jacket fits 
snugly.
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4. Check for Proper Fit
Lift up on the shoulders of the life jacket. Make sure it does not come up above your 
chin or ears. It should feel snug,
yet comfortable. A properly fitted life jacket keeps your head and shoulders above 
water. You will be able to swim
with it on too. It is recommended that you perform a test wearing your life jacket in 
shallow water with an adult within
arm’s reach.

20



5. Please Wear It
A life jacket only works if it is worn properly. Take the time to be prepared. Make sure 
you have and wear a life jacket
that fits you properly when in, on, or near open water (lakes, rivers, etc.).

21



The poster version of this image is available on the NRM Gateway in the water safety 
section in the Water Safety Graphics Library/Water Safety Designs.
(copy and paste this link on an internet browser) 
https://corpslakes.erdc.dren.mil/employees/watersafety/water.cfm
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It is highly recommended that employees and volunteers that are issued an 
automatic-inflatable life jacket watch this 9-minute video.  

The automatic-inflatable life jacket with hydrostatic activation shown in this video is a 
model that is approved for employees/volunteers to wear.  The other inflatable life 
jackets shown in this video are not approved for employees/volunteers to wear. 

This video was produced by the USACE National Water Safety Program in cooperation 
with the Corps of Engineers Natural Resources Education Foundation (The Corps 
Foundation).
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The poster version of this “Let It Go!” image is available on the NRM Gateway in the 
water safety section in the Water Safety Graphics Library/Water Safety Designs.
(copy and paste this link on an internet browser) 
https://corpslakes.erdc.dren.mil/employees/watersafety/water.cfm
A good place to put this poster is on boat ramp information boards, in campground 
and day use restrooms, etc.
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A good training tool to help learn how to tie this knot is a practice board. Secure a 
cleat to a 2” x 4” board and have employees, volunteers, visitors, boaters, etc. 
practice this knot using short pieces of rope. You could even make it a competition to 
see who can tie the knot the fastest, but remember it is not all about how fast you tie 
it. It is if the knot is tied correctly that is important. 

This cleat hitch knot image is available on the NRM Gateway water safety section in 
the Water Safety Graphics Library/Water Safety Designs.
(copy and paste this link on an internet browser) 
https://corpslakes.erdc.dren.mil/employees/watersafety/water.cfm and as a sticker 
from the USACE National Water Safety Program. The sticker can be handed out to 
visitors or placed on sturdy, flat material and secured near cleats on docks so visitors 
see it and learn how to tie the knot properly. 
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The poster version of this image is available on the NRM Gateway water safety 
section in the Water Safety Graphics Library/Water Safety Designs.
(copy and paste this link on an internet browser) 
https://corpslakes.erdc.dren.mil/employees/watersafety/water.cfm
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The poster version of this image is available on the NRM Gateway water safety 
section in the Water Safety Graphics Library/Water Safety Designs.
(copy and paste this link on an internet browser) 
https://corpslakes.erdc.dren.mil/employees/watersafety/water.cfm
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The 3’ x 8’ banner version of this image is available on the NRM Gateway water safety 
section in the Water Safety Graphics Library/Water Safety Designs.
(copy and paste this link on an internet browser) 
https://corpslakes.erdc.dren.mil/employees/watersafety/water.cfm
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The 3’ x 8’ banner version of this image is available on the NRM Gateway water safety 
section in the Water Safety Graphics Library/Water Safety Designs.
(copy and paste this link on an internet browser) 
https://corpslakes.erdc.dren.mil/employees/watersafety/water.cfm
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The 3’ x 8’ banner version of this image is available on the NRM Gateway water safety 
section in the Water Safety Graphics Library/Water Safety Designs.
(copy and paste this link on an internet browser) 
https://corpslakes.erdc.dren.mil/employees/watersafety/water.cfm
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The 3’ x 8’ banner version of this image is available on the NRM Gateway water safety 
section in the Water Safety Graphics Library/Water Safety Designs.
(copy and paste this link on an internet browser) 
https://corpslakes.erdc.dren.mil/employees/watersafety/water.cfm
A good place to place these banners is in the boat ramp/access areas.

Link to Cold Water Boot Camp 10-minute video (copy and paste in internet browser) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fXqQLZ6wPdk
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Wearing a life jacket increases your survival time in cold water. When safety isn’t 
nearby these positions can retain body heat giving you more time to be rescued. The 
HELP (Heat Escape Lessoning Posture) and Huddle positions protect critical body 
areas and slow down loss of heat. 
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The Water Safety Resource Guide for Interpretive Services and Educational Outreach 
is on the NRM Gateway.
https://corpslakes.erdc.dren.mil/employees/watersafety/pdfs/WaterSafetyResourceG
uide-2021.pdf 
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