AQUATIC CERVICAL SPINE INJURY(CSI) – How often do we have to worry ?
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ABSTRACT

Purpose: During in-water shoreline rescue, lifeguards usually need to decide if it’s important to proceed with cervical spine (CS) immobilization or not. This could mean the difference between a normal or a severe, lifelong disability. Immobilization of CS is clearly indicated in a conscious victim who is either witnessed to be or highly suspected of trauma, or is in trouble in shallow water for unknown reasons. On the other hand, for unconscious victims the time spent on immobilizing the CS could lead to cardiopulmonary deterioration and even death. Some factors need to be considered in this decision. One of them is how often CSI occurs among beach-line water incidents ?

Method: We retrospectively analyzed all rescues and medical emergencies at the Drowning Resuscitation Center(DRC), dispatched between 1991 and 2000 which were suspected or confirmed to have CSI by clinical(pre-hospital) or radiological methods(hospital).

Results: There were 46,060 rescues made by lifeguards. From these, 930(2%) were referred to the DRC. The remaining 45,130 cases were released directly from the beach with no clinical complaints. From the total of 930 immersion/submersion incidents, 13 cases had associated trauma with head or cervical spine injury. Two cases had missing data. The other 11 cases had a mean age of 23,9(SD+/-9,45) and nine were males. From these suspected CSI cases(0,02% of rescues), only 4 had confirmed CSI(0,009%). All were released home (2-normal, 1-light disability and 1-tetraplegic).

Conclusions: Rio de Janeiro beaches have a very low incidence(0,009%) of CSI among bathers rescued by lifeguards. Other water locations may have different rates depending on a wide variety of elements which require individual evaluation. On Rio de Janeiro beaches we recommend that lifeguards carry out the CS immobilization only in conscious cases where trauma is evident. All unconscious cases should first have their breathing checked and only if they are alive and CSI is suspected should the lifeguard worry about immobilizing it.

Topic code: 308

























































