


Aside from an immediate re-descent, and subse-
quent ascent using proper decompression stops,
the only effective treatment for DCl is a hyperbaric
chamber — which simulates a dive by compressing
the body at a pressure it would experience under
seawater, followed by a gradual return to surface
pressure.

“There are only two ways to treat a diving acci-
dent,” explains Mark Coppin, a representative of
IFA Hotels & Resorts, who played an integral role
in bringing the chamber to Zanzibar. “You can go
back down, or you can ‘go back down’in a cham-
ber” Since symptoms are often delayed, however,
the first option isn't always possible. “Many inter-
national divers,” says Coppin, “will only choose a
destination if they know a chamber is present. No
matter how experienced you are as a diver, there's
always a chance that something can go wrong.”

According to Coppin, the Matemwe facility has
treated approximately ten patients in its first two
years in operation, including five “sea cucumber”
divers — locals who scour the ocean floor in search
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of the leathery, cucumber-shaped echinoderms,
which fetch big money in parts of Asia due to
their alleged traditional healing properties. Often,
these divers — who are treated at the chamber free
of charge - have only the most basic diving equi-
pment, and aren't aware of the dangers of their
occupation.

"We had one cucumber diver come in with paraly-
sis,” says Coppin, “and he came out of the chamber
walking. This chamber has really shown its worth.”

Large enough to hold up to two patients at a
time, as well as one in-treatment attendant, the
multi-lock chamber receives ongoing support
from DAN, which administers regular trainings for
new attendants and operators, who are generally
employees of local dive centres. In addition, DAN
offers short-term diving cover packages, and admi-
nisters a local chamber support program, whereby
dive centres contribute a monthly sum to help pay
for the chamber’s operation costs. At the moment,
14 centres in Zanzibar have joined the program,
including one in Pemba.

The International Medical Centre of Zanzibar
(IMCZ) Ltd, formed this past February, is now
responsible for the operation of the chamber, and
coordinates a staff of rotating doctors from Europe
(including Dr. Schmutz) who man the chamber for
shifts of up to three months, while offering medical
services to hotel guests and staff, other tourists on
theisland, and members of the local community. By
early July, the IMCZ expects to have an ambulance
in operation, and the centre is currently planning
the construction of a small hospital adjacent to
the current chamber — complete with a helicop-
ter landing pad for medical evacuations — that will
markedly improve the quality of health services
available to the island’s visitors and — free of charge
—local residents.

"Establishing a medical dive centre on Zanzibar
- with qualified dive physicians, a hyperbaric cham-
ber, and chamber operators — has been a logistical
and medical challenge,” says Dr. Anton Rodahl of
Norway, Medical Director of IMCZ. "However, than-
ks to local citizens and foreign partners, it is now
realized. It is a pleasure to be able to give medical

services to tourists and the local population. We are
sure that this will help promote the tourist indust-
ry, especially among divers who wish to know that
there is medical help if an incident occurs.”

Divers including first-timers like Sabot, who —
back at surface pressure after a five-hour treatment
administered by chamber operator Kathy van Biljon
of Reef Leisure Water Sports — emerges, symptom-
free, from his steel cocoon just after sunset. Dressed
in green cotton scrubs, he's met by Bowler, who is
visibly relieved that the ordeal is finally over. “The
agreement was that he would try diving with me
if I went sailing with him sometime,” she explains.
“| still cannot believe this happened. But he tells me
he'll go diving again.”

For more information about the Divers Alert
Network (DAN) of Southern Africa, visit them online
at http://www.dansa.org.

If you have had a diving accident, or expe-
rience any symptoms of decompression illness
after diving, call DAN’s emergency hotline at
+27 11 254 1112 (Toll free, 0800 020 111).
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