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While it was the sky – not the water – that was blue, the reflection was warm and inviting. Sunshine made the air feel warmer than its actual temperature in the low-60s.

The breathless day rendered Quemahoning Lake mirror-smooth. Just below that beautiful surface, though, lurked potential death.
While it may read like the opening scene of a B movie script, the protagonist in this story is not a monster. It’s the hazard of cold-water immersion.
During the transitional seasons of spring and fall, we get some of the finest weather of the year. What better way to enjoy it than in the watercraft of your choice?
But many people, especially novice boaters, fail to consider that water temperature can be significantly colder than the air at these times of year.
For example, at the time I was writing this column, the air temperature was a sunny and comfortable 64 degrees. The temperature of the Conemaugh River not far from my home was 53 degrees.
According to the Pennsylvania Fish and Boat Commission (PFBC), when someone falls into water that’s less than 70 degrees, the body’s involuntary response tends to be a gasp. If someone is underwater when that happens, water gets inhaled; hyperventilation and death can follow.

And this doesn’t just happen on large bodies of water, where shore or help is some distance away. The PFBC reported that three boating fatalities already have occurred in 2021. All three happened on private ponds, and in all three instances the boaters weren’t wearing life jackets.
For this reason, Pennsylvania law requires boaters to wear a personal floatation device (PFD) also called a “life jacket” from November 1 through April 30 each year on all bodies of water. For those in boats that are less than 16 feet in length or in any canoe or kayak, the PFD has to be worn, not just lying in the boat.
Cold-water immersion is one of the main reasons why. Because PFDs are designed to keep your head above water, research shows that wearing one greatly increases your likelihood of surviving a cold-water plunge.

Even good swimmers can’t swim if they can’t breathe. And American Red Cross research shows that most people overestimate their swimming ability.

The ARC found that 54 percent of Americans either can’t swim at all or lack basic swimming skills. Factor in cold water and the often faster-moving water of springtime, and the decision to skip wearing a PFD can be a very bad one.
The right clothing also can protect boaters. Serious boaters wear wetsuits or drysuits, which enable them to boat through the winter. Those cost hundreds of dollars, though.

Wearing moisture-wicking fabrics will help. Such clothes will keep your skin drier and reduce the chill effect post-plunge.
To simply assume that you won’t get wet is foolhardy. Accidents can happen to anyone in unthinking moments or the silliest ways.

Some friends love to recall the time I did a faceplant in shallow water after stepping out of my kayak and getting a foot stuck in muck. A spill can happen while attempting to assist another boater or when overreaching the boat to retrieve a snagged fishing lure.
Also, it’s always a good practice to boat with others, especially during spring and fall. Having someone else around at a time of trouble can save a life or make a situation less serious than it might be otherwise.
The most-important tip though is to wear your PFD. There are a wide range of types, geared for different uses, and those that are better-quality tend to be less bulky or restrictive.
Invest in a good-quality vest that is designed for your type of boating. Once you get used to wearing it, you’ll hardly notice it.
And wearing a PFD is far-preferable to dying an ironic death due to cold water on a warm early-spring day.
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