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Beach and Ocean Safety and Awareness

The Carmel Beach consists of a stretch of sand covering approximately 1 1/4 miles from the north end to the south.  It is the most intensely utilized public beach on the Carmel and Monterey Bays.

The natural beauty that the beach and the accompanying ocean waters, cliffs and vistas offer make this part of Carmel perhaps its most popular attraction to the residents who live here, and especially to the visitors who come here from all over the world.  The ocean attracts swimmers, scuba divers, surfers and fishing enthusiasts, while the cliffs and scenery provide unlimited inspiration to photographers, artists and general sightseers. 

The shoreline appeals to many people, but it also presents many dangers and risks to those who are unaware and/or unfamiliar with the ever-changing characteristics of the beach and its surroundings.  Several times a year incidents occur that require emergency rescue and medical resources to respond to the beach to facilitate rescue and treatment of citizens in distress.

The Carmel By-The- Sea Fire Department is the agency of jurisdiction and primary responder to any medical or rescue emergency on the beach.  Department personnel are trained to immediately implement the Monterey County Coastal Incident Response Plan whenever a person is in distress in the water.  An important point to note is that Fire Department personnel are prohibited, by city policy, from entering the water to attempt rescue.  

Depending on the severity of the incident and the need for specific resources, a coastal response may consist of very few, or many pieces of equipment and personnel.  For example, a relatively minor incident, involving a person who is out of the water and on the beach with a sprained ankle, would require the response of a fire engine and beach access vehicle from the fire department, an ambulance and one or two police officers in vehicles.  A major incident with a victim in distress in the water would require a Full Coastal Incident Response, consisting of at least one fire engine, beach access vehicle, ambulance, California State Parks Lifeguards, police and sheriff=s personnel, a rescue boat from Point Lobos (staffed by personnel from California State Parks or Carmel Highlands Fire Station), a Coast Guard helicopter from San Francisco and rescue swimmers from Pacific Grove Ocean Rescue or the Sheriff=s Dive Team. 

Additional duties of the fire department include, but are not limited to:

 setting up a safe landing zone and coordinating landing of incoming helicopters 

 coordinating a staging area for responding resources

 accompanying ambulance personnel to the hospital

 assisting friends and loved ones of patients and victims

 overseeing logistics operations for rescue and support resources

 providing information to the media

 supervising the safety of all operations and assisting with crowd control 

 transporting personnel and equipment to the patient on the beach

 removing the patient from the beach to the ambulance or other transport resource

 transporting equipment off of the beach 

The California Department of Parks and Recreation (State Parks) Lifeguard=s primary jurisdiction is the 14 units of the State Park System which lie along the 95 miles of coastline of Monterey County.  Three full time lifeguards work various shifts according to operational needs.  Zero to three lifeguards may be on duty on any given day due to assigned days off, time off, training and/or operational needs of the parks.   Carmel Beach is not part of the State Park Lifeguards normal response area, since it is part of the City as a separate jurisdiction.  Therefore, lifeguard personnel in designated emergency response vehicles do not normally patrol the beach.  However, in the event of a coastal incident when it is suspected that there are victims in the water, California State Park Lifeguards will respond as part of the Monterey County Coastal Incident Response Plan.

95 miles of coastline is a lot of area for only three Lifeguards to cover.  However, they are trained to become familiar with weather patterns that result in uneasy surf in certain spots, and as park operations allow, they strive to position themselves at strategic locations to hopefully be able to provide timely response to those areas.

The dedicated and courageous people who are California State Parks Lifeguards are the only professional paid lifeguard service in The County and the only water rescuers who meet United States Lifeguard Association (USLA) swimming and training standards.  Their timely responses and abilities to get the victim out of the water make our operations run so much smoother than they would if their services were not available.  However, the availability of the permanent Lifeguards should not provide any sense of security for those who choose to enter the waters along our coastline.  Going into the water here has proven to be risky for even the best of swimmers under good conditions, so those who are unfamiliar with its potential need to be especially reminded that tragedy can strike in a matter of seconds. 

 Keeping this in mind, one should be aware that no matter how fast the lifeguards might be able to get to someone in the water, there=s a very good chance that it will not be fast enough, even if they are close by, which is not always.  The water behavior of our coastline has recently been rough, partly due to the aftermath of the Asian tsunami disaster.  Therefore, we cannot emphasize enough the need to be cautious and aware of wave activity when one is near the water at the beach, or its surrounding areas.

For more information having to do with winter, please click on “public safety,” located on the left-hand side of the home page of our website, carmelfiredepartment.com. 

Take care, and stay safe.   

