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The continuing evolution of 
commercial diving regulations
By Tom Beasley
Bernard LLP, Vancouver

At first, scuba divers learned their craft by reading books, 

watching Jacques Cousteau films and observing other divers 

suit up and dive under water.

LEGAL AFFAIRS

Commercial diving is an integral 
but often overlooked segment 
of British Columbia’s marine 

industries. While ship crews and long-
shore persons have a strong and visible 
presence on our waterways and water-
fronts, underwater work is unseen and 
underappreciated. However, commercial 
divers are present in most marine oper-
ations — in fish farm pen maintenance, 
heavy construction sites, pipelines, sal-
vage, fish harvesting, scientific divers 
and film production.

Hard hat divers with surface-sup-
plied air via hard craned pumps laid the 
wooden pipeline supplying water from 
the North Shore to Vancouver over 100 
years ago. Salvage divers have worked 
hundreds of shipwrecks on our coast-
line over the last 150 years. Military and 
police divers did surveillance and recov-
ery operations. All of this was dangerous 
and hard work. 

Few regulations governed their under-
water commercial work until after the 
advent of scuba diving in the 1950s. The 
new ‘aqua lung’ brought f lexibility and 
mobility to diving operations which had 
been impossible with surface-supplied 
air.

At first, scuba divers learned their 
craft by reading books, watching 
Jacques Cousteau films and observ-
ing other divers suit up and dive under 
water. Beginning in 1959, scuba diving 
‘certification agencies’ were formed to 
educate divers about how to dive safely 
underwater. A “Certification Card” or 
a “C-Card” from agencies such as the 
National Association of Underwater 
Instructors (NAUI) and the Professional 
Association of Diving Instructors 
(PADI) entitled divers to get a tank of 
air — the entry point to diving from dive 
stores or air fill stations.

A C-Card issued by a dive certifica-
tion agency recognized by CMAS — 
Confédération Mondiale des Activités 

Subaquatiques, the World Underwater 
Federation, is the ticket to dive recrea-
tionally in most jurisdictions in the world 
and from which most commercial divers 
begin their diving career. Currently in 
Canada, only Quebec regulates recrea-
tional diving. In Quebec, recreational 
divers must renew their C-Card every 
three years, a criteria of which is showing 
that they have logged 10 dives in three 
years. Elsewhere in Canada the C-Card 
is valid for life, and is not dependent on 
the type, risks, or location of the div-
ing. For example, a C-Card issued in a 
warm water resort course is valid to get 
air and dive in the cold waters of British 
Columbia. 

With the advent of scuba and of 
light weight surface-supplied diving 
equipment, commercial diving moved 
away from heavy-weight deep-sea div-
ing gear, and recreational divers ven-
tured into commercial diving where 
their limited underwater training and 
experience led to increased accidents 
and fatalities. In the early 1970s, rep-
resentatives from the diving industry 
across Canada recognized that regula-
tions were needed for safer underwater 
working standards in the commercial-
diving industry. Regulatory authorities, 
employers, unions and diving medical 
personnel met to develop standard 
regulations. This led, in 1974, to the 
publication of the Canadian Standards 
Association (CSA)-Z275.2 Occupational 
Safety Code of Diving Operations as 
a National Standard of Canada. In 
1992, the Canadian Association of 
Administrators of Labour Legislation 
(CAALL), which includes workers’ 
compensation administrators, began a 

discussion about harmonizing commer-
cial diving regulations across all prov-
inces and territories. This was especially 
important as commercial diving was a 
very mobile workforce.

The CAALL discussions lead to 
two working groups studying diving 
and confined space regulations, and 
the publication in 1997 of the CSA 
Z275.4 Competency Standard for Diving 
Operations (CSA 275.4). 

At about this time, the CSA started 
negotiating with the National Energy 
Board (NEB) to assume responsibilities 
for diver competency in the Canadian 
offshore industry. In 2003, the Diver 
Certification Board of Canada (DCBC) 
was established as a non-profit agency 
to certify commercial divers and super-
visors, and to accredit schools which 
train commercial divers to CSA Standard 
Z275.4. The DCBC puts on an annual 
Canadian Underwater Conference and 
Exhibition which will next be held 
March 25, to 27, 2018, at the Sheraton 
Vancouver Airport Hotel under the 
theme Man and Machine Underwater.

In addition to being certified by the 
DCBC and meeting the CSA Standard 
Z275.4, all commercial divers in British 
Columbia and all scuba diving oper-
ations in a workplace are also governed 
by Part 24 of the Occupational Health and 
Safety Regulations (Part 24 of the OHS 
Regs.) issued by WorkSafeBC. Diving 
instructors for recreational divers are not 
covered by Part 24 of the OHS Regs.

Given the history of the evolution of 
commercial diving, Part 24 of the OHS 
Regs., emphasizes surface supply appli-
cations with stand-by divers and multiple 
person dive teams.
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The WorkSafeBC Regulations are 
extensive and include provisions that:
a) Employers must:
•	 Provide WorkSafeBC with at least 

24 hours before commencing a div-
ing operation such as under ice, 
construction diving, diving beyond 
no-decompression limits, using mixed 
gases other than nitrox, diving in a 
contaminated environment;

•	 Ensure that each diver has a current 
medical certification for diving;

•	 Ensure that all divers meet CSA 
Standard Z275.4 and are competent to 
use the diving equipment in the div-
ing operation;

•	 Publish and keep on site a set of safe 
diving procedures;

•	 Through a diving supervisor, conduct 
crew briefing and suspend the diving 
if conditions become unsafe;

•	 Must use only dive tables published 
or approved by the Defence and Civil 
Institute of Environmental Medicine 
(Canada) and diving computers must 
not be used in place of those tables. 
Dive computers are a standard and 
reliable piece of equipment for all 
divers;

•	 Have a stand-by diver on site and able 
to enter the water in one minute when 
diving operations are in progress;

•	 Supply a decompression chamber 
on the dive site where the planned 
decompression time exceeds 15 min-
utes. Decompression is time spent 
at shallow depths to dissipate gases 
absorbed in the diver’s blood stream 
based on the depth and time spent 
underwater.

b) Divers must:
•	 Not dive:

•	 Without proper diving medical 
certificates;

•	 If the diving supervisor is of the 
opinion that they are ‘incapable’ of 
functioning safely underwater; and

•	 Unless they have been ‘thoroughly’ 
trained in the theory and use of the 
diving apparatus being used;

•	 Keep up-to-date dive logs.
Any questions about WorkSafeBC 

Regulations should be directed to 
Warren Fulton, the Diving and Blasting 
Certification Officer for WorkSafeBC 
(250 881-3420). 

Being paid to perform what may seem 
to be a simple task underwater lures rec-
reational divers into doing tasks for a fee 
which led to complaints to WorkSafeBC 

and to injuries and fatalities. The recrea-
tional diver is not trained to understand 
the tasks and avoid the risks of commer-
cial diving.

WorkSafeBC diving regulations 
apply to scientific diving, including 
scientists at academic institutions and 
those who are conducting biological 
and archaeological survey work. Those 
regulations have significantly impacted 
scientific diving in Canada, increasing 
costs and reducing scientific diving. 
Since 1989, the scientific diving com-
munity, led by diving safety officers at 
academic institutions and through their 
umbrella organization the Canadian 
Association of Underwater Science 
(CAUS), have lobbied unsuccessfully 
for variances and for the reduction of 
the regulations, in particular the stand-
by diver requirement.

Recreational and commercial diving 
is evolving quickly with better and more 
sophisticated diving equipment, allowing 
for safer and more extensive diving practi-
ces, such as rebreathers, advanced mixed 
gas use and more sophisticated diving 

computers. As with any workplace with 
inherent risks, WorkSafeBC regulations 
are needed to minimize workplace injur-
ies, but in my opinion, WorkSafeBC 
has not kept pace with that evolution, 
adding increased and unnecessary costs 
to divers and employers. Additionally, 
those costs could be further reduced and 
more diving would take place if there 
were specific regulations for the differ-
ent types of commercial diving, such as 
scientific diving.

Tom Beasley has practised employment 
law since 1981 and has been an active rec-
reational scuba diver since 1974 with over 
800 dives. He has been on the board of sev-
eral maritime-related organizations includ-
ing the Underwater Archaeological Society 
of BC, the Artificial Reef Society of BC, and 
the Vancouver Maritime Museum. Since its 
creation in 1991, Tom has been a director of 
the Underwater Council of BC, which is the 
provincial organization focused on diving 
safety and environmental issues in the rec-
reational diving community in BC. He can 
be reached at Beasley@bernardllp.ca.

Vancouver Maritime Museum
2017-18 Grand Prize Raffle

Grand Prize: One Ocean Expeditions
High Arctic Explorer - ($30,900 value)
2nd Prize: King Pacific Lodge
Angler’s Adventure - ($9,500 value)
3rd Prize: $1,000 CA$H!
Plus many more great prizes - including Helly Hansen
travel duffle bags, gift certificates, family memberships
and more...

Tickets - 

$20 each or

3 for $50!

Visit: vanmaritime.com to order your tickets today!

Oct_2017_VMMRaffle_1a.indd   1 2017-09-01   3:13 PM


