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Lightning at sea: Dangerous and unpredictable 
A sudden and intense iightening and 

thunderstorm mov.ed over the waters 
around Stonington, ME on the morning of 
Aug. 21, 2004. , , 

Kyle Jones, a young lobsterman fishing 
alone from his 30' boat, ·waited out what 
seemed to be the worst of the storm then 
started to haul traps again. He was struck 
with an electrical charge through the pot 
warp as it ran through his davit and pot 
hauler when lightening apparently hit 
the water near his boat. The force of the 
thunder that followed the lightning strike 
knocked him down. 

High voltage electricity passing 
through the body can be fatal. Even if the 
initial jolt doesn't kill, it likely will put the 
victim into shock, which is defined as "a 
state of acute circulatory insufficiency of 
the blood." 

Treatment for shock involves keeping 
the victim flat and warm, stopping any 
bleeding, and administering artificial 
respiration if breathing ceases. 

Even though the person's temperature 
may be very low, it is important to warm 
the body slowly. 

Luckily, a: lobsterman nearby realized Lightning protection 
there was trouble and called Jones' Although there is no way to prevent 
father, who was also out fishing. Another a lightning sttike, organizations like the 
fisherman radioed for an ambulance to National Fire Protection Association and 
meet Jones and his dad at the wharf. the American Boat and Yacht Council 

· Once ashore, the victim's temperature publish standards and recommended 
was 92°F, signaling serious shock and practices for protecting a boat and the 
hypothermia. Medics warmed him with people in it. 
wraps on the way to the hospital, where he A helpful University of Florida bulletin, 
sp.ent the d,ay. · A lack of pulse in arms and · titled "Boating-Lightnin'g Protection," is 
legs indicated his_peripher_al circulation available.ort the·Internet at <www.cdc. · 
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irijuri~s fr~ril t~e incide.ni: "The .. , ·protefa,ion ~ ;~proV.idf~ di~ect pailh o 
fisherman who had 'been nearby to the the ground 9f, m_ the ·ca:se of a vessel at 
accident reported dAmage to some of his sea,· water. A lightning protection system · 
electronics. , consists of an air terminal, downward 

Care for victim 
In eases of shock from electricity, 

you should not touch the victim until 
the source of electricity is turned off. 
However, when the culprit is a lightning 
strike, the responder can and should begin 
immediately to touch· and help the victim. 

conductor, and ground plate. To this basic 
system are attached various other metal 
items such as the engine, through-hull 
ports; electronics, etc. 

There are numerous suggestions 
regarding ways to assemble the system 
and what materials to use. However, 
lightning is not well-understood and very 
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little research has been done on lightning 
protection systems on boats. within the magnetic field. 

And, while the system may provide 
some protection for the persons on board, 
it may not prevent lightning from blowing 
holes in the hull or from damaging the 
_electronics. 

Clearly, there is still a lot to learn about· 
how best to prqtect a boat and crew from 
the destructive power of lightning. 

IIi a 1991 article titled "A Critical 
Assessment of the US Code for Lightning 
Protection of Boats,". author Ewen 
Thomson reported on a survey of sailors 
whose boats had 'sustained a direct hit. 

He found that 50% of protected boats 
and 50% of unprotected boats in salt water 
suffered damage to some ~lectronics. His 
results showed that 41 % of the protected 
boats and 42% of the unprotected boats 
suffered damage to all electronics·during 
a direct hit. . 

Thomson concluded that "the present 
state of lightning protection is particularly 
ineffective for marine electronics." 

He postulated that high-voltage 
streamers - caused by electricity reaching 
toward the clouds - from locations within 
the "cone of protection" thought to 
encircle a "protected boat" actually can 
damage electronics. 

Thomson also suggested that a 
magnetic field, set up when lightning 
travels along a·downward co_nductor to 
ground: can induce currents'that fan 
damage electronics located · 1 

As lightning is both dangerous and 
unpredictable, it should be taken seriously 
on the water as well as on land. Every 
attempt should be made to avoid a storm 
while on the water and every precaution 
should be taken to reduce the risk to crew, 
boat, and electronics. Fishermen should . 
read up on lightning whether or not their 
boats are lightning prntected. 

HSHSAFE: 
• Avoid lightning storms by 
listening to weather reports -and 
watching for thunder clouds. 
• Stay undercover in the middle 
of the boat. and stop fishing during 
the storm. 

(." 

• Avoid touching or using 
electronic equipment except in an ,r 
emergency. 
• Look out for others on the 
water and be ·ready to assist with 
First Aid and CPR. 
• Check out all electronic 
equipment and compasses after 
a storm. • 
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