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LakeMichigan is especially prone to
rip currents, which are powerful cur-
rents of water moving away from the
shore, and they can sweep even the
strongest swimmer away from shore.

According to the United States Life-
saving Association, rip currents ac-
count for more than 100 fatal drown-
ings every year in the United States,
and hundreds more rescues.

If heading to LakeMichigan for a day
of swimming, the USLA off�ers the fol-
lowing tips to stay safe.

What are clues that rip currents
may be present?

h A narrow gap of darker, seemingly
calmer water between areas of break-
ing waves and whitewater.

h Achannel of churning, choppywa-
ter.

h A diff�erence in water color.
h A line of foam, seaweed or debris

moving seaward.
h Look for signs or red fl�ags alerting

for dangerous water conditions.

What if I’m caught in a rip
current?

h Try to relax, rip currents don’t pull
you under the water.

h Don’t swim against the current.
h Swim out of the current in a direc-

tion following the shoreline, or toward
breaking waves, then at an angle to-
ward the beach.

h Youmay be able to escape by fl�oat-
ing or treading water if the current cir-
culates back toward shore.

h If you feel you will be unable to
reach shore, draw attention to yourself:
yell and wave for assistance.

h Remember the “3 F’s Rule” – Flip.
Float. Follow the safest path back to
shore. Don’t fi�ght the current, but swim
to the side.

How do I help someone else
caught in a current?

h Don’t become a victimwhile trying
to help someone else. Many people
have died trying to rescue rip current
victims.

h Get help from a lifeguard. If one is
not present, call 911, then try to direct
the victim to swim following the shore-
line to escape.

h If possible, throw the rip current
victim something that fl�oats.

h Never enter the water without a
fl�otation device.

How can I protect myself and my
family from rip currents?

h Never swim alone, or near piers or
break walls.

h If possible, always swim in an area
protected by lifeguards and consult
lifeguards before entering the water.

h Assume that rip currents are al-
ways present.

h Learn to swim in the surf andmake
sure your children can swim in the surf.
Pool swimming is not the same as
swimming at a surf beach.

h Learn to identify rip currents and
take the time to evaluate the water be-
fore you enter it.

For more information on rip cur-
rents, the NationalWeather Service of-
fers additional help at www.weath-
er.gov/safety/ripcurrent.
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According to the Great Lakes Surf
Rescue Project, more than 1,350 people
have drowned in the Great Lakes over
the last 15 years, nearly half in Lake
Michigan.

The tragedies involved circum-
stances of all sorts: Swimmers being
pulled out into open water by rip cur-
rents. People being overcome by waves
or currents while trying to rescue oth-
ers. People being washed off� piers.
Boaters and kayakers falling overboard
without life jackets.

Are the Great Lakes safe to swim?

Dave Benjamin, founder and execu-
tive director of the Great Lakes Surf
Rescue Project (GLSRP), a nonprofi�t
that tracks drownings in all fi�ve Great
Lakes, says that about a third of all
Great Lakes drownings are related to
dangerous currents, while the other
two-thirds involve people getting into
water over their head and not knowing
how to survive.

According to the Great Lakes Water
Safety Consortium, dangerous cur-
rents and breaking waves are common
in the Great Lakes, though rip currents
and others found near piers are espe-
cially dangerous for swimmers and can
lead to drownings. Rip currentswill not
pull a swimmer under the water, in-
stead it will carry them out to the open
water, away from shore.

How to escape a rip current

To escape this rip, experts off�er
what’s known as the “3 F’s Rule” – Flip.
Float. Follow the safest path back to

shore. They warn not to fi�ght the cur-
rent, but swim to the side.

Many Michigan beaches also have
signs on the dangers of rip currents,
and illustrate the hourglass shape of a
rip current as it extends from a beach.

Lake Michigan’s danger

According to the National Weather
Service, the west Michigan coastline
along Lake Michigan has the most cur-
rent related incidents of all of the Great
Lakes, including rescues and fatalities.
In 2020, Michigan saw more than 30
current-related incidents, while Illi-
nois,Wisconsin and Indiana saw fewer
than fi�ve.

There aremultiple reasons: the east-
ern shore of LakeMichigan is favorably
aligned for the weather – which typi-
callymoves fromwest to east – andhas
wave conditions conducive to current
formation; many of our beaches along
the Lake Michigan shoreline have
sandbars, break walls and piers, which
make them especially prone to struc-
tural, longshore, and rip currents.

The National Weather Service notes
that the number of current incidents
and drownings in Lake Michigan must
be kept relative to how many visit its
beaches. For example, Holland sees
more drownings than any other beach
town in Michigan – 15 over the last 15
years – but Holland State Park sees
around 2 million visitors every year.

“These beaches are all safe and fun
to swim at,” the National Weather Ser-
vice states on its website. “But beach-
goersmust remainalert to the changing
weather and wave conditions, and
heed the advice of park patrol and life-
guards.”

And there’s the rub. Michigan’s life-
guard chairs are empty.
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It’s a harsh reality in the Great Lakes
State since the state parks got rid of life-
guards in 1993, and most municipal
beaches eventually followed suit, all cit-
ing money, liability and staffi�ng short-
age concerns. In a state of more than
1,000 beaches, andwhere tourism is big
business – drawing in 128 million visi-

tors who spent $29.3 billion in 2023
alone – there currently are only two
public LakeMichigan beaches with life-
guards: one in St. Joseph, the other in
New Buff�alo.

“This is less than third-world,” said
Illinois lifeguard advocate Dave Benja-
min, founder and executive director of
the Great Lakes Surf Rescue Project
(GLSRP), a nonprofi�t that tracks drown-
ings in all fi�veGreat Lakes, andhas been
pushing for years to bring lifeguards
back to Michigan.

The city of Chicago has them. So do
the states ofWisconsin and Indiana. All
three border Lake Michigan, which ac-
counts for nearly half of the 1,362 fatal
drownings that have occurred in all of
the Great Lakes since 2015, according to
the GLSRP.

State and local offi�cials, meanwhile,
maintain the vast majority of Lake
Michigan visitors are swimming safely,
and that lifeguards have grown obsolete
here for a number of reasons: They’re
too hard to fi�nd, cost too much and can

create liabilities, they say. The state and
beach towns also put emphasis on per-
sonal responsibility: If swimmers want
to stay safe, they say, they should follow
theposted signs andfl�ags, andavoid the
water on high-risk days.

For drowning prevention advocates,
this approach to beach safety isn’t just
failing, it’s putting more people in dan-
ger. Innocent bystanders and vacation-
ers have become fi�ll-ins for lifeguards,
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Lisa MacDonald, 57, of Chesterfi�eld Township, photographed at her home with an undated photo of her late daughter, Emily, getting a piggyback ride from her
boyfriend, Kory Ernster, on a beach in Florida. MacDonald is part of a campaign to bring lifeguards back to Michigan beaches after Emily MacDonald, 19, and her
boyfriend, Ernster, 22, drowned in August 2022 in Lake Michigan 15 minutes after taking a selfi�e from the beach at South Haven. MacDonald has a wrongful death
lawsuit against South Haven and is able to press forward after the city’s claims of governmental immunity were rejected by a judge.MANDI WRIGHT/DETROIT FREE PRESS
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