
South Branch Emergency Services: Simple Safety Steps Can Save 
Boaters’ Lives 

 
Boaters can greatly increase their chances of avoiding or surviving trouble with 
just a few easy steps, say South Branch Emergency Services Water Rescue 
Associates Chip and Betsy Milcarek:  
 

 Check and watch the weather and stay home or head for shore if poor 
conditions are coming.  

 Be sure the drainage plug is in your boat. 
 Wear a life jacket. 
 Use actual watercraft – not pool toys - on the open water. 

 
“As simple as those things are, it’s amazing how many people don’t do them,” 
said Chip, who has been a water rescue associate and heavy rescue associate 
for more than 15 years and a local firefighter for more than 40. 
 
Wearing a life jacket is the single most important thing, and the most likely one 
to be ignored, the couple said. 
 
Wearing a life jacket means having one on your body, said Betsy, who is also a 
certified EMT.  Far too often, life jackets come along for the ride, but stay on the 
floor of the boat or are strapped to a paddle board, kayak, or canoe, she said. 
 
“If the wind knocks someone off of their paddle board, it will also start blowing 
the board away from them, and they can’t catch up to the board to get it,” she 
said. Likewise, a life jacket in a boat does someone who fell overboard no good. 
 
It does not matter how well you swim, said Chip. “I am a rescue swimmer, and 
even when we go out on our personal boat, I am wearing a life jacket. If an 
accident happens and you are knocked unconscious, even the best swimmer 
can’t swim.” 
 
Even the most experienced and careful boaters can run into trouble on the 
water. After South Branch pulled two men whose canoe capsized out of cold 
water, they received a thank you note for saving their lives and learned one was 
himself a firefighter.  
 
The couple has helped their South Branch team rescue many boaters from 
many different circumstances. Even when the water is very cold, those wearing 
life jackets usually live to boat another day.  Chip has assisted the police with 
recovering the bodies of drowning victims, and none of them have been wearing 



life jackets, he said.  “One man had a life jacket in his car, with the tags still on 
it,” he said. 
 
Inflatable pool toys are not a substitute for a life jacket nor a boat, Chip said. 
“We see a lot of this –one day we saw people riding a gigantic pink bird – but 
floating devices meant to be used in a swimming pool do not belong in the open 
water,” Chip said. “They pop.” 
 
South Branch Emergency Services’ Water Rescue Associates work as a team. 
Team members may be rescue swimmers, boat operators, or drivers who bring 
the boat to the water and help launch it. 
 
“As long as you’re interested and not afraid of the water, you can be trained,” 
said Betsy. 
 
“Everyone does an extensive amount of training, which is challenging and fun,” 
Chip said. “Cold water rescues are the toughest, but we are always prepared.” 
 
To learn more or volunteer, visit www.SBES365.org . 
 
 
 


