Rip Currents
Of all the hazards at surf beaches, rip currents are by far the deadliest.  The United States Lifesaving Association (USLA) estimates over 100 people in the United States are killed by rip currents each year.  Many more have to be rescued; the USLA attributes over 80% of all beach rescues to rip currents.
Many beachgoers are unaware of the presence of rip currents, and do not know how to respond if they are caught in one.  This creates a dangerous and often deadly situation.
NOAA’s National Weather Service (NWS) in partnership with the USLA and the National Sea Grant Program are working to raise rip current awareness, and improve the ability to predict the occurrence and strength of rip currents.  Their mission is to prevent rip current-caused deaths through the “Break The Grip Of The Rip!® Know Before You Go Campaign.”
Know Before You Go In Water
Rip currents can occur on any beach with breaking waves, including the Great Lakes and Gulf of Mexico.  Rip current speeds vary.  The average speed of a rip current is 1 to 2 feet per second.  However, they have been measured as fast as 8 feet per second—faster than an Olympic swimmer! Even the most skilled swimmers can be pulled out to sea by a rip current.  However, no one has to become a rip current victim, by taking a few simple safety actions, before leaving for the beach and after arriving at the beach, your trip to the ocean can be a safe one.
One of the best safety actions you can take is to recognize the danger of rip currents and swim at a lifeguarded beach whenever possible.  According to the USLA, the chance that a person will drown while attending a beach protected by lifeguards is 1 in 18 million.  The USLA also advises beachgoers to learn to swim as the best defense against drowning.  Surf beaches often have dangerous currents.  Know where the life ring stations are located on the beach, and understand and obey the beach warning flags.  
Beach warning flags use a color coded system to indicate the conditions of the water for that day.  The definitions differ slightly in different locations, but in general red or purple flags mean stay out of the water; something is causing dangerous conditions.
Whether you swim at a guarded or unguarded beach, always check the condition of the water before you go in.
There are many ways to find out about the conditions of the water before entering. One is to talk to a lifeguard.  No one will know the current water conditions better than they.  They are trained to detect dangerous currents and waves and know other water conditions.  You can also check products from NOAA’s NWS to learn about beach conditions.  NWS issues most of its surf zone information in three products:  the Surf Zone Forecast, Rip Current Statement, and Beach Hazards Statement.  
Rip Current Statements and Beach Hazards Statements can be found at NOAA’s NWS watch, warning, and advisory webpage at: http://www.weather.gov/.  Surf Zone Forecasts are issued routinely by local NWS offices, and can also be found at http://www.ripcurrents.noaa.gov
Remember that swimming in a pool is not the same as swimming at a surf beach with crashing waves, winds, and currents that can change suddenly.  Even if you are a strong swimmer, the ocean, Great Lakes, and Gulf of Mexico are unforgiving playgrounds.  Never underestimate the power of the ocean, its waves, currents, and weather.  Swim at a lifeguarded beach whenever possible and always check beach conditions before going to the beach and again at the beach.  Never swim alone.  Always swim with a buddy or a group.
Break the Grip of the Rip!®
Know what to do if you or someone else gets caught in a rip current.  How you respond can be the difference between life and death. 
If caught in a rip current, stay calm.  Float or tread water.  Having a floatation device or lifejacket with you will help you conserve energy until the current weakens and you are able to escape it.  Also, a brightly colored floatation device will help the lifeguard and others spot you in the Ocean or Great Lake.
Rip currents are water treadmills, you will never be able to escape one swimming against it.  If at any time you feel you will be unable to reach shore, draw attention to yourself; face the shore, and call or wave for help.
If you see that someone else is in trouble, get help from a lifeguard or call 911.  Throw the rip current victim something that floats, and yell instructions on how to escape.  Do not try to rescue them yourself.  Many people drown when trying to save someone else from a rip current.
The Science of Rips
When waves break on shore, the water has to go back out to sea.  Rip currents can form from this outgoing flow of the previous incoming wave.  When waves are larger and more powerful, the rip current becomes stronger.  The rip current flows perpendicular from the shoreline out to sea like a river.  Anyone caught in one of these currents is carried away from shore.
Areas with fixed rip currents, because of reefs or cliffs, or manmade structures like piers, jetties, and groins are never safe to swim in.
By taking a few simple safety actions before you go to and after arriving at the beach, your day at the beach can be a safe and enjoyable one.
Break The Grip Of The Rip!® Know Before You Go In The Water.
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