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Critical Incidents: 


In this essay I will be critically reflecting on an incident that took place on Crib Goch on the 7th of March 2020. To do this I will firstly break down the situation the group found themselves in; consider the environmental conditions on the mountains that day; the overall technical competence of the group; and the resources the team had available to them and whether or not they were used affectively. I will also be looking at the behaviours of those involved, particularly choosing to evaluate the actions of the group leader and how he handled the situation on Crib Goch.

Firstly, I will attempt to break down the incident by critically analysing the situation that unfolded. On March the 7th, a mountain leader, and one of the team members, ‘participant A’, decided to embark on the route known as the Horseshoe, despite the severe weather warnings. The incident took place at the end of a grade 1 scramble named Crib Goch. After completing the more difficult section of the route over Crib Goch, the leader and ‘participant A’ then found another pair of walkers who were also attempting to complete the Horseshoe. The leader decided to adopt the other two men (‘participant B’ and ‘participant C’) into the group. This is a move that very few mountain leaders will ever make, as this could potentially open them up into becoming responsible and therefore liable for those people as well as the individuals already in their group (Haylock, 2021). The group leader then stated that as a collective they should “abandon the route because of the wind” and take a quicker route down off Crib Goch. However, this alternative route is later described as being a “rather steep grassy slope” by the leader, which suggests that this may not have been a particularly safe route because of the unsuitable terrain. This area is located at the end of Crib Goch in what is known as a saddle between two peaks. Moments after they set off down the “steep grassy slope”, ‘participant B’ slipped and slid down out of sight. The leader stated later; “I turned around and saw him slide down the hill. He wasn't slowing down and within seconds he'd flipped over a rock and disappeared into the mist.” The rest of the group sped up looking for ‘participant B’, narrowly escaping becoming secondary casualties themselves. The leader then says, “I think we’re dealing with a dead person”. The group leader gets ‘participant C’ to call the police and ask to be put through to mountain rescue whilst the leader goes on looking for the casualty. The leader eventually discovers the casualty (‘participant B’) who is still conscious, but in a bad state. We later find out that the casualty had suffered from multiple cuts and grazes, a broken femur, broken shoulder and a broken wrist. Alongside this, ‘participant B’ also broke two bones in his neck and one bone in his back, which also led to him to have multiple blood transfusions. At the time of the incident, the leader quickly decided that the first port of call was to get the casualty warm and off the ground. After attempting to cover the casualty to the best of his ability, the leader left ‘participant A’ and ‘participant C’ to care for ‘participant B’, as he then carried on down the slope to find other people on the mountain to help. The leader, after several trips, found and brought another group of men up to the place where the casualty was to assist the casualty and boost morale. Llanberis Mountain Rescue arrived at their location about an hour and fifteen minutes after the initial call, and got the whole group down to safety. 
 
In order to analyse this incident further I will begin by examining the prevailing environmental conditions of the location. On the date of the incident the weather forecast from the Mountain Weather Information Service was described as being “Increasingly windy. Rain and drizzle on and off. Very extensive fog. -Walking arduous, and particularly on higher summits becoming difficult in the afternoon. Significant wind chill”. They go on to predict temperatures of “3℃ Will feel as cold as minus 11℃ directly in the wind”, and winds of “South-westerly soon 30mph; progressively strengthening to 45 to 55mph strongest higher tops Snowdon range” (MWIS, 2020). This weather forecast provides evidence that the leader should have thought of an alternative route or potentially not have attempted to take on a ridge like Crib Goch during this time. Mountaineering Scotland suggest that winds of around 50-60mph can be very difficult, especially in the hills. This can be seen in the quote below:

“Walking will be VERY challenging and exhausting. Keep a wide stance, perhaps linking in arms with a weaker member of the party. Move between gusts and brace yourself when a gust arrives. Get off the hill by the easiest and safest route staying well away from ridge crests and corrie rims.”
(Mountaineering Scotland, 2021)

Mountaineering Scotland are “the only recognised representative organisation for hill walkers, climbers, mountaineers and ski-tourers who live in Scotland or who enjoy Scotland’s mountains” (Mountaineering Scotland, 2021). With this in mind, it is clear to see that the conditions on March the 7th where not ideal and that perhaps Crib Goch should have been avoided altogether that day. The leader could have taken alternative routes such as the Miner’s track or the Pyg Track to avoid being on such a potentially dangerous ridge line. Having personally climbed Crib Goch I would not have attempted the ridge in those conditions, and especially not when leading another group up with me. I would have either taken another route or taken the participant to an entirely different location, avoiding the mountains altogether. 

	Next, I will be exploring the technical competence and environmental awareness of all involved. Before ‘participant B’ fell, it was clear that all the people in the group where not comfortable in descending the steep grassy terrain. This was made more apparent when they were rushing down the slope, sliding, and tripping, which almost led to them becoming secondary casualties themselves whilst they were searching for the ‘participant B’. Competent hill walkers would have known to have used techniques like kick steps, which is when a walker would cut a platform into the ground on which to stand on. They would also have known to zig zag and traverse across the ground in order to decrease the angel of which they are walking, which would help to decrease the risk of falling. After witnessing ‘participant B’ fall, the group leader should have immediately gathered together and taken charge of the rest of the group. They could have then discussed their search options as a unit. One of their options could have been organising a hasty search. This would have been a relevant search method, as it is a quick and efficient technique and can be conducted by small teams. They would be able to travel quickly to the likely spots of the casualty and via the route of least resistance (Washington Explorer Search and Rescue, 2021). The leader does identify that the casualty must have gone down the mountain in a line of least resistance. However, the leader fails to take charge, appears to panic by running downhill, away from the group, and the remaining group members are left to follow in a disorderly manner. 

When the leader found the casualty, he took off his bag and began unpacking equipment and clothes all wrapped in separate carrier bags. This would make it harder to access the things he needed quickly in an emergency. He then sets out to insulate the casualty from the cold. As a first aider, the leader should have immediately begun with a primary survey and conducted it in a methodical manner. This anagram is often used to remember this: DR C ABCDE- Danger, check for the immediate danger; Response, check their alertness; Catastrophic haemorrhage, treat straight away; Airways, maintain clear open airways; Breathing, check and analyse their breathing; Circulation, asses their pulse for rate, rhythm and strength; Disability, quick check for conclusion levels; Environment/Exposure, protect the casualty from the elements (A. Caple LAMRT, 2016, p.4). Unfortunately, due to the apparent impulsive behaviour the leader demonstrated, he skipped almost all of the primary survey. As a result, the leader had no idea of the extent of the injuries that the casualty had sustained. I personally would have utilised the rest of my group, getting them to help with the survey, whilst keeping the casualty calm and awake and bracing their neck. After the primary survey was complete and all the injuries and the threats to life where being managed, a thorough head to toe survey can begin (A. Caple LAMRT, 2016, p.4). Unfortunately, the leader failed to complete this, which could have put the casualty at further risk. 
 
Next, I will be looking at the resources that where available to the team and analyse whether they were used effectively. After finding the casualty the leader quickly started unpacking his bag, clearing displaying in the video all of his equipment and clothing that he had, which included one extra layer, a first aid kit and a group shelter. I believe that the first aid kit could have been used more effectively. He could have started dressing the casualty’s wounds and could have also provided ‘participant B’ with basic first aid immediately. The group shelter was only a two-man shelter, perfect for situations where two people can crouch under it. However, in this situation it was not at its most effective, as the casualty was lying on the ground. From what was observed from the video, it seemed there was only one spare layer that the leader personally had, which was used to insulate the casualty from the elements. The organisation of the leader’s bag was also not ideal, as it is later stated that the leader had a survival bag but had no idea where it was in his rucksack. The rest of the group were able to provide other garments as insulation, but they were also ill-prepared. When the mountain rescue arrived, they provided another group shelter and rescue ponchos for all of the group members. They also gave out ice axes to assist the group the rest of the way down. This provides evidence that having an ice axe was a necessary tool to be carrying that day.

One of the largest resources the leader had was the rest of his group. He could have used the party in all aspects of the rescue, allowing for more decisive and better decision making. This concept of allowing group members to have more power in decision making is known as transformational leadership. This type of leadership is when a group has more authority, and helps the leader with the decision making, allowing them to have more of an input on how to achieve their goals and tasks (Brymer & Gray, 2006, p.15). This leadership style can be one of the most valuable resources in a leader’s arsenal. Other group members can help with navigation, offer alternative idea thinking, and provide another set of eyes and hands when dealing with a casualty. The group leader could have used the other participants to support him in the primary and secondary surveys. For example, one of the participants could have been holding the casualties head and neck still whilst the other monitors his breathing. They can also be a vital tool in helping to make sure the casualty remains awake and conscious, doing this through talking and interacting with them. If the leader had taken this leadership approach after the moment the incident took place, they could have perhaps found the casualty faster, and completed the primary and secondary surveys more efficiently. 

I personally would have taken more of a situational leadership style. This was developed by Paul Hersey and Kenneth Blanchard in 1970. It was originally named the Life Cycle Theory and was a follow up from their examination of the findings in a 1945 research study at The Ohio State University on leadership (Gabriel, Jerome, 2016, p.38). This leadership style differs from person to person and the situation the group is in. ‘Situation’ meaning; how competent the group is, what environment the group is in and the experience of the leader. Using this style of leadership, I would have deemed the Horseshoe route inappropriate for ‘participant A’ due to his inappropriate footwear, waterproofs and experience. I also would have given the environment more consideration, something that the leader failed to do. 

As a mountain leader he could have been considered to be outside of his remit due to the winter conditions. An Article on UK Climbing describes a mountain leader as:

“Holders of the Mountain Leader award (sometimes called the 'Summer' Mountain Leader award) are qualified to guide walkers over all UK terrain, but in summer conditions only. To guide walkers in winter conditions you'll need to gain the Winter ML award. For the purposes of MLTUK awards, summer and winter aren't defined by periods of time but by the conditions that prevail – 'winter conditions' means ice and snow prevail or are forecast.”
(S. Stirling, 2009)

Despite stating that he would come down off the mountains if there was snow or ice on them, the leader chose to stay up with ‘participant A’ regardless of the conditions. Possibly putting himself and the participant at risk, whilst also putting himself in danger of being outside of his remit, and therefore possibly voiding the terms of his insurance. The Mountain Leader award is recognised by the Health and Safety Executive and the Adventure Activities Licensing Service as an appropriate award for leading 'trekking' in summer conditions (Mountain Training, 2018, p.5). Meaning the leader could be considered outside of his remit. 

The behaviours the leader portrays throughout the video provides evidence that he is unable to adapt to situations effectively. This can be seen further when ‘participant B’ falls. The leader immediately loses control of the rest of the group and acts erratically. Effectively forfeiting his responsibilities as the leader. A leader must be able to keep all participants safe and endeavour to ensure that they complete the tasks at hand (Brymer and Gray 2006). In this case, the main aim, after the casualty fell, was to find him, preserve life, promote recovery quickly and effectively, and prevent him from worsening (St. Davids First Aid, 2021). The leader should also be able to remain as calm as possible and have a sense of professionalism about them. The leader in this example unfortunately does not manage this, telling ‘participant C’ that “I think we are dealing with a dead person” moments after the casualty fell. This clearly shows how the leader himself cannot compose himself in a serious professional manner in the heat of an incident. This makes both the group leader look unprofessional and could have a dramatic effect on the rest of the group. I would have personally tried to have kept a more professional manner from the start if a critical incident was to arise like the one under study. 

Overall considering all the different factors, it is clear that the leader should not have taken participants up on the mountains on that day, especially inexperienced people who could have done much safer routes and got the same experience out of it. This would have avoided the chance of them being blown off the mountain and getting into a situation like the one they found themselves in. It was clear that the group had little knowledge of the descending technical terrain, which makes it obvious that they should have avoided it altogether. They could have easily been done this by taking the Chicken Track of Crib Y Ddysgl. In failing this, they should perhaps have taken ice axes or poles for stability and crampons or spikes for better traction. In terms of the leaders first aid capabilities, it was clear that there were things missing. This could have been due the leader panicking, but it was clear he attempted to assist that casualty, as he aimed to make sure he was as warm as possible. It was also apparent that the whole group was under prepared for a situation like this. This is something that they should definitely reflect upon, in order to ensure that this does not happen again. Lastly, I believe that the way the leader conducted himself throughout the video could be considered inappropriate and unprofessional. Although the leader endeavoured to deal with the casualty, it is clear that there were more suitable ways to handle the given situation.
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