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On 13th July 2013, 78 SAS recruits set off to complete a gruelling 16-mile march, known as ‘the fan dance’, over Pen y Fan, the largest mountain in southern Britain, situated in the Brecon Beacons. As part of the SAS candidate selection process, the men had to complete the march within 8 hours and 48 minutes whilst carrying backpacks weighing at least 49lbs (22kg), (Allen et al., 2015). Three men died as a result of a “failure to properly organise and manage” the march. (ITV News, 2017). Lance Corporal Edward Maher and Lance Corporal Craig Roberts died on the Brecon Beacons after suffering heatstroke and Corporal James Dunsby died at Birmingham's Queen Elizabeth Hospital from multiple organ failure more than two weeks later. (Vaughan and Jones, 2018). Two Special Forces soldiers have been charged with negligent performance of duty over the deaths of the three reservists during the SAS test march and could face up to two years in prison and dismissal if convicted. (ITV News, 2017).

“The style of leadership most prevalent in the military is authoritarian” (Bowser, 2012, p.7). An ‘autocratic’ leadership style involves the person in power directly commanding others without considering their input when decision-making. The individuals whom are following the orders often have little choice and flexibility for how the task is to be conducted. (Bowser, 2012). According to Bowser (2012), in a time of crisis, it is crucial an army commander uses an autocratic leadership style to make decisions quickly and give strict commands in order to save lives. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Despite the importance of using an autocratic leadership style in the military, ‘negligence’ on the day of the SAS recruit’s deaths, suggests a ‘laissez-faire’ style of leadership was used. “In this style of leadership, we get out of the way and let our team do their own thing. It is a style where there is definitely no micromanagement” (Bowser, 2012, p.8). 

Bowser (2012) states one style of leadership does not fit to every purpose and suggests a leader should be flexible in choosing his/her leadership style, dependant on the situation. When defining a ‘democratic’ style of leadership, Bowser (2012, p.8) says, “This is the leadership style of teamwork. It is run by democracy”. It includes team participation, unlike an autocratic style of leadership.

Tannenbaum and Schmidt (1957) developed a model based on a continuum from authoritarian (dominant) to democratic (participative) leadership style. The theory looks at how much freedom is allowed to team members and how much authority is used by the leader. 

During the march on 13th July 2013, a combination of autocratic and democratic leadership styles would have been best suited to the circumstances on the day. Rather than committing to one end of the spectrum, the instructors should have found an ideal middle ground of giving direct orders and including team participation, which would inevitably, resulted in a different outcome.

Met Office weather forecast predicted the day of the march to be the hottest of the year, with temperatures reaching 27 °C. In fact, a temperature reading taken at the nearby Sennybridge camp showed the temperature to be 31.2 °C at midday, (Farmer, 2013). According to Safran et al. (1998, p. 91), “when we exercise in excessive heat (more than 30 °C or 86 °F) serious illness or death may occur if adequate care is not taken”. The dangers of the immense heat indicate the march should have been rescheduled. Despite this, there were no plans to cancel training exercises because of the heat (Ministry of Defence, 2017). Before the march commenced, this information should have been relayed to the individuals in power ‘on the ground’. Although, in the Coroner’s inquest, it was found there was a lack of system in place, which denied them from doing so (Hunt, 2015). 

Within the Coroner’s inquest, Hunt (2015) acknowledges the fact that some staff members, including some in senior commanding positions, were unaware of the ‘guidance for heat illness’ document JSP539, whilst others believed that JSP539 did not apply to the exercise being carried out. Furthermore, senior commanders were not trained on implementing JSP539. The staff members whom completed ‘Risk Assessment’ had received no training in doing so, whilst senior commanders claimed they were unaware they had received no training. Additionally, senior commanders were supposedly unaware that reservists had carried out different ‘build up’ training to regular staff in regards to heat illnesses. (Hunt, 2015). There was a lack of accountability as responsibilities were simply ‘pushed-down’ and the Special Forces instructors are allegedly being treated as scapegoats over the deaths of the three reservists, reports Farmer (2017).

It was determined that had organisers strictly followed the Ministry of Defence's code of practice, the march would have been cancelled after two men, not among those who died, were withdrawn from the exercise shortly after midday due to heat sickness. Controversially, Army personnel had told the Coroner they were not aware of the contents of the Ministry of Defence's guidelines and had been told not to bother reading them. (BBC News, 2015). 

The reservists participated in a 24 km march over Pen y Fan during the previous week building up to the ‘test week’. Due to the warm weather, the reserve instructors adjusted the march. The weight of the soldier backpacks was reduced, additional water was supplied, the time limit was removed, sweepers were provided through the course and the march was to be done in groups. (Hunt, 2015). However when the candidates were passed over to The Signals Regiment, these adjustments were not made. It was concluded that inadequate supplies of water contributed to Lance Corporal Edward Maher’s death. “Five checkpoints were set up along the route but as the inquest later heard two were without water” (Allen, et al., 2015). This indicates the lack of leadership displayed on the day. The decision should have been made to allow similar exceptions to the previous march such as increased water supplies at each checkpoint, to counteract the unusual intense heat. If a more democratic approach of leadership was adopted, the instructors in power would have allowed the soldiers to communicate the issues and the concerns could have been appropriately dealt with. 

All personnel carried GPS tracking devices which ‘refreshed’ every 10 minutes. The devices should have alerted directing staff that the three men had stopped, but due to the ‘slow man’ and ‘static’ functions being disabled, it resulted in the men laying in suffrage for up to two and a half hours before help got to them. Again, senior command staff were supposedly unaware of the inadequacies of the tracking system. (Morris, 2015). Each tracker incorporated an ‘emergency button’, although, within the Coroner’s inquest, Hunt (2015) states only 20 of the 67 candidates got through to the test week and the likelihood of a solider pressing it was improbable due to the progress they had made and the inability to retry after voluntary withdrawal. It was also recognised there was a “failure to appreciate that candidates would push themselves to their limit” and they had “overwhelming desire to succeed – do or die”, (Morris, 2015). 

It was also reported that the march “failed to include plans to evacuate any causalities” (BBC News, 2015). There was no prior planning with emergency services on the day. Failing to organise emergency responses followed in “an army ambulance got stranded behind a locked gate before becoming bogged down after the driver tried to navigate through a farm” (Morris, 2015). Closer liaison with the NHS or Mountain rescue should have been made to inform them the march was taking place and coordinate evaluation plans in order to minimise delays in getting to and treating the casualties. 

To conclude, a lack of leadership was displayed on the march on 13th July 2013, which resulted in a negligence of care and inadequate planning and organisation. The deaths of Edward Maher, Craig Roberts and James Dunsby would have been prevented if the Ministry of Defence regulations on heat illness had been followed.
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