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A critical analysis of a critical incident

On Saturday the 7th of March 2020, an incident occurred whereby a walker had fallen a significant distance from Crib Goch, Snowdonia.  This incident required the support of multiple agencies including the Llanberis Mountain Rescue Team and the Maritime Coastguard Agency.  
This document will provide a critical analysis of the response and decision making to this critical incident by those on the ground.  The incident itself was recorded in first person and later edited and uploaded to YouTube.  The short video has a few sections to it and all be it, the introduction and conclusion of the film are important in tying the experience together, this document will only evaluate and explore the decisions made, actions taken and behaviours displayed by those involved from the moment the casualty fell, until the mountain rescue team were able to recover the casualty to their waiting vehicles.
To paint the picture before we jump into the actions, we have two groups of two individuals that have decided to attempt the Crib Goch path up to Yr Wyddfa (Snowdon).  One of the groups was being led by a qualified Summer Mountain Leader (ML), with experience of this path, although he was with a friend and not being paid for his services on this day.  The days weather forecast predicted 30mph winds progressively getting stronger, up to 55mph through the day, with ‘pulses of rain’ and drizzle all day.  To top it off the temperature was predicted to be 3 degrees Celsius with a wind chill closer to minus 11 degrees Celsius (MWIS, 2020).  At a point during the journey, the weather predictions had proved true, and the 2 groups came across each other and both decided to exit the path using what was described as a route that have been used many times before by the ML. It was shortly after this that the incident occurred.
Although the ML was not operating in a professional manner, you can’t just turn off your experience and knowledge and when anyone holds this type of qualification, they would be seen as someone who is capable of doing what they are suggesting doing.  To gain this qualification, the person would have had to complete a minimum of 40 quality mountain days in three different UK mountainous regions and hold a 16hr first aid qualification.  Not to mention the attendance of a six day training course and a five day assessment of their skills (Mountain Training, 2024).  Saying this, the conditions of the day would be at the top end of the Summer Mountain Leader remit and the idea that the day was a personal day, rather than a professional day, must have played in the decision-making process of the ML.
The incident began after one of the walkers (the casualty) slipped and continued to slide on the wet frozen slope.  It’s later reported he slid over 600ft (Jones, 2020).  As the rest of the group realised what had happened, they all began to descend the same slope at much more increased pace in an attempt to locate the casualty.  Footage shows the ML sliding and him saying ‘I’m going, I’m going’.  At this point the real possibility of multiple casualties was looking likely.  They managed to stop their momentum and re-group and then the ML took the role of a leader and started to direct the group.  Although his initial instruction was to be careful.  This simple instruction would allow the others to compute the idea and slow down their decent.
The fact the group did not know where the casualty was and only the general direction in which he was heading, I feel more time spent evaluating the situation would have been better.  With the whole group following the direction of the incident, it may have been safer to have the remaining members of the group maintain their location while the more experienced person went in search of the casualty.  In hindsight, the remaining group members followed the ML and they were able to descend and locate the casualty without further incident.
On locating the casualty, its visible that he wasn’t going to be walking off the mountain.  The ML immediately informed the rest of the group that the casualty had been found.  The first thing the casualty was heard saying was that he couldn’t see and that he had double vision.  The ML then started to talk to the casualty and ask questions like ‘can you feel any brakes’ and made it clear his priority was to get the casualty off the floor.
The casualty was conscious and lucid which made the job of the ML a little easier.  He was able to ask what pain he was in and where it hurt.  The fact the casualty said that he could see double and to add to the fact that there were visible lacerations to his face, and he was left with no trousers on, there had been substantial contact with the ground.  The ML then continued to empty his bad and try to get the casualty off the ground.
As the other members of the group arrived, one of them was on the phone to mountain rescue and the other also started to empty their bag looking for items to insulate the casualty from the ground.  An emergency shelter (a bothy bag) was taken out and wrapped around the casualty.  At this point the group were together, mountain rescue knew their location but there wasn’t any type of plan.  The ML was only considering the needs of the casualty.  The rest of the group had provided all their layers to attempt to insulate the casualty and the possibility of them getting cold, now that they had stopped is another problem.
At this point I’d point out that the ML had only completed part of his first aid assessment.  The purpose of first aid is to preserve life, prevent deterioration and promote recovery (Morrison, 2025).  Although he got his first aid kit out, I don’t see it being used for anything.  He was directed to the leg by the casualty and when mentioned that the pain was getting worse it was checked, and the swelling was obvious.  No first aid was applied to the head injury and there was no attempt to immobilise the leg.  Yes, insulation from the ground and warmth is important but if the leg had been mobilised, they would have found it easier to manipulate the position of the of the casualty, with a little less discomfort, in order to get him and the rest of the group under the emergency shelter.  This in turn would have provided more warmth not just to the casualty but to the rest of the group as well.  It would have also provided a point where they could re-group again, assess the situation, and make a plan.
At this point the ML decided to leave the group with the casualty and try and seek the help of passersby’s as they had no time scale for the arrival or mountain rescue.  He had to make his way down further to the well-trodden pyg path.  After getting the offer of help from a group he made his way back to the casualty.  He did this trip a couple of times before he got the help and the new members for the group had foil blankets and insulation that helped keep the casualty a little less exposed.
After what he claimed to feel like forever but evidently about an hour, the first member of the Mountain Rescue Team (MRT) arrived and takes over the management of the incident.  At this point, the ML provides the information that the MRT ask for.  The video then takes a step back as the MRT work on the casualty.  It shows the team getting the casualty under a storm shelter while they work to get some heat to him and stabilise his leg which has a suspected break.  We are then told that the casualty has been on the floor for about an hour and a half which I can say from experience that this isn’t nice.  The likelihood of the casualty being at some stage of hypothermia is likely.  From here we are shown the MRT lifting the casualty onto the stretcher that they manoeuvred down to the Pyg Track and then onto a belay system to drop down to the waiting vehicles on the Miners Track.
Reflecting on what has unravelled, the ML made decisions that were based on his training, experience and knowledge that led ultimately to casualty (and the rest of the group) being rescued.  “To find oneself in a position of responsibility as an emergency flashes into existence is a frightening experience.” (Barton, 2004).  If we are to look at the competency of the ML.  We have already discussed that he has his ML qualification that is regulated by the Mountain Training organization.  This proves he has shown competency in the skills required to hold this qualification.  However, the Health and Safety Executive defines a competent person as “someone who has sufficient training and experience or knowledge and other qualities that allow them to assist you properly. The level of competence required will depend on the complexity of the situation and the particular help you need” (HSE, 1999).  You can tell by the ML’s mannerisms and general behaviour that this wasn’t a situation he had been trained for and that he was now stepping up and taking control of situation which was required.
If we look at the decision to ‘take off’ down the slope in pursuit of the casualty.  With every governing body, the taught technique for any rescue scenario is Self-Team-Victim-Equipment. “This principle for prioritisation in the rescue situation is useful in helping rescuers to remember that their first priority is to themselves, then to their team, then the victim and lastly to equipment” (British Canoeing, 2019).  As I stated earlier, it wasn’t until the group was part of the way down that they stopped and thought about things.  None of the group members took the time to stop, assess and make a plan.  They all started slipping and sliding the down until the ML stopped and addressed the state of the ground.  The situation could have ended up worse if they followed the same route in the same manner as the casualty. 
Once the casualty had been located, the remaining members of the group seemed to have been forgotten about.  Even during the care of the casualty, no thought of the welfare of the others was seen.
The equipment being carried by the group turned out to be insufficient to manage the situation.  However, should we carry everything for every scenario?  I mean this would be practically impossible.  The role of a qualified leader is to prevent any incident first and foremost and then to manage the situation should the need arise.  I’m sure if he had any inclination that this situation would have occurred, he would have been equipped the same way the Mountain Rescue Team was.  I believe that if you look at the incident as 2 individual groups, then the group with the ML had what seemed to be adequate equipment for their group.  The other group on the other hand seemed to be under prepared but saying this, the safety equipment could well have been with the casualty. 
Looking at the care of the casualty, I feel he did what he thought was best at the time.  He didn’t take time to access the situation, and he missed a number of steps in the casualty care procedures taught in first-aid courses.  No aid was carried out on the lacerations on the casualty’s head and if the leg was immobilised, they would have been able to better manage the onset of hypothermia.
Hypothermia is the biggest threat the team would have had to manage.  This is also the thing that they would have had the most control over. “Any cold patient should be removed from the cold stress (as gently as possible), kept as horizontal as possible, dried (when protected from the cold environment), insulated from the ground, and placed in a hypothermia wrap consisting of insulation, a vapor barrier and preferably a heat source.”( “Hypothermia in trauma patients is strongly correlated with increased in-hospital mortality, increased length of stay, and a higher need for transfusion.” “Early, aggressive, goal-directed temperature management of trauma patients is of utmost importance for their survival, especially in hypothermic patients with haemorrhagic shock.” (van Veelen & Brodmann Maeder, 2021)
One thing that is quite apparent is the way he spoke to the casualty, and his general mannerisms throughout the incident.  He comes across as very flustered and authoritarian.  In direct comparison, when the first member of the Mountain Rescue Team arrived, his behaviour was very calm and comforting firstly to the casualty but then also to the other members of the group.  You could tell immediately that the group began to calm, while the ML, who was in a position of leader, immediately stepped back with what seemed to be a feeling of relief.
In conclusion, this situation was managed to the best of the abilities of all involved.  Ultimately, the decision to go out that day was the wrong decision made by both groups.  If the ML was leading in a professional capacity, I’m sure the decision would have been to not go as the risks would have been outweighing the rewards for the day.  It is without a doubt that should this situation have happened without the direct actions of the ML, the Mountain Rescue Team would have been recovering a body.  
Hickman and Stokes (2015) discuss the idea that outdoor leadership training, particularly that provided by NGB Award schemes, concentrates overly on the development of procedural skills at the expense of equally crucial non-technical skills, and Whilst not to detract from the value of skills that allow for the management of the physical activity, the need to develop the non-technical (soft) skills is also essential.
Outdoor leaders should be able to critically reflect on their experiences when dealing with incidents in order to grow and to see how they would respond differently.  This allows them to prepare for their next encounter.  I’m sure, on reflection, the ML would have identified certain decisions that he would do differently if he was faced with a situation like this again.
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