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· Critically reflect on the antecedents and prevailing conditions relevant to the cases being studied
· Suggest a range of pragmatic preventative and remedial measures relevant to the cases being studied
· Demonstrate the ability to critically assess and respond positively to critical incident scenarios in a range of complex and/or unpredictable contexts





	
TASK DESCRIPTION





With reference to Reason’s (1990) “Swiss cheese model” produce a portfolio that explores the systemic factors relevant to the 1999 Saxetenbach Canyon disaster.  Your account should explore critically the systemic factors that contributed to the incident, the event itself and the key outcomes.

Your portfolio can be submitted as a presentation, a film, a blog, an audio account or any other agreed format.  It should have 4 distinct elements: 

The first section should set the scene- the history of the activity at that site, the activity providers approach, the nature of the site and the people involved.

The second section should accurately describe the incident- what happened on the day, focussing on key factors that were instrumental in the outcome. 

The third section should examine the immediate response and the long term implications of the incident. 

The final section should be a reflective account which highlights your own learning from studying this incident and if/ how it might affect your personal approach to outdoor adventures. 
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2. Knowledge and Understanding Skills
At level 6, you should be able to demonstrate coherent and detailed knowledge and a systematic understanding of the subject area, at least some of which is informed by the latest research and/or advanced scholarship within the discipline. You should be aware of the uncertainty, ambiguity and limits of knowledge. Your work must demonstrate the growing extent of your knowledge and systematic understanding of concepts and underlying principles associated with the subject area.  Knowledge relates to the facts, information and skills you have acquired through your learning.  You demonstrate your understanding by interpreting the meaning of the facts and information (knowledge). This means that you need to select and include in your work the concepts, techniques, models, theories, etc. appropriate to the task(s) set.  You should be able to explain the theories, concepts, etc. meaningfully to show your understanding.  Your mark/grade will also depend upon the extent to which you demonstrate your knowledge and understanding; ideally each should be complete and detailed, with comprehensive coverage. 

Guidance specific to this assessment: See student feedback form, below.

3. Cognitive and Intellectual Skills
You should be able to: critically evaluate evidence, arguments, assumptions, abstract concepts and data some of which are at the forefront of a discipline (and that may be incomplete) to devise and sustain arguments, to make judgements and/or solve problems; describe and comment upon particular aspects of current research, or equivalent advanced scholarship, in the discipline Your work must contain evidence of logical, analytical thinking, evaluation and synthesis. For example, to examine and break information down into parts, make inferences, compile, compare and contrast information.  This means not just describing what! But also justifying: Why? How? When? Who? Where? At what cost? At all times, you must provide justification for your arguments and judgements.  Evidence that you have reflected upon the ideas of others within the subject area is crucial to you providing a reasoned and informed debate within your work.  Furthermore, you should provide evidence that you are able to make sound judgements and convincing arguments using data and concepts.  Sound, valid conclusions are necessary and must be derived from the content of your work.   Where relevant, alternative solutions and recommendations may be proposed.

Guidance specific to this assessment: See student feedback form, below.


4. Practical Skills
At level 6, you should be able to apply the methods and techniques that you have learned to review, consolidate, extend and apply your knowledge and understanding, and to initiate and carry out projects. You will deploy accurately established techniques of analysis and enquiry relevant to the discipline, and apply them in complex and unpredictable contexts, to devise and sustain arguments and/or to solve problems. You should be able to frame appropriate questions to achieve a solution - or identify a range of solutions. You should be able to demonstrate how the subject-related concepts and ideas relate to real world situations and/or a particular context.  How do they work in practice?  You will deploy models, methods, techniques, and/or theories, in that context or circumstances, to assess current situations, perhaps to formulate plans or solutions to solve problems, or to create artefacts, some of which may be innovative and creative.  This is likely to involve, for instance, the use of real world artefacts, examples and cases, the application of a model within an organisation and/or benchmarking one theory or organisation against others based on stated criteria.  You should show awareness of the limitations of concepts and theories when applied in particular contexts.

Guidance specific to this assessment: See student feedback form, below.


5. Transferable Skills for Life and Professional Practice 
Your work must provide evidence of the qualities and transferable skills necessary for graduate-level employment requiring the exercise of initiative and personal responsibility and decision-making in complex and unpredictable circumstances.  This includes demonstrating: the learning ability for professional development to advance existing skills and acquire new competences of a professional nature that will enable you to assume significant responsibility within organisations; that you can initiate and complete tasks and procedures, whether individually and/or collaboratively; that you can use appropriate media to effectively communicate information, arguments and analysis in a variety of forms to specialist and non-specialist audiences; fluency of expression; clarity and effectiveness in presentation and organisation. Work should be coherent and well-structured in presentation and organisation.


Guidance specific to this assessment: See student feedback form, below.
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This section details the extent to which the assessment criteria are demonstrated by you, which in turn determines your mark. The marks available for each category of skill are shown. Lecturers will use the space provided to comment on the achievement of the task(s), including those areas in which you have performed well and areas that would benefit from development/improvement.
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	Generic Assessment Criteria 
	Marks available
	Marks 
awarded

	1. Engagement with Literature Skills
.
	10
	

	Refer to a good range of technical and academic literature to support your critical analysis of the critical incident
	
	

	
	
	

	2. Knowledge and Understanding Skills

	20
	

	Clearly demonstrate your critical appreciation of Reason’s Swiss Cheese model (1990).  Demonstrate your knowledge and understanding of the dynamic environment of “combined water rock activities” as described by AALA in note 6.06 (2016) and the guidance notes from other governing bodies that might be considered relevant to this incident. 

	
	

	
	
	

	3. Cognitive and Intellectual Skills

	30
	

	Explore this critical incident with reference to Reason’s Swiss Cheese model (1990), Critically analyse the key responses to the incident and the impact the incident has had on the organisation/ delivery of adventurous activities in Switzerland. Highlight parallels and notable differences between how the Swiss operate and current UK system. 

	
	

	
	
	

	4. Practical Application Skills

	30
	

	Identify and critically analyse the contributory factors that led to the incident.
Make explicit links between these factors and control measures that you would promote to mitigate these factors 
With reference to the current Swiss system of regulating adventurous activities, and other relevant technical and environmental considerations, indicate whether you think that the contributory factors can be mitigated against so that this activity can be safely undertaken. 
	
	

	
	
	

	5. Transferable Skills for Life and Professional Practice

	10
	

	Highlight how your critical examination of this incident might relate to your own practice of outdoor adventurous activities, from the perspective of a member of activity staff, as a commissioning agent or participant.
	
	

	
	
	



	Assessment Mark (Assessment marks are subject to ratification at the Exam Board.  These comments and marks are to give feedback on module work and are for guidance only until they are confirmed. )
	Late Submission Penalties (tick if appropriate)
	%

	
	Up to 1 week late (40% Max)
	
	

	
	Over 1 week late (0%)
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Introduction 

The following paper is a portfolio based on the 1999 Saxetenbach canyon disaster. The paper begins by explaining what Reason’s ‘Swiss cheese model’ is and how that can be utilised to ensure safety when undertaking adventurous activities. The scene of the incident is set, and a description of the disaster is given. Key factors that were instrumental in the outcome are discussed. Additionally, the immediate response and future implications are addressed. A personal reflective account that summarises the learning points throughout studying this disaster is given and put into context of an assistant activity instructor.

Swiss cheese model

Reason’s Swiss cheese model (SCM) was developed over the course of many years and is widely popular with practitioners (Underwood, 2013). The model is a way of understanding how accidents can be avoided and minimised, using barriers, safeguards, and defences. Such as, documentation, communication, training, operating procedures, supervision, and inspection. In the simplest of terms, the model is broken down by slices of Swiss cheese. The slices represent the barriers, defences, and safeguards. Whereas the holes in the cheese demonstrate weaknesses (Larouzee and Coze, 2020). The alignment of the holes in the defences are what leads to harm and potential fatalities (Larouzee and Coze, 2020). 

Setting the Scene

The tourist town of Interlaken is thirty-seven miles southeast of the Swiss capital Bern (Lashmar and Karacs, 1999). There are a range of different adventurous activities available there, such as, rafting, bungee jumping and canyoning. The following paper will focus towards canyoning which involves a mixture of hiking, rock scrambling, jumping, abseiling, river crossing, swimming, sliding, and floating down stream to explore steep and narrow canyons. Canyons have a range of features such as large boulders, waterfalls, and rock pools (Gabbert, 2021). 

Adventure World is one of the many centres that provide adventurous activities (Lashmar and Karacs, 1999). Adventure World was known to be Switzerland’s largest adventure sports company towards the end of the 1990s (Bell and Bale, 1999). The activity provider noted their track record of good safety (Leland, 1999). 

The Saxetenbach Gorge is where the Saxeten river joins the river Ltschine near the village of Wilderswil (Bell and Bale, 1999). The Gorge is approximately a ten minute drive from the city of Interlaken. There is beautiful scenery and countryside that surrounds the Saxetenbach gorge (Gabbert, 2021).

On Tuesday 27th July 1999, forty-five holiday makers/ travellers from several nations including, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, and England, set out to do ninety minutes of canyoning facilitated by eight guides and instructors from Adventure World (Leland, 1999; Lashmar and Karacs, 1999). The Canyoning was organised by Adventure World under a contract with the international travel group, Contiki Holidays - a well-established company that was founded in 1961, has offices overseas in thirty-five countries, and hosts eighty-thousand clients per year (Head, 1999). The tourists were split up into four groups of ten to twelve, which were each accompanied by two instructors (Bell and Bale, 1999). After embarking on the canyoning trip they shorty found themselves in a horrific situation. 

Description of the incident

The Saxetenbach canyoning session on the 27th July 1999 resulted in twenty-one young people losing their lives, after a two meter high wall of water rushed down the gorge filled with boulders and fallen trees (Head, 1999). Six people were injured and taken to Interlaken hospital (Bell and Bale, 1999). One individual involved were Tami Levine who was celebrating her 24th Birthday in Munich beer hall two days prior to attending the canyoning trip in the Swiss Alps, she was lucky to be amongst the individuals who survived that day (Levine, 1999). A total of twenty-one bodies were found and some were disfigured and needed to be identified by DNA and dental records (Leland, 1999). There were fourteen Australians, two Swiss, two South Africans and one British, the youngest been eighteen and the oldest thirty-one (Jenkins, 1999). Grieving family members planning to travel to Switzerland were asked to bring dental records of their loved ones (Head, 1999). 

The following section begins to explore the key factors that were instrumental in the canyon disaster. Firstly, there was no safety instructions available for the guides to read, understand and challenge. The importance of risk assessments is paramount in today’s generation (Dickson and Gray, 2012). Having safety instructions available for staff is essential as staff can become familiar with the hazards and potential risks. Control measures are a way of eliminating or mitigating the hazard (Barton, 2006).  There are three types of risk assessment; general – outlines the hazards and risks involved with a particular activity, site specific – based on the location used for an activity what might be the potential hazards and risks, and dynamic – a more all rounded, on-going flexible risk assessment that monitors possible hazards that might occur (Barton, 2006). Mountain training (no date) go on to outline general risk assessment hazards for combined water/ rock activities that should be considered, which are an impact with a solid object, drowning and hypothermia (Mountain Training, no date).

Secondly, seven out of the eight activity guides there that day had less than one year’s experience. The centres manager admitted that guides had only undertaken two weeks of canyon training, in addition to their mountain guide education. Louis Salzman, a canyoning pioneer and president of the Alpine Rescue Commission reported on swiss television he believed the training was ‘insufficient’ (Head, 1999). In contrast, in Brittan it takes two to three years to become a fully qualified mountain guide (Head, 1999). The lack of experienced guides on the day was a key contributor to what happened on the day because understanding how the weather can impact a session comes with experience. First year guides lack this competence to make informed decisions. There are multiple competencies that a group leader should have and one of the most important competencies is to have the ability to understand and know when it would be inappropriate to allow the activity to take place (Mountain Training, no date). A former experienced instructor at Adventure World quit working for the company after it began employing unexperienced guides who lacked quality training (Leland, 1999).

Prior to undertaking the session, there was no clear communication to brief participants on the aspect of canyoning. Most participants on the day had no idea on what canyoning involved and just trusted their guides to ensure their safety (Jenkins, 1999). Briefing and communication means that the participants should be advised on what to do to ensure their own safety (Mountain Training, no date).

The activity company were putting pressures on their guides to deliver sessions even in bad weather. Interestingly, the owner of Alpin Raft, another company that facilitates adventurous activities within the Swiss Alps environment, was supposed to take a group of young travellers canyoning. However, when he watched the clouds forming, he decided to cancel the planned trip (Leland, 1999). A large group of Contiki tourists were in the area and that meant that there was potentially a lot of revenue to be made, cancelling sessions would have been a financial loss to Adventure World therefore, the added pressure was on the guides to impress the owners of Adventure World (Head, 1999). However, an experienced guide can withstand the pressure from the organisation as well as say no (Head, 1999). The company had a policy in place that stopped trips taking place if there was a possibility of danger, but it was not written down (Cable News Network, 2001).

The guides ignored the warning signs, to the point that when a local fire official told them about the incoming storm, they still pursued the activity (Leland, 1999). The organisation ignored clear storm warnings (Bell and Bale, 1999). Interestingly, the company that usually photographs Adventure Worlds sessions cancelled due to the bad weather (Leland, 1999). Adventure Worlds senior guide and operations manager gave the go-ahead to the groups waiting to descent (Jenkins, 1999). Understanding how to obtain and interpret weather forecasts, water levels and conditions are all important skills to know to ensure the safety of clients (National water safety foundation forum, 2010; Mountain Training, no date). 

Whilst undertaking the session, there were further clear warning signs that were ignored such as the water levels rising, weather conditions and water clarity. One of the survivors’ states “It had gone from this beautiful crystal clear to really mucky muddy brown”, and further highlighting that within seconds the water levels had risen from her ankles to her knees (Froelicher and Wienand, 2021). Emergency action plans involve the competency to act and respond to any immediate problems and, if necessary, get help by using the emergency equipment (Mountain Training, no date).





The immediate response and future implications

During the incident one of the female guides decided to enter the water to attempt to rescue individuals getting swept down the gorge. After making three successful rescues on the fourth attempt, she got washed away downstream and it resulted in fatality (Jenkins, 1999).

Swiss officials and the two organisations – Adventure World and Contiki Holidays suggested that the incident was “a freak accident that could not possibly have predicted” (Head, 1999). Adventure Worlds manager and co-founder stated, “Something absolutely extraordinary, incomprehensible and unforeseeable must have happened, because our guides know every centimetre of the river” (Head, 1999). Although, it is reported that seven out of the eight instructors had less than one year’s experience (Head, 1999). It is important to mention that the guides on the day were given the go-ahead to undertake the session by their senior team. Highlighted by one of the ex-employees of Adventure World, new and unexperienced guides are pushed to work in dangerous conditions to maximise profits whereas, experienced guides understand when the situation it too dangerous (Leland, 1999). 

The adventure travel industry at the time were unregulated as the safety rules and requirements are those drawn by the companies (Head, 1999). The European sales director for Contiki was sure that Interlaken tourists would have all signed a waiver stating that they were aware of the dangers and taking part were at their own risk (Head, 1999). One of the survivors of the incident stated that it was raining hard and was very dark by the time they were in the canyon, she had no idea what canyoning was and that they just trusted the guides to keep them safe (Jenkins, 1999). 

The owners of the company were getting greedy as you do not need to pay unexperienced guides as much as experienced ones (Jenkins, 1999). A paradigm already exists in the International Federation of Mountain Guides Association (Jenkins, 1999). The government believed that it was the responsibility of the private activity organisers to ensure the activities were safe (Giroud, 2019). The Swiss Mountain Guides Association criticised the activity centres training programs for their guides as ‘crash courses’ and ‘inadequate’ (Leland, 1999). Former guides highlight that the adventure company persistently pressure guides to undertake sessions in the gorge in bad weather (Head, 1999). 
The Swiss Outdoor Association represents about forty sport tour operators (Giroud, 2019). The risk law governs commercial activity from level three and above (Giroud, 2019). In 2014, Federal Act on mountain guides and organisers of other risk activities went into effect (Giroud, 2019). The Federal Act made safety certification mandatory for business earning at least $2,331 per year (Giroud, 2019). Companies develop a concept specific to their needs, annual audits, risk assessments for each activity offered and training specific to each activity offered (Giroud, 2019). Similarly, UK activity providers that provide combined water/ rock activities are under government legislation and have a duty of care to ensure the health and safety of participants are met. This involves clients taking part and instructors leading the session (Mountain Training, no date). 

Six employees including directors and senior employees of Adventure World were convicted and given suspended sentences of between three and five months for failing to cancel the canyoning trip despite poor weather conditions (The Sunday Morning Herald, 2002). Three principles of Adventure world were convicted of manslaughter through culpable negligence each with five months suspended jail terms and a $10,000 fine each. The following three including the lead guide and two other senior managers were convicted of the same charge and given three to five month suspended sentences including fines of up to $7,000 (The Sunday Morning Herald, 2002). Following this, Adventure world declared bankruptcy after an American man plunged to his death when he was given a rope too long (Giroud, 2019).

Reflective account

Studying the Saxetenbach canyon disaster has highlighted the severity of adventurous activities. For me, the most relevant aspect of studying this disaster was how transferable it is to my current employment role as an assistant activity instructor. Previously, I felt the main reason that led to most accidents in the outdoors was down to a lack of competence. Equally, this is perhaps due to my own experience, when I am unfamiliar with undertaking an activity outside of my comfort zone, it usually results in a near miss or an accident. This is similar to the Saxetenbach incident because the seven guides out of eight were all first year instructors. Current governing body awards demonstrate the importance of competence levels. Having discussed the systemic factors that contributed towards the Saxetenbach canyon tragedy. I now realise the significance of my assistant activity instructor role. Most importantly, I have learnt that Reason’s (1990) SCM is a way of implementing additional security barriers into place, in order, to ensure the safety of my clients and myself as a future lead instructor. I have significantly developed my knowledge of critical incidents. This makes me feel much more aware and confident in my future sessions. This understanding will be essential to me as a practitioner because it is easy to forget the responsibility you have when assisting sessions. Because I am not yet confident about leading my own activity sessions. I will now need to continue to document my sessions in logbooks. As a next step, I need to fully understand how the weather conditions and tide state can impact the choice of venue used on the day. 
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