Critical Incident Portfolio

This paper will be completed as a portfolio and will be explaining the 1999 Saxetbach gorge incident. I will be looking into this incident with relevance to reasons 1990 human error Swiss Cheese Module (SCM). The SCM is used as a method of showing how we can use our own experiences and qualifications to mitigate or stop disasters and incidents within outdoors and other physical areas. It was used to explain how to stop Covid spreading during the pandemic. According to Wiegmann, At El, (2022) the use of the SCM is to guide Root cause analysis and safety efforts across a variety of different companies and industries such as health care. The SCM and its tools are intended to help the safety professionals identify holes in the system. I will be using the information to not only explain how the incident occurred but how it could have been used to stop the incident or prevent further deaths. 

The Saxetbach Gorge is a mountain river south of the river Interlaken in the Canton of Bern. It flows though the village of Saxeten and joins the Lütschine in Wilderswil. Around 17:00 on July 27th, an accident occurred in the Swiss Alps in the Saxetbach Gorge the incident occurred where a total of twenty one people died eighteen tourists from Australia, New Zealand, Switzerland and England and three guides from the company. Guiding the tourist was a company called Adventure World, a Swiss company founded in 1992. An article made by Leland, (2010), stated that the weather was looking terrible, and many people decided to cancel their activities for the 27th and decided not to go into the gorge. After the incident there was not many changes to safety regulation according to De Knop, (2004) it can however be said that such events in natural sport have never resulted in co-ordinated safety efforts: once the commotion died down the demands for more active safety policy and stricter regulations often went unanswered.

Reason (1990) talks about how SCM is the demonstration of how failures cannot be traced back to a singular problem as accidents are caused by a combination of different factors. The module is used in risk analysis and risk management. In this picture we can see the SCM being used to explain how to stop COVID spreading and infecting us. According to Shabani and Jerie, (2023) the goal of risk management is to proactively identify and address risks to make sure there is a reduced chance of critical incidents or other events and that it minimises the impact if they do occur. Attarian, (2012) talks about how the use of environmental conditions and how the fact that weather plays an important role within the outcome of the adventure activity and that the by changing conditions within environments. This was not considered with the company who were guiding the group up the gorge, and it was one of the major layers of the SCM could have stopped if they decided to pay attention to it. It has also previously been stated by Leland, (2010) that the weather was looking terrible and that many other companies and other businesses decided not to go into the Gorge. Combining this with Combined water rock activities (CWRA) Water rock activities can be very manageable if you understand when and when not to take people into those environments. In accordance with AALA (2016) there guidelines state that the main hazards of CWRA are impact with solid terrain, drowning and hypothermia. Combining this with the Saxetbach incident we find that a lot of people say that there was a massive flood that hit the group and causing people to fall over and hurt themselves.

Flash floods can have a force to push people over and make them crash into rocks could have caused broken bones and head injuries. According to Sene, (2016) stated that there should be safety measures in place is to put gauges upstream of areas of risk as well as outputs of forecasting modules to predict and warn people where they will occur. Placing this with Reasons (1990) SCM we can understand that the use of these precautions can be used as a layer of protection from disaster. By knowing how and when flash floods will occur, we can stop guides and people from getting hurt seriously from drowning, to been washed away or damaging bones and bodies. This use of risk management will ensure that in the future less people will be exposed to dangerous situation such as the Saxetbach incident and that they will have the necessary information and skill to determine when it is safe or not to go into these environments. 

ALAA (2016) makes the point that there should be multiple venue spots in case one is not accessible and weather or other external factors have come into play. This ensures that people and customers don’t go to areas that could be in high risk of getting hurt or worse. This use of risk management helps to keep areas of combined water rock activities safe. Mata and Carvalhinho, (2020) agree with this by talking about how instructors are prepared before, during and after the activity or sport and that they never let their guard down. This is what should be happening in most of most water sports and what ALAA I trying to accomplish by making it apparent that if the locations they wish to go to don’t look safe then it shouldn’t be used depending on the group you have.  

Issues with combined water rock activities is that where hazards associated with a rock environment may at times combine or alternate with those of a water environment. 
My understanding of water rock activities is that it can be extremely dangerous if not approached with the right attitude and mind set. Combined Rock Water Activities, (2014) explain the need for a competent leader that can keep the group safe is extremely important. Need for the leader to be trained in accident scenarios is extremely important for the safety of the group. Jackson, Harper, and McLean, (2021) agrees with this by talking about how outdoor adventure leadership has been used with safety climates and that there scores they took of them provided a clear indication of employee perceptions and direction towards safety management priority areas. This shows that the use of mitigating damage though correct group leadership can have a positive effect on the surroundings and the people involved. White, (2018) talks about how risk perception is extremely important and that how many accidents can occur when the perception of the risk is low. This shows that with the group that had been taken out they considered that the weather was of low risk as they thought they would be able to continue the activity with minimal risk to themselves and the customers.

Many layers of the cheese have been removed over the years even before the incident as it they built up and caused the accident such as the lack of experienced guides that were being hired and the fact that they were taking large amounts of people into the gorge with money as their biggest priority. Jenkins, (2021) states in his article that the guides at first had around six to seven years of experience and that the company had high standards. However, over time management saw that they could hire more guides for less and the older guides got pushed out. This shows that they had little interest in safety and management as they just wanted to get people in and out of gorge as quick as possible. Meeuwis, (2020) agrees with this by talking about how there is a need for training and, coaching, time, human resources and commitment of institutional leaders for the transition to Safety Differently investigations. Griffin, (2021) also agrees with this. 

The Saxetbach gorge also had many problems with accessible points as there where not many places that could be easy to get into the gorge to preform rescue operations. Lashmar, (1999) talks about in his interview stated that 

“The young adventurers had to travel only 350m, abseiling down waterfalls with the aid of ropes. At its narrowest, the gorge was less than two meters wide, and the cliffs 20m high.”

Showing how hard it was to get into the gorge we can understand that it was no easy feat to perform any rescues quickly and efficiently. Meaning that people with less experience who are not properly trained may have had trouble with dealing with the difficult terrain and ability to offer surport in a moment where it is most critical. 

Utilising the SCM we also must look at the terrain of the Gorge as said before they were sending large numbers of people into the gorge which is why there was such a high death rate during the incident. Powell, (2007) talks about how that prevention strategies need to need to be sensitive and they can influence how we view the risk and danger in the future. This shows that their prevention strategies have been greatly affected as they think it’s alright to send over five hundred people into the gorge in a day before the incident occurred Jenkins, (2021). This may have made them fall into a heuristic trap as they would have gotten used to their daily jobs and expected it to be the same old routine. Ryan, At El, (2018) proposes that the culture of the business very much defines how healthy environment can be for decision making. This has been shown with how the company has used their working environment and attitude can influence their decision-making skills which in turn was one of the core reasons of the indecent because they decided to go into the gorge with all the reports of the weather and other companies deciding not to go as well (Dickson and Gray, 2012). Norton, Tucker, and Bandoroff, (2020) talk about how managing risk in the outdoors an important concept can be environmental factors to consider. In this context it is extremely important to make problematic and facilitative judgments about decision about types and levels of work. Unfortunately, with the amount of experience and qualifications that the guides had they did not have the information nor the skill to deal with the incident as it was such a full-on scenario that it would have caused mass panic. 

Reasons (1990) SCM could have prevented the situation in many ways from using the weather reports, looking at other companies’ opinions of what the day would hold, a larger amount of training for the secondary guides, lower ratios of people participating within the gorge. This precaution could have helped with mitigating or completely stopping any danger and deaths from happening and should have been put into place even before the accident as this had been happening for a while it was only when it was too late to stop the incident occurring. Brookes, (2018) talks about accident prevention in his book and agrees that one or more prevention measure can be broken or fall out of and a need for many layers of protection is needed. By showing that multiple important layers had already been removed it proves that they needed more in place to keep the people safe from harm which they failed to do and it caused a horrible incident that could have been avoided. 

Froelicher, Wienand, (2019) interviewed a tourist who had survived the 1999 Saxetenbach Gorge incident. She stated that "It definitely changed my personality.” "I was always a happy kind of person. But I became, I think, more present, as much as I possibly can. And more grateful and appreciative of all the wonders that we get in our lives, just like watching the daffodils come out in spring.” this shows that the incident has influenced people who were apart of the incident and in some cases survivors guilt came into play with how people where effected. Hutson, Hall, and Pack, (2015) agree with by explaining that when someone exposed to a dangerous situation that others did not survives in the disparity of the outcome creates asymmetry that is undesirable as it has come from luck that they survived, thus survivors’ guilt is created. This could have long lasting effects on the survivors that could bring them much discomfort for many years as they can have trouble adjusting to the situation. PTSD from the situation could 

In my opinion I feel that this entire situation could have been avoided if there were more layers of safety in place to keep the group safe from the danger. These layers could have saved the lives of everyone who passed away within the incident. The company also didn’t think about how they could have trained there staff as only a few of them where properly qualified and the rest did not possess the experience to deal with the extreme amount of people been taken out on the gorge trips, including the fact of what to do if there was an incident that was high stress. In my own experience I find that it would have been extremely hard for them to act quickly in time with everything going on around and that given the terrain of the gorge even harder to make a rescue. This is due to the force of the water coming down as it would have washed away anyone who was caught in it as well as the debris being washed down as well had the force to knock down or broken anyone who is hit by it and possibly keep them under the water for long period of time. For me this has made me consider how we view safety standards in the outdoors and how we can use this scenario to tell us that we need to make sure that we don’t become too comfortable within our work environment as it can lead to disasters that we won’t be prepared for in the future (Zajchowski, Brownlee, and Furman, 2016). 

Overall, I find that the company was not up to standard, and I feel that they were more focused on money than the safety and experience of the people who went into that gorge and the entire situation could have been avoided with the use of SCM as there where not enough layers of protection in place that had been broken down over time for the cite to still be safe from danger. 

Risk assessment associated with gorge walking.

	Potential hazards 
	Risk’s
	Control measures 

	Falling in water 
	Collision with rock and possibly swept away 
	Good PPE on foot ware and ropes and carabiners if near dangerous location. 

	Poor PPE
	Hypothermia or being injured from poor PPE not working to the best of its ability.
	Make sure that all PPE is up to standard and that it meets manufacturing dates. 

	Being swept or smashed against rock 
	Injury to body or in serious cases death
	Make sure to keep customers safe and to ensure that they are physically able to participate with the activities. 

	Falling or slipping on rock
	Injury to body or in serious cases death
	Make sure to have appropriate footwear and to explain dangers of rock 

	Drowning 
	Death or injury 
	Make sure to have good PPE to keep them afloat and that they can swim

	Submersion 
	May be swept away or trapped underwater  
	Make sure to explain all dangers and that everyone is physically able to swim

	Cold water 
	Hypothermia 
	Correct PPE that can keep all members warm and safe

	Weather
	Weather could cause a much faster approach to hypothermia 
	Correct PPE that can keep all members warm and safe
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