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Increasing Public Awareness

Lake District Search and Mountain Rescue Association 

Mountain Rescue (England & Wales)
I have attached a note, which describes the problem that the Lake District has been, and still is, experiencing as a result of the increase in interest in the great outdoors and particularly the increasing numbers of people taking to the higher fells.  In order to reach out to the people who may be the cause of these problems there are a couple of opportunities and initiatives taking place.  2008 will be the 75th anniversary of the formation of the voluntary mountain rescue service in Great Britain.  A number of events are being organised around the country including an exhibition launch at the Rheged national mountaineering exhibition centre in the spring.   A key part of the exhibition will be a safety awareness video to educate those who venture onto the Lakeland fells.  The video and the safety awareness campaign will be supported by Cumbria Tourism.   

One further initiative that we are pursuing is a partnership with a UK based company called Where-Wolf.  The husband and wife partnership who run the company have designed a very simple map reading aid.  They are very supportive of mountain rescue and, although a relatively small home based company, have volunteered to donate 10% of their web sales over the run up to Christmas to Mountain Rescue (England & Wales).  In return we are putting the MR(E&W) logo on their product and showing support for their product which will hopefully  encourage walkers to learn more about navigation skills.  The revenue generated from this partnership will be donated to the national body for the benefit of all teams in the country.  The greatest benefit to mountain rescue will be an expected reduction in the number of avoidable ‘999’ calls which currently go out to call handling centres requesting a mountain rescue guiding service. 

We plan to promote this navigational aid widely across the UK and target organisations including youth groups in order to educate the next generation of walkers and climber.  We are currently seeking an endorsement of this safety and educational campaign principle from Cumbria Constabulary.  This will add significant weight to the campaign and possibly encourage other police forces across the country to follow their lead as the campaign rolls out across the mountain rescue regions.  The first Mountain Rescue (England & Wales) cards are scheduled to be available for sale to the public via the Where-Wolf website from end January 2008. 
  
The intent is to use the Where-wolf product to create a much greater awareness of mountain rescue and the need for the inexperienced walker to take responsibility for getting themselves safely off the mountain through good preparation and having the right equipment.   How can you help?  .....by spreading the word.  The next phase is to create three or four plastic cards -the Grid Reference Finder card; a card which explains what mountain rescue is all about; and one or two covering “How to avoid getting lost” and ”'What to do if you come across an injured person"
 

The intent is to make the cards available to local MR Teams at discounted prices so that they can sell them on, raising funds for their own particular team e.g. merchandising for supporter groups.  
 

If you want to have a look at the product, then go through the following link so that the company can track the increased hits coming through as a result of this campaign.

 http://www.wasdale-mountain-rescue.org.uk   and click on the Where Wolf button...  (7th button down)
 

 

Thank you for your support – Richard Warren, Regional Secretary for the Lake District Teams
Are we Victims of Our own Success?

What should we do about it?
The Lakes’ Teams launched a public awareness campaign in the spring of 2006 to remind walkers of the dangers of the mountains but also to educate them to call ‘999’ and ask for POLICE, ensuring that they are put through to Cumbria Police and not another Emergency Service.  The campaign implementation was a great success, many thousands of posters appeared all over the county and tens of thousands of little cards were handed out to anyone and everyone in the hope that perhaps the message might eventually get across that teams were purely voluntary, were on call 24 hours a day, 365 days a year and the 12 Lake District teams were funded entirely by voluntary contributions.  Also that if you were in real trouble, make sure you made the ‘999’ call and asked for the right service.  

Did the campaign work?  Did the calls get through to the right agency? Did we see an improvement in public awareness of the service? 

Since the beginning of 2007 the Lake District has seen a steady increase in the number of callouts.  It started to be noticeable in the spring, 3 rescues in one day on one of our region’s areas and by the end of April the same team, Wasdale Mountain Rescue Team had attended 24 incidents, 50% up on the previous year.  The trend continued with a Wasdale MRT press release on Wednesday 19th September titled – 31 Callouts in 42 days – A Busy Time for our Team.  Many of these rescues were down to the Three Peaks Challenge which by then had brought the total number of ‘999’ calls for assistance to 85.  By mid November the Wasdale Team had taken 103 ‘999’ calls from the police and of these, 73 had required significant team effort on the mountains.  Out of the 103 calls, 30 were down to walkers who were requesting a ‘free guiding service’ and of these, only 5 groups were prepared to follow the instructions given over the mobile phone, the remainder had to be located and walked off the mountain. 

We asked ourselves, is this a local blip which might disappear next year?  A few telephone calls later it became obvious there was a trend emerging.   The Cockermouth MRT had also experienced an increase in numbers of incident and type.  Over a 12 week period between July and October, 9 out of the 18 incidents fell very firmly into the category of ‘wandering aimlessly’ or ‘requested guiding service’ for ill equipped / ill prepared groups (see appendix for examples of rescues).

So, 2 teams out of the 12 Lake District teams……..is it still a problem you might ask?

Why not take a visit to the Langdale and Ambleside website, currently running at 10% up on 2006 (again see examples in the appendix)

The root cause of these rescues is pretty clear – ill equipped / ill prepared / in experienced and over ambitious.  We think we do have a problem and believe it will get worse before it gets better unless some national action is taken.  Somehow we need to get the message across. 

Is there a solution?  At a recent Mountain Rescue (England & Wales) and Mountain Rescue (Scotland) national team leaders meeting held in Keswick on 1st December we presented the above problem with three possible solutions.

First – A public awareness campaign at national level aimed at those people who really would benefit from understanding a little more about the outdoors, the risks and what mountain rescue is and is not.

· Teams are professionally run, primarily called out by the Police but are charities in their own rights with volunteer members

· Teams respond to emergencies where life is either at risk or would be at risk if teams were not available

· On call 24 / 365 but we do have day jobs

· Limited funding from external bodies and only able to operate through voluntary donations and fundraising activities

Second – If a group requires a mountain guide to get them off the mountain then give them a local mountain guide’s telephone number in the first instance

Third – Send an invoice!  At the national team leaders meeting two weeks ago I presented a humorous example which had been designed by the Langdale and Ambleside team….. a light hearted approach but a hint of reality / possible glimpse of the future to reinforce the messages contained within the presentation.

A significant increase in non-life threatening rescues will compromise a mountain rescue team’s ability to respond to the more serious incidents.  A day spent learning how to navigate with a map and compass will go a long way to prevent the avoidable rescues described in the appendix.   Navigation and map reading skill along with proper clothing and equipment will definitely reduce the numbers of callouts and help mountain rescue teams to concentrate on those areas where their skills are needed most.  A GPS and a mobile phone can and will let you down, a map and compass wont. 

In the Lake District we will wait to see if 2007 has been an isolated year or whether it is the thin end of the wedge.   If it is a growing trend then the face of mountain rescue as we know it might change………and not necessarily for the best.

Richard Warren 

Regional Secretary (LDSAMRA)

Chairman Wasdale MRT

14 December 2007

Examples of Rescues that could have easily been avoided with a little mountain knowledge along with a good map and compass

Cockermouth MRT

Incident 29  – Two women, aged 24 and 25, from Maiden Head and the Isle of Wight became lost in the Scale Force area near Crummock Water.  They were located by team members and escorted down to the main path back to Buttermere. [Bright sunny day – eventually located in head high heather 50m from the path!] 

Incident 42 – Two walkers from Liverpool became stuck in darkness with no torch in the High Crag / High Stile area.  They had set off from Buttermere at 2.30 p.m. for a lengthy route along the Red Pike, High Stile ridge.  After a search of the area by 7 search parties, the couple were located and escorted safely down to Gatesgarth. [This was a case of setting off far too late in the day with no torch and no hope of completing their aspirations]. 

Langdale & Ambleside MRT

Incident 81 – A woman phoned to say that she had become stuck in mist and was unable to find her way off Crinkle Crags.  She had located the electric fence and we found her near Red Tarn.  She was also on the hill without a torch.  She was escorted off the fell and returned to safety.

[Comment on their website following this incident  – This is the 3rd Incident recently and the nth of many where the victims went up a mountain without any realistic possibility of getting back down without assistance – This is entirely preventable with sensible and simple preparation – Don’t be too ambitious, set off early enough to complete the route before dark, take a torch, learn to navigate……….]

Incident 83 – Then it happened again! A couple phoned to say they were lost and it was becoming dark.  They were near the fence again, so we were able to send them in the right direction.  We were driving up to meet them and make sure they were off the hill, when we were contacted to say that they had made it to the valley bottom.  Their problem was compounded by their lack of torches.

Incident 84 –   And then again. [3 hours later] It’s not funny! This time four people, but essentially exactly the same problem.  This time we had to go and get them, because it had already gone dark, and they were going nowhere without help. 

Incident 84a  -  A couple phoned for help whilst fellwalking on Blea Rigg.  They had become lost and were unable to find their own way down.  We were just trying to work out where they were when they were found by passing walkers who were able to show them the way down.  Nothing more to add that hasn’t been said before.  

Incident 87 –  A woman phoned, unable to locate a way off what she thought was Tarn Crag.  She had become disorientated and was eventually located by team members near Deep Slack and escorted back to the valley.

Incident 91 – A couple phoned for help because they were struggling getting down from Helm Crag without a torch…………


Incident 93 – A couple became lost and benighted when they went for a walk without a torch, whistle, compass or adequate clothing…………

Incident 99 - A man and his partner phoned for help when they were unable to locate a path down from Harrison Stickle. This was despite being able to see clearly down to Stickle Tarn. We managed, after some considerable time, to talk them down to a point where they intersected a path, and were confident they could manage the remainder of the way unassisted.

A common theme surrounding these rescues is clearly, ill equipped / ill prepared / in experienced and over ambitious.  

The final rescue of this report is Langdale Ambleside MRT’s 100th rescue which occurred Sunday 9th December.  One of the three climbers involved has written his account of the rescue, which demonstrates how easy it is to become a mountain rescue statistic.  The writer has given permission for his account to be published so that it might help others avoid a similar pitfall. 

	100. Rockclimbing
Raven Crag
Gt Langdale
	9th December at 17.39 
	39
	Three climbers became cragfast when, surprise, surprise, it went dark! We eventually tracked them down, reunited them with their boots and escorted them to the bottom of the crag, via their bags. 


From: The Casualty
To: Richard Warren 

Sent: Friday, December 14, 2007 12:31 AM

Subject: Thanks for the help...


Thanks for that email.  It was quite shocking to read about the increasing numbers of call outs in the past few years.   I intend to post it on our club's homepage to let everyone  (climbers and walkers) read it.  

Reading the examples of incidents, I was thinking, "how could people be so flippent/careless/stupid?!" but now I know after my own experiences...
Of course that is no excuse.

If its any help I can give you my interpretation as to why we ended up on the mountain stuck in the dark without any torches...


Thinking about it your summary... "ill equipped / ill prepared / in experienced and over ambitious." 

               ...pretty much fits the bill.
 "over ambitious" - I remember walking up to the base of the route at around eleven that morning  - blue skies, warm sunshine (even in December) and eyeing up the route.  I had lead a 4 pitch VS [very severe] in Wales a few weekends prior to this and felt no nerves about leading the severe that we decided on.  The over ambition probably came from this fact and the tropical conditions that morning and maybe reading too many Mark Twight / Eric J Horst books!!!!
"ill prepared" - as a result of my over ambition I left the ground ill prepared.  I had never climbed with my two partners that day before but I know both had been climbing a lot longer than I had...their conversations of the trips to the Alps etc instilled a false sense of security...I thought I was climbing with more experienced and hence safer people.  I have been climbing on and off for 2 years now, doing a lot more than normal in the last few months since I moved to ********* from ********* for one year's work placement.  And had been smart enough to bring (and require) head torches/food/water/boots with me on several other mountain routes recently, but that morning I must have been over relaxed and too ambitious.
"in experienced" - relative to most climbers I am probably still inexperienced.  Although I have had epic days in the recent past, my experience therefore should have told me to bring the essentials up the route...but I didn't, and neither did either of my partners (one had been rescued before by mountain rescue in the Alps and the other sustained severe injuries from a traditional lead fall in April 2007) which was worrying and I didn't learn that until we were perched on a ledge 200m higher shivering in the dark!  We gauged the timing wrong - forgetting to compensate for the third person climbing with us, and a drastic change in weather.  The conditions at the base of the climb put us at ease.  And the grade (for myself and another at least) was well within our capabilities.
"ill equipped"  -  No head torch, food, water, walking boots to descend, map, compass.  But luckily we did have mobile phones and cameras.  I won't walk to the shops these days without a head torch!!!

It started to rain and get dark on the third pitch; we should have abseiled down at the second belay seeing the clouds come in.  Another ill advised notion crossed my mind as we decided to press on in bad conditions to finish the route - was that we had driven for 4 hours to get here and made a big effort to leave early that morning, so it would be a shame to only do half the climb and come back down without any sense of victory.  I would guess a lot of climbers/walkers who travel long distances to reach the mountains feel the same thing at some point on a day out - the balance between enjoying a full day in the mountains and coming back that night is a fine one (especially if you "think" you'll be down before dark and don't take the essential equipment)
By the time we had all finished the route we were wet, cold (I couldn't get any blood to my feet at all!) and the sun had set - it was dark.  My partners made a snap decision to not try the "tricky" descent (in the dark) that the guidebook explained and instead attempted to get to the top of the mountain (well above where the crags we were climbing finished) and walk down a gentler slope to the right.

Walking/scrambling uphill for 20mins approximately we were barricaded by a gully to our right and a dark abyss below.  I suggested mountain rescue at this point, as we were frankly out of sane options with no light whatsoever, except a flash from a camera.  It would never be enough to get us down (and at this point, we didn't really know how we would get down either).  Unknowingly sitting about 20 - 30 metres from the summit in the pitch dark, huddling together for heat and praying to the mobile phone reception God, we waited for help as the phone rang every 10 - 20mins with updates of our rescue's operation from below.

The rest is a blur of shivering and trying to keep warm, a search light pointing towards us from the valley below and eventually the voices of the Mountain Rescue team as they arrived above us on the summit.

Anyway...writing this account was a little longer than expected but at least it helped me think exactly what we did wrong early on in the day and how to avoid a similar situation in the future.

___________________________________________________________________

My sincere thanks to this climber who was prepared to admit that he had made some basic errors of judgement but big enough to share his experience with you.  He also sent a very nice thank you note to the Langdale Team and has made a donation.

For further details about Mountain Rescue please visit

http://www.mountain.rescue.org.uk/                Registered Charity  Number 222596
Richard Warren

14/12/07
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