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Coroners are
independent judicial
officers appointed by,
but not directly
answerable to, the
local authority. Each
coroner covers a
specific area and two
coroners’ areas do not
overlap.

The job of a coroner is to
investigate sudden or unexpected
death.

Since inevitably one of the jobs of
a mountain rescue team will be to
recover people who have died,
there is a need to understand at
very basic level what may follow
and the Coroner’s involvement in it.

Any death occurring out in the
open is likely to require the
involvement of the police and
almost certainly a reference to the
Coroner.

The Coroner’s choices on being
informed about a death amount
initially to whether or not a post
mortem is required, which is likely
to be the case with any death
occurring in these circumstances.
If the post mortem shows that the
death was natural, for example
due to a heart attack, then the
Coroner will authorise the
registration of the death and no
further proceedings are necessary,
and the rescue team will hear no
more about it.

If the death is not natural, for
example due to an accident, or
due to suicide, then an inquest will
be required, ie. a formal legal
hearing in public.

The purpose of the inquest is to
establish four facts, namely who
was the deceased, how, when
and where did he or she die. We

will return to the inquest later.
Because legal proceedings may

well follow to establish facts relating
to the death, it is important that
members of mountain rescue
teams record, as well as they can,
the circumstances in which the
body was found and preserve any
evidence that may be relevant.
This can include things as diverse
as where precisely the body was
and which way it was facing;
where, for example, an ice axe
was in relation to the body; and
whether there are any signs on the
ground as to the path the body
has taken during a fall. Equally it
might be a piece of paper with or
near the body, a bottle of drink
(was it full, empty or somewhere in
between), a bottle of pills, a mobile
phone or discarded clothing. Any
of these may have a bearing on
the interpretation of the events
leading to the death.

The inquest
The inquest follows some time

later. This is a formal legal hearing
in public. It is a Court. Some
coroners routinely call a member
(usually the leader) of a mountain
rescue team, after a death on the
fells to act as a witness telling the
overall story, the facts of the
recovery and most importantly to
act as a kind of expert commenting
on the clothing, footwear and
equipment of the deceased, if this
is appropriate. The payoff for this,
so far as the team is concerned, is
that the Coroner should normally
thank the team for what they have
done, acknowledge that they act
voluntarily and without Government
funding.

Since the inquest is a formal
legal hearing, team members may

wish to dress appropriately, though
it has to be said that many families
these days come to inquests
extremely informally. The correct
form of address to the Coroner is
Sir. Family of the deceased person
are entitled to ask questions of any
witness including a member of the
mountain rescue team, if he or
she is called as a witness. The
Coroner decides who to call as a
witness.

The inquest can be an important
stage in the grieving process of
family members seeking ‘closure.’
It is a fact finding exercise, not a
trial and a family frequently want to
know what happened, sometimes
asking for apparently trivial detail
which only someone present – the
mountain rescue members – can
provide. It can be an emotional
event for those involved.

It is suggested that as one
team’s area is likely to be covered
by one Coroner or at most two,
informal approaches should be
made between the team leader
and the Coroner just to establish
contact, if this has not already
been done.
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