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Information is as vital to
the safe and speedy
prosecution of a
mountain rescue
incident as is a
map/compass,
medical equipment or
trained manpower.
How many times could
an incident have been
completed more
quickly if only a little
more effort had been
expended at the start
to get more detail or
to check that which
was available? This
article will seek to help
teams improve the
way they conduct
operations. The hope is
that the incident
subject(s) will feel the
benefit, without
infringing their rights.

Nature of 
incident data
General principles

The management of information
in modern society has spawned
an entire industry. In many senses,
a mountain rescue incident is just
another business process; most
business processes benefit from
information, provided it conforms
to strict norms. These are: 

! That there is a genuine need for
the information that is collected.
! That the quality of the
information is always considered
along with the content.
! That its security is observed

while it is being kept and
transmitted.
! That someone takes
responsibility for the information
gathered, used and stored.

In mountain rescue incidents, the
need for personal information is
seen as vital for the immediate
medical care given by MR
personnel, and for informing
medical professionals when
handing over to definitive care.
Personal information is vital for the
statutory emergency services who
have a legal responsibility for
persons in distress. Personal
information is essential to inform
next of kin, so they can be involved
in ensuring a timely and safe
return to ‘normal life’ for the
incident subject(s). Finally, the
misfortune of some should be a
warning or lesson to other users of
the outdoors; such education can
only be supported with
information.

The reliability of information is
only as good as its quality; quantity
plays no part. Firstly, the
information must be accurate in a
number of ways; it should be
current, pertinent and complete.
Information that is out-of-date or
irrelevant ‘clouds the picture’;
information that has many gaps is
devalued and may be worthless
as a management tool. In addition,
information has to be accessible; if
rescuers cannot use the
information, their efforts will be
misdirected or squandered without
effect, time wasted and life
endangered.

Information about individuals is
private and valuable; it must be
treated with respect and due
regard for the individual’s rights. To
this end, teams must have
measures in place to guarantee

that the information is obtained in
the correct manner, and the data
subject is aware of its collection.
Careful thought must be given to
ensure collected information is
always secured from prying eyes.
This is especially true when
information is being transferred to
other users by whatever means.

All rescuers, at some time during
their duties will come across
personal or important information
of others; no one will be immune
to this reality. Teams should
ensure that all their members are
aware of the measures the team
takes to ensure the quality of the
information and its protection
during the life cycle of an incident.

Legislation
Information about individuals is

protected by the Data Protection
Act 1998. A simple audit will help
to underline the importance of this
legislation and its effects. Being
able to answer ‘yes’ to all of the
following questions does not
guarantee compliance, and the
team may need more advice in
particular areas, but it should
mean that it is heading in the right
direction.

! Does the team really need this
information about the individual? 
! Does the team know what they
are going to use it for?
! Do the data subjects know that
the team has got this information,
and are they likely to understand
what the team is going to use it for?
! If the team is asked to pass on
personal information, would the
data subjects expect the team to
do that?
! Is the team satisfied that the
information is being held securely,
whether on paper or computer?
! Is access to that personal
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information limited to those that
need to know?
! Does the team destroy personal
information as soon as there is no
further need for it?
! Has the team trained its members
in their duties and responsibilities
under the Data Protection Act, and
is this seen in practice?
! Does the team need to notify the
Information Commissioner, and if
so, is their notification up-to-date?

If the information a team holds
relates to living individuals who can
be identified by the information,
then the legal obligations contained
within the Act apply to the team.
Further, if one item of information
can be used to identify the
individual concerned in
conjunction with another item of
information the team holds, or
expects to hold in the future, then
the obligations also apply to the
team. 

Finally, only information about
individuals, which is held on
computer or paper and sorted by
reference to individuals, is subject
to the Act. Each team will have to
weigh up whether they hold
obligations under the Act; but
remember, just holding a
membership or callout list
constitutes personal information.
This does not claim to be definitive
advice on the matter, but
awareness is a first step.

Application and use of
incident data
Pre-plans

Most team leaders and deputies
have a fair idea how they would
respond to a particular incident
from the moment the information
starts to become available. This
response is built up over a number

of years, through training or
through length of service in the
team. It constitutes a set of actions
that have stood the test of time
and are modified, depending on
available manpower and other
resources. Some teams have
seen the need to formalise these
actions for those incidents that
either happen regularly or have a
significant impact on the team.
This takes the form of a
documented set of actions, often
referred to as a ‘pre-plan’.

A common type of pre-plan is
the response a team makes to an
incident in a complex or large
geographical area. Typically, it
contains:

! Topographical information that is
pertinent to the activities that take
place in the area. 
! Past incidents in the area form a
useful indicator.
! Access to key locations and
escape routes from the area are
both extremely important.
! Local knowledge and contacts
take time to accumulate.
! Importantly, those responses
that have succeeded in the past to
produce a speedy rescue.

This area of MR is significantly
overlooked. Leaders do not live
forever. (‘Thanks be to God,’ do I
hear?) Commit that wealth of
information to paper in a form that
will enable any team member to
make a start at managing an
incident in your team’s area, no
matter how junior they may be.
Creating a pre-plan is very
beneficial for the members
involved, the end product is an
asset to the team into the future
and, when shared with the
statutory services, it can only
enhance the service MR teams
provide.

Incident management
‘First notice’

‘Get it written down,’ was very
good advice and still is. When a
team is first contacted, the
recipient of the call is ‘cold’ and
needs the discipline of writing
down vital information to
appreciate fully what is required.
Many teams have adopted a 
pro-forma not only to record initial
details of an incident, but also as a
prompt to get additional details.
Even if the police control or the
informant does not have the
answer, the team is aware of gaps
in their knowledge.

A typical list of information
exchanged at this initial stage
would include:

! Source – police contact details,
log number and informant contact
details.
! Nature – spot pick-up, search,
assist etc.
! Subject(s) – name, age, injuries,
other relevant details.
! Location – grid ref, name of
route etc.
! Actions – what has been done,
by whom and what should be
done, by whom.
! Response – what the team
intends to do.

Time spent at this early stage
gathering information is well spent.
That ‘dead-time’ when members
are responding can still be
productive if the police or
informant is filling in the gaps
identified from the initial call.
Completing these gaps could
mean that vital medical or
technical equipment is
despatched at an early stage in
the operation, creating a quicker
recovery of the subject or reduced
discomfort.
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By the time personnel are being
briefed, the essential details are
committed to paper, and can
receive due emphasis. Irrelevant
facts can be omitted and gaps
can be flagged up for additional
investigation. With these steps out
of the way, the controller can pay
greater attention to follow-up
stages, the need for additional
resources, liaising with other
agencies and contacting next of
kin etc.

Police log
Practice varies depending on the

local constabulary, but a very
useful source of information is the
police log of the event, detailing
actions that have taken place prior
to MR involvement. Once again,
the controller is able to find out, in
detail, what has been done; but
what is often more important is
what has yet to be done or
overlooked. Clearly, if MR
personnel are deployed solely as 
a search asset, there is likely little
call for this information. But if the
incident management is to be
conducted by MR personnel,
access to work done prior to their
involvement would seem essential
for the prosecution of the incident.

Access to earlier investigation is
particularly true when responding
to missing persons. One of the
attributes that MR brings to such
an incident is a fresh outlook; a
preparedness to look again at all
the detailed and routine questions
concerning background, previous
history, medical conditions, and
current concerns. In addition,
many of these ‘facts’ are
subjected to questions to ensure
that fact is separated from opinion
– attempting to improve the quality
of information.

Inevitably, questions will be raised
about a voluntary organisation
being given access to this level of
information. But it would seem the
height of folly to ask teams for
cooperation on the one hand, whilst
blindfolding them by not releasing
valuable information pertinent to
the incident. MR teams can help
themselves by ensuring they have
proven systems and trained
personnel for dealing with sensitive
information. This can be achieved
in a number of ways but high on
any list would be the involvement
of PolSAs in team training and
operations. Many teams are
benefiting from this involvement
and it has been shown to promote
excellent working practices.

Information collation 
Regardless of how each team

manages its incidents, there is a
requirement for information. This
has to be maintained and
distributed were necessary. Many
teams have efficient systems in
place to handle these demands;
most are paper-based, often
employing proformas. As part of
the process, maintenance of the
data held must ensure that what is
held is accurate. Review history
could be included with the data
indicating when and who verified
the item last. Assembling
information is never static; a
footbridge may have been washed
away, a route deemed unsafe
because of unstable rock
formations or a new landowner
less supportive of MR are all
examples of data that changes.

While each incident differs, there
are a number of data items that
are regularly required to complete
an operation. The next sections
seek to list those areas where data

is often essential. Any such list
cannot be definitive but is a
starting point.

Subject/task focus
This section deals with information

directly relating to the incident in
hand.

! Incident jurisdiction:
! Contact details for the officer

with authority for this incident, eg.
Police Control, Duty Inspector.
! The log number of the

emergency service requesting MR
involvement.

! Personal information of those
involved:
! Name, age, gender, address,

mobile phone number, next of kin.
! Planned activity or intention.
! Description – height, build, hair

and eye colour, distinguishing
marks/features, clothing, vehicle
make/model and registration
number.
! Equipment carried in the party,

including food, drink, shelter, extra
clothing.
! Background details including

medical history, allergies,
experience.

! Environmental information:
! Weather conditions, current

and forecast.
! Hazard assessment of terrain,

current and future.

! Treatment provided:
! Casualty monitoring

information.
! Use of controlled drugs.
! Medical monitoring information

including Propaq and other
computerised equipment.

Procedural focus
This section deals with those

complex or agreed procedures
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that have been documented to
ensure compliance. Systems must
be in place to ensure that any
documented procedure is
reviewed regularly, that the right
personnel have access to the
procedures and they have received
training in their use. The following
are listed as exemplars and do not
represent a proscribed set.

! Protocols for additional resources:
! Requesting military helicopter

support.
! Requesting civilian aircraft

support.

! Medical protocols:
! Use of controlled drugs.
! Treatment of hypothermia.
! Diagnosis of head injuries.

Resources focus
This section deals mainly with

contact information for summoning
additional recourses outside of the
immediate team. Typically, they
will cover neighbouring teams
called in to support larger
operations; specialist units at
regional or national levels eg.
SARDA. This section also covers
information that is generated by
these units in the course of their
involvement. Typically, these are
related to insurance requirements.

! Statutory and other frontline
services:
! Police, fire and ambulance

control room contact details.
! Hospital and other health care

contact details.
! Local authority, Environment

Agency and NGOs.

! SAR resources:
! Your team’s callout list.
! Neighbouring team contact

details, including personnel,
comms, vehicle and equipment
lists.

! Briefing and deployment
documentation.
! Field notes made by these

units during operations.
! Helicopter man-flights.

Dissemination of
incident information

After an incident has been
concluded, though not exclusively,
information will be made available
in suitably edited forms. Systems
must be in place and personnel
appropriately trained to carry out
these functions, since critical
personal information may be
involved.

Operational focus
During any incident, but

especially during a multi-agency
incident, information will have to
be shared. This information will
generally be communicated
verbally, face-to-face or over the
phone. If the information is
transmitted by any other means,
consider the security, especially if it
contain sensitive items. Important
considerations will include:

! Frequency – when important
information becomes available; for
larger incidents, update briefings
should be regular and timetabled.
! Contents – items that are new or
changed, relevant.
! Audience – within your team,
limit this to those immediately
involved in the management of the
incident; release to those in the
field on a need-to-know basis.
When releasing information to
participating agencies, pass on the
information in a suitable form only
to the appropriate liaison officer.
Preface its release with suitable
warning about its content if the
information is sensitive.

! Method – mostly verbal but there
will be times when committing to
paper is essential when complex
details and plans are involved.
Ensure suitable warnings are
issued if sensitive information is
included. Remember that
photocopies will have to be
collected at the conclusion of the
incident, so limit the number of
copies.

Press releases
Press releases are issued both

during and after an incident,
generally with different purposes.
This section contains
recommendations that apply to
both types. The advice given
attempts to maximise their
purpose while minimising the
chances of contravening the Data
Protection Act

! Press releases during an
operation:
! Never ignore a contact from

the press or make no comment
without referring it to other
authorities. If they are given
nothing, the press have been
known to invent something.
! The purpose of a release at

this stage is to gather additional
information, usually sighting of the
missing person.
! This type of media release is

best dealt with through the police
media office. The police have the
contacts and expertise to create
the right tone etc. This way there
are no worries about Data
Protection issues.

! Press release at conclusion of
an incident:
! The purpose is entirely different

to the previous. Generally, it is
informing the public of MR
involvement but, sometimes, it is a

Data management in mountain rescue
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valid opportunity to raise
awareness about safety issues.
! The statement should contain

no information capable of
identifying the individual concerned
unless those concerned have
given written consent prior to
releasing to the press.
! It should be factual and avoid

opinion or judgement.

Incident reporting
In this information age, there is

an insatiable desire for more
information. At one extreme, some
teams have shown significant
disinterest in reporting incidents to
national bodies. At the other, it has
been suggested that some less
scrupulous team by over-reporting,
may increasing their standing by
inflating their level of operational
activity. In mountain rescue, teams
must guard against both
extremes.

Information summaries fulfil
important roles in a number of
facets of modern life. Among the
numerous uses to which incident
report data is directed, the
following illustrates the range.

! Accident information to direct
education programmes in the field
of outdoor education.
! Development of equipment and
clothing improvements.
! Supporting Casualty Care
training with information about
injury rates.
! Development/improvement of
specialist medical equipment.
! Supporting funding issues to
governmental and non-
governmental bodies.
! Specific programmes aimed at
accident reduction.
! Medical research aimed at
improving treatment at receiving
hospitals.

! Research into the behaviour of
missing persons.

These summaries can only carry
out these roles if the data they
purport to represent is reported
accurately and promptly.
Unfortunately the need for
information changes with time.
However, it will be useful to
illustrate what are the current
requirements for reporting, so that
teams are aware of what is
essential and what is useful
information. This is a personal view
and does not represent the view of
any national organisation.

! Incident specific data:
! When alerted – date, time and

by whom (police, fire, etc).
! Activity – what were they doing

and how many involved.
! Location – OS grid ref, altitude

and location name.
! Conditions – weather and

ground condition.
! Cause – why did the accident

happen or why were MR asked to
attend.
! Author of the report.

! Subject specific data (all):
! Name, gender, age, address.
! Level of preparation –

equipment, clothing, footwear and
experience.
! Degree of injury.
! Method of return to a place of

safety.

! Subject data if injured:
! Injuries diagnosed – whether

later confirmed.
! Receiving hospital.
! Treatment given – including

medical gases, drugs, and
specialised equipment.

! Responding MR teams:
! Name of team – numbers

attending and duration.

! Responding SAR Air assets:
! Home base.
! Type of operation – evacuation,

searching or deploying.
! Number of man-flights.

! Witnesses:
! Contact details – name,

address and telephone number.

! Organisations:
! Organisation name.
! Contact details – contact

name, address and telephone
number.

! Missing Person Behaviour
Information:
! This supports the UK Missing

Person Behaviour Study.

The existence of an Incident
Reporting and Recording Policy
seeks to reduce the levels of 
over-reporting. It details clear
criteria to gauge whether to
include an incident report. The
policy that follows is the one that
currently operates in MREW. It
consists of a series of criteria for
excluding incidents. It is outlined
here as an illustration only.

Incident reports will be filed
without being recorded for further
inclusion in any analyses if: 

! Insufficient information – when,
where, why and who responded.
! Passive response – incident did
not involve an active response.
! Act of a Good Samaritan – team
member ‘happening upon’ an
incident.
! Provision of SAR Cover – cover
alone not recorded but any
assistance given participants in
trouble will be amalgamated into a
single incident.
! Aid during Local Emergency –
often extend beyond a single day
but will still be counted as one
incident.
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! Multi-day or non-continuous
Incidents – reports relating to the
same incident will be
amalgamated into a single
incident.

Archiving Incident data
Modern society is complicated

with personal litigation cases. It
seems good advice to retain
certain documents in the unlikely
event of such proceedings arising
from MR activity. The extent of this
archive is debatable. Documents
that support any decision and or
action the team took, would clearly
be important. However, remember
both sides of any litigation can use
such retained documents.

Regarding the retention of
incident data, there is no definitive
advice currently available.
However, the following seems like
sensible precautions:

! General issues:
! The documents should confine

themselves to statements of fact,
especially if they can be verified
from other external sources.
! Documents containing

opinions or judgements should not
be retained. Otherwise the author
would have to justify the statement
in court and may be subject to
cross-examination.
! Consideration must be given to

measures of security and access
to these documents. They will
contain personal information and
remain subject to the team’s data
protection registration.

! Specific issues:
! Communication logs are useful

material. The quality of these
documents is very dependent on
team practice and the operators.
Remember that it is a statutory
requirement of the radio licence to
keep and maintain a radio log.

! Event log – this is generally true
for searches especially large-scale
searches. The use of pro-formas
is highly recommended; the
consistency of the documentation
enables their interpretation long
after the recorded event.
! Incident reports – as these are

almost entirely statements of fact
and are also held by national
officer. 
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