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Major incidents
by Andy Dell Kendal MRT

Although it is very
unlikely that any one
member will have
joined a mountain
rescue team with the
express motive of
being able to provide
assistance at major
incidents, history shows
that, over the years,
teams have made
significant contributions
at major incidents 
of both national 
and international
importance.

No doubt the largest and most
protracted of these was the
involvement of teams from across
southern Scotland and northern
England, along with search dogs
from SARDA England, Wales and
Scotland, in the aftermath of the
bombing of Pan Am flight 103 over
Lockerbie in December 1988.

More recently mountain rescue
resources have been successfully
deployed at the Cumbrian and
Carlisle floods; train derailments
near Garsdale Head on the Settle
to Carlisle railway line and at
Grayrigg on the West Coast Main
Line; and at the Boscastle,
Gloucestershire and Sheffield
floods.

All of the full time emergency
services plus local resilience
forums will have major incident
plans, into which the deployment
of mountain rescue teams will
have been factored.

An understanding of what
constitutes a major incident, how
the emergency services will
respond to it, and the contribution
mountain rescue teams can make
is of increasing importance.

Definition
A major incident is any

emergency that requires the
implementation of special plans or
arrangements by one or more
emergency service. It will generally
involve directly or indirectly a
considerable number of people.
For example:

! The rescue and transport of a
large number of casualties.
! The large scale involvement of
police, fire and rescue service and
ambulance service.
! The mobilisation of emergency
services plus the local authority to
deal with the threat of death,
serious injury or homelessness to
a large number of people.
! Dealing with a large number of
enquiries made by the public and
news media.

Declaration
Any member of the full time

emergency services can declare a
major incident when they consider
that the above criteria have been
satisfied. In addition, a local
authority may declare one in such
circumstances as major flooding.

What may be a major incident to
one emergency service may not
be so to another. However, each
will attend with an appropriate 
pre-determined response, which
may only be in a standby capacity.

Stages
Most major incidents may be

considered to have four stages

! Initial response
! The consolidation phase
! The recover phase
! Restoration of normality

The Grayrigg train crash 2007
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Main functions of the emergency
services and other agencies may
be summarised as follows:

General
The prime function of all of the

emergency services will be
rescue.

Responsibility for rescue will
normally lie with the fire and
rescue service. The care and
transport to hospital of casualties is
the responsibility of the ambulance
service. The police will coordinate
operations of the emergency
services, local authorities and
other agencies.

The police
The prime areas of responsibility

at a major incident are:

! The saving of life alongside the
other emergency services.
! Coordination of the emergency
services, local authorities and
other agencies.
! To secure, protect and preserve
the scene and control sightseers
and traffic through setting up of
cordons.
! Investigation of the incident and
securing evidence, in conjunction
with any other investigating body.
! The collection and dissemination
of casualty information.
! The identification of the dead on
behalf of HM Coroner. 
! The prevention of crime.
! Family liaison.
! Short term measures to restore
normality.

The fire and rescue
service

The prime areas of responsibility
at a major incident are:

! The saving of life through search
and rescue.
! Firefighting and fire prevention.
! Rendering humanitarian
services.
! Identification, monitoring and
management of hazardous
materials and the protection of
people and the environment.
! Salvage and damage control.
! To maintain emergency service
cover throughout the local area
and to return to a state of normality
and readiness at the earliest
opportunity.

The ambulance
service

The prime areas of responsibility
at a major incident are:

! The saving of life together with
the other emergency services.
! The treatment, stabilisation and
care of those injured at scene.
! The provision of transport,
medical staff, equipment and
resources.

! To establish an effective triage
sieve and prioritise the treatment
and evacuation needs of those
injured.
! To provide a focal point at the
incident for all NHS and other
medical resources.
! To arrange the most appropriate
transport for those injured to
receiving and specialist hospitals.
! To maintain emergency service
cover throughout the local area
and to return to a state of normality
and readiness at the earliest
opportunity.

The National Health Service,
Local Authority and HM
Coastguard may also have
responsibilities and functions
depending on the nature of the
major incident.

Actions by the first
officer on scene

It is important to stress that a
major incident should be formally
declared as soon as any of the
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aforementioned criteria have been
met. This may be done by any
member of the emergency
services first on scene. This could
include a member of a mountain
rescue team, with the declaration
being forwarded via MR Control to
the police.

The prime responsibility of any
member of the emergency
services first on scene is to ensure
that appropriate information is fed
back to their control room. The
following mnemonics have been
devised as an aide memoire:

SADCHALETS
! Survey – survey the scene on
approach.
! Assess – assess the situation on
arrival.
!  Disseminate – disseminate the
following information.
! Casualties – approximate
numbers of dead, injured and
uninjured.
! Hazards – hazards present and
potential.
! Access – best access routes for
emergency service vehicles.
! Location – the exact location of
the incident.
! Emergency – emergency
services present and required at
the incident.
! Type – type of incident and brief
details of the number of vehicles,
trains, aircraft, buildings etc
involved.
! Safety – all aspects of health and
safety and risk assessment must
be considered by all personnel
working close to the scene.

METHANE
! Major – major incident declared.
! Exact – exact location of the
incident with grid reference from
GPS if possible.

! Type – type of incident and brief
details of the number of vehicles,
trains, aircraft, buildings etc
involved.
! Hazards – hazards present and
potential.
! Access – best access routes for
emergency service vehicles.
! Numbers – approximate
numbers of priority 1, 2 and 3
patients dead and injured.
! Emergency – emergency
services present and required at
the incident.

Having decided whether a major
incident should be declared, the
first officer on scene should take
interim charge until relieved by a
more senior person. They must
resist the temptation to get
personally involved in rescue work,
in order to fulfil the functions listed
above.

The Medical Incident Officer role
is usually undertaken by a senior
clinician with appropriate
experience or training. This may
be a team doctor. They will not
personally get involved in rescue
work. They will have managerial
responsibility for the deployment of
medical, nursing and casualty
carers at the scene. In the past the
Medical Incident Officer’s role has
been greatly assisted by the
deployment of mountain rescue
team members in logistic,
secretarial and communications
support roles.

Scene control
Cordons

Cordons will be established
around the scene to guard it;
protect the public; control
sightseers; to prevent
unauthorised interference with any

investigation; to facilitate the
operations on the emergency
services and any other agencies.
There will normally be three
cordons:

The inner cordon
The inner cordon provides

immediate security of the hazard
area any potential crime scene.
Whilst the police may man the
inner cordon, it is the fire and
rescue service who have

Scene control: after London Emergency
Services Incident Procedure Manual

Major incidents
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responsibility for the safe
management of all personnel
within the inner cordon. Any person
who does not have a role, or who
is not wearing appropriate clothing
will be directed to leave the inner
cordon. It is normal for all members
of the emergency services to be
logged entering and leaving the
inner cordon.

The outer cordon
The outer cordon seals off an

extensive area around the inner
cordon. Within this cordon will
normally be located:

! A Rendezvous Point to which all
emergency services will be
directed prior to deployment on
scene. Or onward to
! Marshalling Area for resources
not immediately required on scene
or which are being held for future
use. This area may also be used
for briefing/debriefing and for rest
and recuperation of personnel
involved in arduous work on
scene. The marshalling area will
usually be maintained for the
duration of the recovery phase.
! Joint Emergency Services
Control Centre will be the site for
the forward control vehicles of all
emergency services. It is from
here that the incident officers
(Silver Command) of each service
will jointly exercise their authority. 

The traffic cordon
A Traffic Cordon prevents

unauthorised vehicular access to
the area surrounding the scene.
Outside the traffic cordon may be
located multi-agency marshalling
and holding areas for resources
not immediately required. In the
past, team bases have been used
for this function, providing better

facilities, including refreshment
and welfare for personnel awaiting
deployment than will be available
within the cordons.

Command and
control

Whilst the initial control of an
incident will lie with the officers first
on scene, as more personnel
arrive each emergency service will
establish an unequivocal chain of
command for the functions for
which it is responsible.

Gold, Silver and Bronze are the
titles adopted by each of the
emergency services and are role
related, not rank related.

Gold (strategic)
Gold is the commander in overall

charge of each service and is
responsible for formulating the
strategy for the incident. Gold will
have overall command of the
resources of their own
organisation but will delegate
tactical decisions to their
respective Silver(s).

Silver (tactical)
Silver will attend the scene and

take charge, formulating tactics to
achieve the strategy determined
by Gold. Silver should not become
personally involved with activities
close to the incident but remain
detached. Silver command will
normally be chaired by the police.

Bronze (operational)
Bronze will control and deploy

resources and implement the
tactics determined by Silver.

It is important that each of these
commanders is clearly identifiable
and that any identifying tabard is
passed on to their successor.

The adoption by all of the
emergency services of this
common command structure
enables a greater understanding
of each other’s functions and
authority.

Mountain rescue teams
operating at major incidents will
usually establish Bronze and Silver
Command and, for protracted
incidents such as the Carlisle or
Cockermouth floods, may be
invited to have a representative at
Gold Command.

Communications
All mountain rescue teams in

England and Wales will have
access to stand alone VHF high
band radio communications with a
number of dedicated and other
general channels available.

At the time of writing, all police
forces, and some ambulance
services have migrated to Tetra
(Airwave) communications. There
are plans for the fire and rescue
service to migrate in the near
future. Some mountain rescue
teams have access to Tetra by
courtesy of their local constabulary.

The use of Tetra greatly
enhances inter-agency
communications. However, at
times of major incident, no
communication system is infallible
and past experience has shown
that the most robust systems can
fail. For example, in the early
stages of the Carlisle floods, when
British Telecom engineers had to
be flown in by helicopter in to
restore emergency communications
links [and, in Cockermouth, the
waterproof mobile phones used by

Major incidents
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Cockermouth team members
became the only means of
effective communication].

Whilst mobile phones may prove
of immense use, they too are not
fully resilient. At the Grayrigg rail
crash damage to line-side cabling
caused the temporary failure of
mobile phone networks both local
to the incident and at some
considerable distance.

In retaining an independent
standalone VHF capability
mountain rescue teams have a
default resilience, and a flexibility
that can enhance communications
at a major incident. The use of
multiple channels can facilitate the
coordination and on the ground
operations of search groups, and
radio sets have in the past been
allocated to other resources such
as BASICS doctors and the
designated Medical Officer for
communications back to the Joint
Emergency Services Control Centre.

During the Carlisle floods, when
the BT landline phone system was
inoperative for a number of days,
mountain rescue team vehicles
were manned alongside public
telephone boxes in order to relay
999 calls that any member of the
public needed to make; a strategy
that had been agreed at Gold
command.

A Government authorised
system of Access Overload
Control (ACCOLC) exists, where
mobile phone providers can, in the
event of a major incident, limit
access to their respective
networks. This permits emergency
services, local authorities and
other users with suitably enabled
mobile telephones to have
exclusive access to available
channels. This facility is usually
initiated at the request of Gold
Command. It requires the use of

ACCOLC SIM cards. Whilst these
are issued by the respective
service providers, it is the Cabinet
Office that is the authorising body
for ACCOLC and the number of
enabled SIM cards is strictly
controlled to preserve operational
benefits.

It is increasingly important that
team members are aware that
team radio frequencies are not
secure and scanning equipment is
actively used by journalists and
other individuals to monitor
incidents. Where it is apparent that
this is happening, the police
should be notified so that
appropriate action can be taken.

Casualty clearance
One of the particular resources

that mountain rescue teams can
bring to a major incident is the
provision of a significant number of
trained casualty carers equipped
to operate in difficult environments.
In the past, team members have
been deployed both on scene and
at casualty clearing stations.

Whilst the Mountain Rescue
Casualty Care handbook contains
excellent information on the triage
of casualties, for completeness,
the system universally adopted by
the Emergency Services is
outlined here.

Casualties will fall into one of four
categories:

! Uninjured
! Injured
! Dead
! Evacuees

The uninjured will have been
involved in the incident but will not
necessarily want or require
medical assistance. They must be
removed from the immediate
hazard area but then handed over

to the police as they are all
potential witnesses and their
details will need collating for any
casualty bureau. Suitable survivor
reception centres will be
established to serve this facility.

Injured casualties will need to be
rescued from the scene and cared
for as quickly and safely as
possible; the ambulance service
paramedics and technicians,
along with mountain rescue
doctors and casualty carers will
need to be able to administer
appropriate pre-hospital care, prior
to evacuation to the appropriate
receiving hospitals.

Two levels of triage may operate.

Triage sieve
During this phase, ambulance

service staff will quickly sort
casualties into priority groups
using coloured tags, without
getting involved in substantive
treatment. These priority
descriptions are:

! 1. Immediate Red
! 2. Urgent Yellow
! 3. Delayed Green
! 4. Expectant Blue (only used
with authority of Gold Medic or
Doctor where there are a
significant number of patients and
the ability of the emergency
services to respond to every
patients clinical needs or
potentially unsurvivable injuries is
to the detriment of other patients.)
! 5. Dead or Deceased White or
Black

Triage sort
Patients will be moved to a place

of safety or casualty clearing
station at which they can be 
re-triaged in a more clinical triage
than the initial sieve.

Major incidents
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Mountain rescue team members
may be usefully deployed both in
the casualty clearing station and in
the transfer of patients from there
to waiting ambulances for onward
transport to receiving hospitals.

Some major incidents may
require the evacuation of large
surrounding areas and personnel
from all of the emergency services
may be involved in carrying this
out. Suitable rest centres will be
established and mountain rescue
personnel may usefully assist with
manning these points.

The police will normally establish
a central casualty bureau where
details of all casualties will be
collated. This bureau will coordinate
liaison with and enquiries from
next of kin.

Searching
Amongst the skills and experience

that mountain rescue teams can
bring to a major incident is the ability
to plan, coordinate and execute
large scale searches.

Whilst the fire and rescue service
will take command of any search
within the inner cordon it is highly
likely that mountain rescue teams
will be the most appropriate
resource for searching the rest of
the scene and surrounding areas,
for wandering casualties, property
that has been thrown or blown
away from the inner cordon, and
any other evidence pertinent to
any investigation.

In planning such searches, team
leaders will need to liaise very
closely with a Police Search
Adviser (POLSA) and to ensure
that mechanisms are in place for
complete and accurate
documentation and logging.

The use of SARDA search dogs
and thermal imaging from police

or military helicopters may prove
of immense help, depending on
the conditions on the ground and
upon the weather prevailing at the
time.

Because of travelling time, traffic
conditions and the inevitable
congestion of local roads by
emergency service vehicles, it is
worth considering a SARDA callout
at the earliest opportunity, and the
option of bringing dogs and
handlers to a holding area away
from the incident, from where they
can be briefed and deployed as
required.

In deploying search groups at a
major incident, where there is a
high probability of a subsequent
investigation, and possibly criminal
proceedings, it is good practice to
deploy one or more serving police
officers with each party. This
ensures that any evidence found
can be appropriately secured;
brings the advantage of TETRA
(Airwave) communications to each
group; and in the increasingly
common occurrence of
discovering journalists and
television crews operating within
the search cordon, ensures that
they can be dealt with from a
position of authority by the most
appropriate agency.

One of the most significant
technological advances within
mountain rescue in recent years
has been the development of the
MRMap GPS tracking system. An
ever increasing number of teams
are equipping themselves with the
necessary radio and computer
equipment to be able to operate
this system, which enables ‘live
time’ tracking of personnel and
resources. The ability to record this
information enhances the
documentation of any search and
an electronic record of the search

pattern can be retained and
secured for evidential purposes at
any subsequent enquiry. Where
teams do not have direct access
to this facility there is a substantial
argument in favour of them
seeking assistance from
neighbouring teams who have the
necessary equipment.

Use of helicopters
At the type of major incident to

which mountain rescue teams are
deployed it is not unusual for one
or more helicopters to be involved.
Mountain rescue team members
will normally have more
experience at working with
helicopters than the majority of
members of other emergency
services. In addition, at the time of
writing, none of the military rescue
helicopters are equipped with
TETRA (Airwave) communications,
preventing direct air to ground
communications with the full time
emergency services.

Mountain rescue teams may well
be best placed to provide ground
to air communications (using VHF
channel 62 alpha as principal
calling channel and 24 alpha for
local operations). Alternately one
or more of the RAF mountain
rescue teams may be deployed to
the incident and adopt this role.

Police helicopters may be
deployed both to provide an
overview of the scene, for visual
and thermal imaging purposes
searching or public address.

Air ambulances may be
deployed instead of or alongside
military helicopters for casualty
evacuation.

These various assets have
established protocols for dealing
with de-confliction.

The police have the ability

Major incidents
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through the Civil Aviation Authority
to request the imposition of
temporary emergency flying
restrictions over the scene of an
incident. This request is usually
made through Police Silver and, in
the past, has usefully been
implemented for the safety of
those on the ground and in the air,
to prevent the incursion of news
and television helicopters.

Media liaison
A major incident involving the

combined efforts of the joint
emergency services will inevitably
attract the attention of both
national and perhaps international
media. It is important that the
press officers of each of the
services liaise whilst respecting the
differing roles of each service.

Once a major incident has been
declared, the police will normally
be responsible for the issuing of an
agreed holding statement at the
earliest opportunity.

The press liaison officers of the
various emergency services will
liaise at the earliest opportunity to
ensure that no conflicting or
contrary information is released to
the media.

From a mountain rescue
perspective, much of the media
attention will be handled through
the Police Press Office. However,
lessons learned from previous
incidents have shown that there is
considerable benefit in the MREW
Press Officer being informed and
involved at the earliest opportunity
where mountain rescue teams
have been involved in incidents of
more than local interest. This also
enables team leaders to
concentrate on the immediate
tasks on the ground rather than
having to deal with national press.

In an organisation where
individual teams are funded
through charitable donations, it is
of immense importance that the
general pubic are made aware of
the role that mountain rescue
teams have played at what may
well have been a significant 
non-mountain incident.

Debriefing
As soon as possible after the

end of team’s involvement in the
incident there should be debriefs. 

These should take place within
each team, and at a meeting of
representatives of each mountain
rescue team involved.

The feedback from this multi-team
debrief should then be presented
at the subsequent multi-agency
debrief.

Multi-agency debriefs should
consider the contribution provided
by all of the agencies involved in
the incident.

The objective of any such
debriefs should be to identify areas
for improvement in procedures,
equipment and systems. They
should not be forums for criticising
the performance of others.

Debriefs should not interfere with
or comment on investigations into
the incident carried out by
investigative or judicial authorities.

Any documentation relating to a
debrief would be disclosable to
individuals involved in legal
proceedings.

Operational debriefs must not be
confused with diffusing welfare
sessions for team members, for
which teams should have support
programmes.

RAF Sea King over Cockermouth during 
the floods 2009 Photo: Cockermouth MRT
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Welfare of team
members

The importance of access to
welfare and trauma support by
Team members deployed at any
incident has long been
recognised. Whilst team members
may find support in the normal
dark humour and banter that
surrounds most incidents, it is not
uncommon for highly experienced,
long serving, emergency service
personnel to have difficulty dealing
with the emotional welfare issues
arising from major incidents.

The responsibility for identifying
the need for welfare support rests
jointly with the individual, friends
and close colleagues, other team
members and the team leadership,
as well as members of the other
emergency services operating
either directly or indirectly at the
incident.

Those who are particularly
traumatised will need help from
professional counsellors. Where
individual teams do not have such
support mechanisms, the relevant
police authority should be able to
provide confidential access to
appropriate professional help.

Self-mobilising
resources

With the advent of modern
communications, the speed at
which news of a major incident
spreads is astounding.

At the Grayrigg train derailment
the BBC were aware of the
incident from a mobile phone call
made to their newsroom by one of
their employees who was travelling
on the train, at the same time as
emergency calls were being taken
by the control rooms of the fire,
police and ambulance services.

There is a natural desire for those
both in the full time and voluntary
emergency services, and also for
members of the public, to want to
offer their skills and services at a
major incident. Improvements in
communication mean that other
agencies and individuals hear of
incidents earlier and increasingly
are self-mobilising or clogging
control room telephone lines with
offers of help.

Whilst one of the greatest assets
mountain rescue teams can bring
to such incidents is the number of
teams available, it is far better that
this is done in a controlled and
coordinated way, rather than the

surrounding teams or individual
members, self-mobilising to any
incident.

In this way proper holding
facilities can be established, traffic
management put in place, and
tasking and debriefing properly
organised. This prevents other
teams arriving on scene
unannounced, only to add to any
traffic congestion with members
standing around awaiting
deployment.
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Team members
regularly work
together on
extended rescues...
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