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Writing about the role
of leadership of a
mountain rescue team
was never going to be
an easy challenge to
take up. What makes a
leader, what does a
leader actually do,
how does a leader
lead? All very difficult
questions to answer, as
I’m sure all of us who
do these things will
testify.

In developing this section I have
tried to explain how we operate in
Keswick Mountain Rescue Team
and explain the way we do things.
We’ve been around for a while
now (we celebrated 62 years in
2009) and have undertaken
several thousand rescues since
then. We are one of the busiest
teams in the country with over 100
calls from the police every year.
We have varied terrain in our area;
more mountainous than some and
less mountainous than others. We
get involved in all sorts of incidents
including rescues at known
locations, searches, river rescues
and local incidents including flood
rescue. We deal with numerous
seriously injured casualties each
year, along with too many fatalities.
I have included some examples of
significant operational decisions
that were needed on some
incidents.

The role of a team leader covers
many varied tasks including
primarily leading the team on a
rescue, enabling the team to do its
job to ensure the best outcome for
our casualties, and making any
arrangements and decisions
needed to achieve this outcome.
The role, however, also includes

many other facets, all of which
need the assistance and input of
others in the team, but still need
significant input from the leader –
training, equipment maintenance
and replacement, vehicle
maintenance and replacement,
radio developments, financial, the
business management and
trustee role, press contact, liaison
at regional and national levels – the
list goes on!

In order to function in the primary
role, every team leader must hold
the trust and respect of the team
they lead. This trust has to be
earned through service to the
team and though the consistent
and reliable delivery of the role. All
team members need to know and
be assured that decisions made
by their leader, on the occasions
where such decisions have to be
made, are in their and the
casualty’s best interests, following
the mantra of ‘self, team, casualty.’
In the case of the leader however,
this has to be thought of as ‘team,
self, casualty.’ When a decision
has to be made on an incident,
either as part of the continuing
management of an incident, or a
specific decision on one specific
element of a rescue, these
decisions need to be well thought
out and take in the advice of
others who may well be more
capable of making certain
decisions; for technical or medical
reasons, for example. The leader
who believes he knows more
about all things mountain rescue
than any of their team members I
would suggest will only hold a
short tenancy of the position.
Leaders should be happy to
encourage and accept
contribution but also be prepared
to call a halt to debate when the
time is needed; a team on an

incident is not and never can be a
committee. In the cases where
such decisions might be required
this is never going to be an easy
decision to take, but all leaders
must have the prominence, trust of
their team and authority to both
make the decision and follow it
through.

Case history: Callout
on Hall’s Fell Ridge,
Blencathra; Walker
fallen from the ridge –
multiple injuries

A mid afternoon call, miserable
weather: low cloud, no opportunity
to get a helicopter into the casualty
site. Discussions with the informant
determined that the walker had
fallen, tumbled and bounced a
considerable way down the south
side of the ridge whilst we think
they were trying to descend from
the ridge. Quick assessment from
that description – we were going to
be dealing with serious injuries
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Once on a callout, mountain rescue team
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and focused on the job in hand...
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including suspected spinal injuries.
We called for Sea King assistance,
for them to get as close to us as
they could – if they could get into
the Lakes, given the weather. We
would at least have them here for
a quick evacuation to hospital
when we got down out of the
heavy cloud cover.

Our first team hill party ascended
Halls Fell Ridge itself, with some of
the follow-up party tasked to come
up Gate Ghyll on the south side of
the ridge. Given the distance down
from the actual ridge path, to what
the informant had identified as the
casualty site, we needed to
determine the best evacuation
route for the stretcher. Would it be
back to the ridge and down the
ridge path, or down into the ghyll
and follow the ghyll out?

I was in the first party ascending
the ridge; one of our deputies was
in the party ascending the Ghyll.
We eventually located the casualty
– a long way down. The descent
from the ridge to the casualty site
was very steep, loose wet scree
interspersed with steep grass and
heather patches and where it
wasn’t loose scree it was loose
shale. It would have been an
enormous feat to bring the
stretcher up. The initial plan was,
therefore, to go down into the Ghyll
and follow it out. When the party
ascending the Ghyll arrived at the
casualty site, it was apparent that
descending into the Ghyll and
following it was also not an option;
many small waterfalls, steep
craggy sides and banks –
impossible to carry a stretcher
right in the ghyll – we needed to
take the stretcher up. Two very
experienced mountain rescuers,
both understanding the need to
get the casualty out as quickly and
smoothly as possible, now with a

decision to make on which way we
go; still no chance of getting the
helicopter in to us to winch.

We then had a one minute
discussion, trusting each other’s
judgement entirely left us with one
way to go; down closer into the
ghyll but keeping out of the ghyll
itself and attempt to traverse out
over ground that could only be
described as ‘rotten’. Two team
members tasked to go and find
and mark a route to stop us
getting too low and ropes used
from above to secure the stretcher.
We set up, using other team
members, multiple anchor points
consisting of five or six team
members. One of the 300ft ropes
attached to the stretcher was run
out to its full length, with the group
of five or six members then taking
the free end high above us, to
enable us to pendulum the
stretcher, with its six-strong
carrying party on its back-up rope,
across the rotten ground. This
process was repeated and
repeated until we reached a point
where the angle of the ground
eased and the condition improved.

Not a decision that was difficult to
make, but one which
demonstrates the absolute trust
between leader, deputies and
members in their judgement of a
situation to provide the best
service we can for our casualties.

High levels of training and a high
number of rescues regularly hone
the skills of any team, its members
and its leaders, which itself
reduces the number of times
specific operational decisions are
needed that differ from the view of
the rest of the team. In a rather
inversely proportionate way the
busy, skilled, team needs little
leading. The skills and experience

of the leader, deputy leader, and
the other experienced members
who may be called upon to lead
an incident, are developed by
regular incident simulations as part
of the normal training of the team.
These training sessions are
followed by intense debrief, to
evaluate decisions made in the
roles, with a view to improvement
for application on real incidents.

Decisions do of course need to
be made at the outset of an
incident with nearly all of these to
be made in a fast-moving and
rapidly changing environment.
How many of us don’t get a buzz
when the pager goes? This buzz is
increased with the knowledge that
the decisions made as leader over
the next few minutes and hours
can and will affect the way in
which the team is deployed and
any other assets, and the way in
which the incident unfolds to a
conclusion.

All leaders need to maintain
operational control of incidents,
whilst ensuring that all other
resources needed, and
contingency plans are put in place,
if the initial plans do not deliver the
result needed. It is standard
practice in our team that for an
incident at a known location the
incident is led and managed from
the hill; the leader is in the ‘first-
truck’.

The quick-fire decisions needed
at the outset of an incident will
include such questions as: 

! Do we really know exactly where
we are going for our casualty? Is
their description secure enough to
dispel any misunderstanding, and
are we sure we haven’t 
second-guessed the location by
making features we know fit their
description? 

Team leadership
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! Have we a good idea from the
informant of the injuries involved?
What is the history, previous
medical conditions, medication,
allergies etc?
! What is the party size and
condition of the rest of the party
and how are they equipped? 
! How many team members will
we need? 
! Do we need assistance from our
neighbouring teams? Which ones,
and how soon? Helicopters – day
or night, winch or no winch, cloud
or no cloud at scene, military or Air
Ambulance, or both?
! Have we a doctor on the
incident with us, or a paramedic? If
not, make sure the satellite phone
is with us in case we need to
phone-a-friend.
! What time do we think we need
the ambulance at the roadhead? 
! What happens if it gets diverted? 

Some of these decisions will
have been made in the very first
few minutes of a rescue while
team members are assembling at
base and before the first truck
leaves – normally within ten
minutes of the first page.
Capturing accurate information
from these and other questions will
influence the early decisions that
every leader needs to make.

Others decisions will be made en
route, either on the road or while
flogging up the hill. Talking on the
radio whilst flogging up a hill
carrying a large sack and trying
not to sound out of breath are a
common occurrence. We discuss
options for first aid treatment,
equipment needed on the hill by
the first team members and who
is going to carry what etc, while
travelling. The team leader does
not have to be first to the casualty

site; spend the first minutes at the
roadhead making sure that the
right team members (the young fit
ones) have the immediate care
sack and the first aid sack, and
that the balance of the rest of the
equipment is right for that rescue
as you know it. Think about what
equipment you need the back-up
party to bring before they ask;
otherwise its another break in the
routine of flogging up the hill for a
longer ‘breathtaking’ conversation
on the radio.

When you get to the casualty
site, slow down on approach; the
fitter members will already be
there. They will have assessed
scene safety on approach, but do
it again, this time thinking about all
the people who will arrive and
depart the scene – is there
anything else needed to keep
casualty companions and team
members safe? If there is, task
someone to get it sorted.

Don’t get drawn in; this is
probably one of the easiest things
to do and potentially one of the
most disruptive to the role of
leader. It will prevent the leader
having the bigger picture view
needed to effectively manage
each and every incident.

Trust your team
They trust you, so you trust them.

They are well trained and they are
experienced. Allow them to
function as a team; watching from
that ‘distance’ to make sure
everything is covered. Having
made the early decisions at the
onset of a rescue, a team leader’s
thinking now needs to move
further to the right down the
timeline of an incident; not thinking
about what’s happening right now
but considering what might

happen, or what will be needed in
the next 20 to 30 minutes, the next
hour or two hours etc. And, when
any of these decisions will need to
be made, to make them happen
before it’s too late to make them
effective.

Having explained how we
operate in a rescue at a known

location type of incident, for a
search we operate differently.
Searches – having gone through
the ‘should we go or should we
have an initial wait and see’
questioning process and dilemma
– are ‘managed’ from our base,
with the hill parties led by our
equivalent of a ‘party-leader’.
Other teams with more
widespread areas operate from
advance bases/vehicles, but the
principle remains the same. I don’t
personally believe that all the
information on parties’ search
areas, continuance plans and an
up to date and full knowledge of

Team leadership

© David Allan

The team leader should always retain the
bigger picture – try not to get drawn in...



TEAM LEADERSHIP PAGE 4 OF 6

section
operational issues

3

what’s been searched and what
hasn’t, can be calmly assimilated
in the team leader’s mind if he is
also pounding the fells. It is more
than likely, in a search we run, that
the team leader will be supported
back in base by two to three team
members (normally from the
‘injured or unavailable for the hill’
list), with the team leader again not
being in the forefront, not heard on
the radio, not having any specific
task other than to think from a
distance:

! Have we got all the options
covered?
! How are we going to send
search parties to cover all the
options and what will their return
routes be? 
! How soon do we need to call
search dogs in and how do we
manage their search areas
adjacent to areas being searched
by team members, so as not to
lose the effectiveness of the dogs?
! What do we do if the missing
person hasn’t been found or
walked in by first light? 
! Have the police managed to find
out any more information about
the missing person? 
! What do we do when team
members need to be back and off
to work? 
! Who else do we call in?
! Should we take advantage of
the local radio station to ask for
any information on the missing
person?

Case history: Missing
lone walker, car found
near Braithwaite

The call came at 21:30hrs one
Thursday evening, just as we were
finishing an indoor training session.
25+ members of the team were in
the base. A missing lone walker

who hadn’t been seen for 48
hours; his car had been reported
by a local resident as having been
parked near Braithwaite for two
consecutive days. The weather on
the Thursday was awful; very low
cloud, torrential rain and very
strong winds even at valley floor
level – it hadn’t been much better
on the previous day. The police
had been making enquiries for any
further information and had found
that he was planning to go walking
in the Lakes and that he had half a
plan to walk the Coledale
Horseshoe. He was on his own, no
companions with him. No route
card.

Given the location of his parked
car it was a reasonable assessment
that he may well have gone off to
do the Coledale Horseshoe; his
car was parked close to the start
or, depending upon his choice, the
finish of the route. The Coledale
Horseshoe takes in seven high
fells to the west of Keswick; a route
of some ten miles and over 4000ft
total ascent.

If his plan was the Horseshoe,
he’d had two days to complete it.
If he had done it on day one and
then gone elsewhere on day two
we had no way of knowing.
Indeed, he may have been
elsewhere on day one and on the
Horseshoe on day two.

That was all the information we
had; no knowledge on equipment,
experience, local knowledge or the
like. Decision; do we go or don’t
we? Much discussion between the
leader and the deputies. If he was
lying injured on one of the paths
we would potentially have heard
from other walkers. If he had a
mobile phone we may have heard
from him – we hadn’t, and he was
not responding to our calls.

If we go what do we do? All we

could do was follow the route of
the Horseshoe from both
directions and cover the escape
routes and variations on the route.
The route and its variations pass
through some fairly exposed
mountain terrain; exposed felltops,
steep crags and gullies, some
narrowish ridge paths with very
steep drop-offs either side. The
weather had not improved in the
hour or so since the first call, in
fact, it had deteriorated; if anything
the wind was even stronger. 25
team members waiting in the
briefing room. Weather forecast
suggested improvements the
following morning.

If we go, what about the risk to
the team members? 25 members
now in that very same exposed
and steep terrain, in torrential rain
and minimal visibility. What chance
of finding the missing person and
also what chance of a team
member getting injured? 

Decision made – we wait; we
plan our search and we go out at
first light, we arrange to get an
RAF SeaKing in to help search the
steep sided fellsides, we call
SARDA Lakes and have them
assemble at first light, we plan
where everyone is going.
Tragically we found the missing
walker within an hour of
commencing the search the
following morning at the foot of a
long and steep gully about half
way round the Horseshoe. He was
spotted by the SeaKing, a dog
handler would have been in the
same area within a further hour.
Nothing anyone could do for him,
either then or the previous night.

Difficult decisions do need to be
made.

From all the above it is probably
now apparent to all that our secret
is out; a leader doesn’t actually do

Team leadership
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a great deal on an incident except
plan, replan and consider
contingencies, until something out
of the ordinary or out of the routine
happens and those types of
decisions mentioned earlier are
needed.

One team leader cannot possibly
undertake the role without massive
support from their deputy or
deputies. We have three deputies
to support the leader.

The Keswick team operates by
the whole team making or ratifying
every decision at the business
management end of the
organisation. We don’t have
subcommittees to complicate and
potentially fractionalise the team;
every team member should be
and is involved – if they want to be.
This also means that decisions are
not often questioned, as they
might be if made by a small few.
The exact same principle applies
to the election of the team leader
and deputies; all of whom need to
know that they have the support of
the team. We don’t have a fixed
period of office; each is elected
each year at the AGM, where all
need a minimum of 75% of votes
at the meeting to maintain office.
In practice, this is always well over
90%. This support from the team;
the knowing that the team trusts
and believes in you is very
encouraging – in fact, it is an
absolute requirement. A team
leader with low support would
need to carefully consider how
effective he could be in the tight
situation where decisions and trust
in those decisions is needed.

Not all teams operate the same
way, either in the management of
the team’s business or in the
election process for the leader and
deputies. I don’t advocate that this
is the best or only way, it’s just the

way that we do it and it works very
well for us.

I am, as I’m sure every other
team leader is, very proud to be
leader of a mountain rescue team;
the knowing that a rescue has
been well executed and that the
casualty has received the best
treatment we can give in hostile
conditions and has the best
possible chance of recovery we
can give them is very, very
rewarding. The support of the
team members, the development
of the team, seeing new members
develop, the introduction of new
ideas and equipment all contribute
to the rewards of the job. Regular
debriefs immediately after some
rescues and in team meetings or
training sessions all help to
improve the team: Did we do the
right things? What did we do that
we should have done differently?
Did we have the right resources in
the right places? Have a talk to the
other agencies involved: did we
work well with the helicopter
crews? Talk to them and see if
they had any issues. Most of the
other agencies seem to expect
that we will only get in touch if
something’s gone wrong – this
shouldn’t be the case. Working
relationships are hugely important
and will develop by this regular
contact.

There are aspects of the team
leader’s role that will take the
leader further than your own team;
regional and national
representation, conferences etc.
The opportunity to meet very
experienced mountaineers and
rescuers from other teams,
experienced emergency response
personnel from other services and
the opportunity to influence how
we all work together is also very
rewarding; none of us are too old

or too experienced that we cannot
continue to learn and develop, so
use the opportunity. Perhaps if
there was more of this, then
mountain rescue generally across
the country would be a more
integrated national organisation.
How though do you balance the
role of being leader of a very busy
rescue team and then spending
more time away from home in a
regional or national role – everyone
will have to set their own
boundaries.

The team leader’s role, however,
can also have its lonely times: the
difficult decisions to make, the
awkward conversations with
casualties’ relatives, the difficult
times that occasionally happen in
a team of 40+ individuals from a
wide variety of backgrounds and
interests – rest assured they
happen in all teams. All these have
to be dealt with accordingly – with
sympathy, with dignity, with

authority and from an unbiased
position. Difficult discussions
occasionally need to be held with
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Misper turned up this morning... thank
goodness I followed my instincts to let
the team get a good night’s sleep...
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team members, perhaps around
attendance at rescues or training
sessions, behaviours, personality
clashes and the like. If so they
need to be addressed and quickly
sorted for the benefit of the team.

Then there are the real perks to
the job: the press releases and
follow-up interviews (remember
the Original Mountain Marathon
weekend in October 2008?) The
fact that you are usually the first
out of bed in the middle of the
night and the last back into bed.
The times when you don’t go out
on a night search and then you lay
awake all night hoping that the

decision was the right one. The
writing of annual reports, the
speeches and prize-giving at team
dinners. The presentations at
conferences – the list goes on!

These, however, all pale into
complete insignificance when
balanced against the huge feeling
of pride and achievement that
goes with a well executed rescue
of a casualty who may be very
seriously injured and the
knowledge and understanding that
the team has made a really
significant difference.

We do have to remember that all
our members are volunteers who

provide what must be the most
professional volunteer service
there is. Every member is different
and has different skills available to
the team, at different availabilities
and with different levels of
commitment.

All we have to do is find the way
to co-ordinate these very skilled
individuals!

Mark Hodgson has been a member of Keswick MRT for 37 years, attending his first rescue as a 17-year-old.
Deputy for three years, he has been team leader for sixteen years. He also leads a small group of Lakes team
leaders who regularly consult and liaise with the police, ARCC, ambulance control, RAF and air ambulances,
and was instrumental in establishing and agreeing the working protocols now in place between teams and
these agencies.
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