Preventable

Lessons from Glenridding Beck




A Weekend Trip, a Tragic Outcome.
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i The main activity was ‘plunge pooling’ - a 4m
jump into a rock pool. On the day, the water was

| A party of twelve pupils and three adults '
arrived in Glenridding for an activity weekend. in spate and extremely cold (8.6°C).

On 26 May 2002, Max Palmer, a 10-year-old boy, drowned during this activity. An investigation by the
Health and Safety Executive (HSE) revealed that ‘the chain of events leading to the tragedy began
long before the fateful weekend.’ This is the story of how multiple safety failures aligned.
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Hazard

Organisational Unsafe Preconditions Unsafe
Influences Supervision for Unsafe Acts Acts

Hazard

Accidents Happen When the Holes Align

Accident causation is rarely about a
single mistake. The Swiss Cheese
Model shows how layers of defense
(the cheese) can be breached.

Each layer has weaknesses, or

“holes.”

A catastrophe occurs when the holes
in every layer momentarily align,
allowing a hazard to create a tragedy.
We will now examine the four slices
of cheese from the Glenridding

Beck incident.
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Slice 1: Organisational Breakdowns

Ambiguous Policies: The Local Education
Authority (LEA) had no clear guidance or
policy for ‘hybrid’ activities like plunge pooling,
which fell outside of standard qualifications.

No System for ‘High Risk’: Lacking policy, the
LEA had no mechanism to flag an activity as
‘high risk’ and require specialist review.

Weak Monitoring: LEA monitoring focused on
school premises, not on off-site activities.
Schools were left to monitor themselves
without clear guidance.

Lack of Scrutiny: The school governors were
not prepared ‘to ask searching questions about
the educational objectives and management
arrangements’ for visits, especially repeat
ones.
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~ Slice 2: Unsafe Supervision

e Qualifications Unchecked: The leader
claimed to have a Mountain Leader Award.
Neither the school nor the LEA ever
checked with the awarding body. He did
not hold the qualification.

Complaint Dismissed: A concern was
raised in 2000 about poor supervision on a
previous trip. It was dismissed as a
“personality clash” and the underlying
safety issues were never investigated.

Degraded Approval Process: The
school'’s visit approval form required
signatures from the Head Teacher and
Governors, but there “was no check of
compliance with its requirements.” It
became a rubber-stamping exercise.

e No Expert Review: No independent,
expert advice was sought when this new,
high-hazard activity was introduced.
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Slice 3: Flawed Planning & Preparation

e Inadequate Risk Assessment: The leader failed
to conduct the three necessary types of risk
assessment:

o Generic: Risks inherent to plunge pooling.

o Site-Specific: Dangers of the Glenridding
Beck site (e.g., water depth, exit points).

o Dynamic: Assessing conditions on the day.”

e Poor Communication: Parents received only a
brief letter. No parents’ meeting was held, and no
consent or medical information forms were
collected, all in contravention of procedures.

 No ‘Plan B’: No viable alternative activity was
planned in case the plunge pooling was
undeliverable, creating pressure to proceed.

e Inadequate Team: The other two adults on the
trip had no formal qualifications or significant
experience in outdoor activities. The ratio of

novices to one ‘experienced’ leader was 17:1.
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“Slice 4: The Final, Fatal Errors”

e Obvious Dangers Ignored: The beck was visibly
fast-flowing and noisy. The water was measured
at 8.6°C, “as cold as the English Channel in
February.” The leader jumped in himself and
should have known.

e Direct Warning Dismissed: Another school's party
Q was at the site and had deemed it too dangerous.
Their teacher explicitly told the leader: “the pool
@ was too dangerous and that they would not let the
children jump.” The leader replied that he “had a

rope and continued.”

e Pressure to Proceed: The children had repeatedly
asked about the plunge pool. The leader allowed
O “participant pressure to cloud [his] judgement.”

Emergency Plan Failure: The rope mentioned was
in @ minibus half a kilometre away. There was no
plan for rescue, and the untrained adults were
unable to help effectively.
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Cold; Fast-
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Water;
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Organisational Supervision Planning
Vague policies and no Unchecked No risk assessment, Ignored conditions
meaningful oversight. qualifications and no Plan B, poor and a direct warning
ignored warnings. communication. on the day.
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Plugging the Holes: Your Coaching Checklist
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CHECK YOUR SYSTEMS (Organisational)

Are your policies clear for ALL activities, especially ‘hybrid’ or non-standard ones?
() Is there a formal process for expert review of new or high-risk activities?
@ Do governors/management receive training to ask critical safety questions?

CHECK YOUR PEOPLE (Supervision)

Do you verify all qualifications with the issuing body? Is a certificate alone ever enough?

() Is every complaint or concern investigated objectively as a potential system failure,
not a “personality clash™?

CHECK YOUR PLAN (Preparation)

Is your risk assessment robust (Generic, Site-Specific, and Dynamic)?
(J Is your ‘Plan B’ as well-resourced and planned as your Plan A?
() Are parental consent and medical forms comprehensive and always collected?

CHECK YOURSELF (On the Day)

LI Is your emergency equipment immediately accessible and are you trained to use it?
) Are you actively seeking local knowledge and listening to warnings?
(1 Do you have the confidence to make the unpopular but safe call?
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The Most Important Skill Isn’t Technical
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“The leader S5, should have

competence # (e = IS and
confidence (@ [/ implement

‘Plan B’, QT8 particularly
where they know.s—' [ 5 know that it
may disappoint / the pupils.”

Technical skills can get you into the wilderness.
Professional judgment is what gets everyone home safely.
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