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Rossendale Harriers
Surviving bad weather when fell running.

The recent cold and snowy weather in early 2010 has brought home to many runners the potential difficulties and dangers of bad weather.

However it is not just winter snow that can cause problems.  Think of the press stories about the horrendous storms at the 2008 OMM.  

In many ways the weather at the 2009 Welsh 1000’s race was worse than the recent snow with very high winds and threats of snow in June.

Stories of club members getting into difficulties in reconnoitring the Pennine Bridleway in the quarries less than a mile from our house has brought home the need for preparation and planning.  Fortunately the runners were OK partially due to the good sense of one runner who had a foil bag.

Nick can remember running round those quarries when first running 20 years ago.  Sunday afternoon, it was getting dark; visibility was poor.  It was very disorientating.

Graham has had severe experiences in his many years of fell running. See in particular his item below on hypothermia.

Between us we have put together this paper as a guide. For more information we suggest referring to Mountaincraft and Leadership. By Eric Langmuir. Published by The Scottish Sports Council.

Graham Wright – Chair grahamwright8@sky.com
Nick Harris – Fell Secretary and Coach Coordinator nick.harris@northmanchester.net
Rossendale Harriers. 

The Fellrunners Association organise safety and navigation courses for runners. For information visit their website at:
www.fellrunner.org (click)

Hypothermia and runners (click) There is an article written by Graham (GW) offering advice on the condition known as Hypothermia and makes useful reading. See end of the full article.

For information on navigation, hypothermia and safety in the outdoors the definitive book to read is Mountain craft and Leadership by Eric Langmuir published by the Scottish Sports Council.

1. Safety in races.

The Harriers organise a number of fell races.  These include the Boxing Day Whinberry naze fancy dress race and the Pennine Bridleway relay, held in early Feb.  Both can be in winter conditions.

For the PBW relay Graham has put together the following safety guidance which can also be seen on the PBW website. http://penninebridlewayrelay.co.uk/safety.htm
We would commend them to any runner contemplating a race in bad weather.  They may also help other organisers.
1. The kit requirements as specified are the minimum required by FRA rules. Clubs/individuals should consider adding to or enhancing the items specified given the time of year and the weather conditions. An example would be to wear or carry "waterproof" as opposed to "windproof " full body cover. It should be noted that tights or trackster type leggings are not acceptable as "windproof” clothing. Material such as Pertex, Gore Tex or rip stop nylon would be examples of what is acceptable. 

2. Kit checks will be carried out at the start of each leg and all runners entered should present themselves, with their kit for checking before they start. The kit requirements as outlined are to be worn or carried by each runner.
3. Clubs/individuals should have a basic understanding and be aware of the dangers and symptoms and treatment of hypothermia. This can occur very quickly, especially in February if runners are forced to stop or slow to a walking pace. Body heat is lost rapidly in cold wet or windy conditions and the onset of hypothermia can be very rapid unless sufficient warm/waterproof/windproof clothing is worn or carried.

4. With the above in mind runners should stay together at all times. This event crosses high, open, exposed moorland (especially on the second and final legs) and teams cannot be sure that they will have sight of other teams in front or behind of them.

5. Should weather conditions on the day be of such severity as to endanger life and limb the organisers will take the decision, possibly at the last moment to cancel or abandon the race. The main factor in making such a judgement will be to protect the safety of the competitors and officials, this may prove unpopular but the organiser’s decision will be final. 

6. Maps. It is essential that each runner carries a map of his or her route and have a basic understanding of how to use the map. The map carried should be an O.S. map or good readable photocopy or the Harveys map of the Pennine Bridleway South which is more runner friendly and easier to follow. It is essential that each runner has basic navigational skills and an ability to navigate to safety should an accident/incident occur. It should not be assumed that because this event takes place in the South Pennines and not the Lake District or Welsh mountains that navigational skills are not needed. Basic map reading skills are easy to obtain and clubs should consider courses or events where these might well be learned.

7. Prior knowledge of the route is recommended i.e. whilst the entire route is well way marked the signs could easily be missed in the heat of the race and we would advise runners to recc'e their respective legs prior to the race.

2. The general philosophy behind the above advice/requirements is that the competitor or the individual should take primary responsibility for his or her safety on the fells. As organisers we also have a responsibility to ensure that the race is made as safe as possible. The rules are relayed by the organisers to the clubs or club official entering the team and it is important that this official/individual conveys those rules and requirements to each of the 10 individuals in the team that he or she has entered. (As from 2009 the club must give formal assurance in writing that this has been done) 

2. Planning and preparation. 

a. Ideas of how to ensure a bad weather trip doesn’t turn into a disaster involve planning. Firstly you need to know the potential effects of bad weather.

b. Below 0 degree c it is said that there is a 5% drop in muscular performance for every 1 degree drop in temperature.

c. In the cold you use considerably more energy to keep warm and there need to eat more carbohydrates before and during the run than useful.

d. Height is also a factor.  It can be benign in the valley and a storm on the tops.  Temperature drops about 1 degree for every 500 ft of climb.

e. Wind is possibly the biggest factor.  Wind chill is severe in its effect. See the chart below.[image: image2.png]



3. Other ideas.

a. Make sure you have the right gear. Here see also a paper Nick has written on Gear for fell running available from him or on the club web site.  In bad weather make sure you are wearing or take more layers than the normal leggings; cagoule hat and gloves.  Perhaps a waterproof cagoule not pertex or a fleece; thicker hat and gloves.

b. Take some food.  A hot drink can be useful.  Nick likes hot blackcurrant when XC skiing and a SIGG bottle wrapped in a warm top stays hot for some time.

c. Buy a silver foil bivvi bag (lighter and better than the old plastic ones) and put it in your bum bag or rucksack and leave it there over the winter. (A bivvi bag is much better than a blanket.)
d. Take a first aid kit.  You are more likely to slip in bad weather.

e. Take a mobile phone and keep it safe. Mobiles will normally allow you to ring 999 even when out of normal phone range.(Nick lost his recently in snow and bog in an event!) However do not assume you can rely on a getting reception. Alternatively take some 20ps. Assuming you can find a phone box when off the hill.

4. Know where you are and where you are going.

a. Plan a route. Mark your route on a map and include compass bearings.  (Remember to pack your map and compass!)

b. Try and run with friends if at all possible.  Safety in numbers.

c. If you are not good at navigating learn now!  Book onto the next FRA navigation course; get a friend to teach you.  Practice.  Try out a local fixed orienteering course or try out one of the winter score events put on by Todmorden Harriers; CVFRs or Dark and white events. All these events allow you to run in pairs which can give a great feeling of safety. 

d. Think of buying a GPS and learning how to use it. 
e. Think through escape routes on your runs at differing points.  However make sure this doesn’t include running over crags; quarries and into gorges or across swollen rivers that could be dangerous.

f. If it is your standard training run then think – where is the prevailing wind; might snow have piled up on one side of the hill; will the 4 wheel drive tracks fill with snow?

g. New route – seek advice from more experienced runners; ask mountain rescue or local farmers and other locals.

h. Check the weather forecast.  Is bad weather expected?  What direction will the prevailing wind be from? When will it get dark? If in doubt take a head torch.

i. Leave details with someone else with instructions of what to do if you are not back and how long you plan to be out.  Remember in bad weather it can take much longer to cover planned distances.  In snow perhaps twice as long.  If they need to call out mountain rescue they need to dial 999.
j. Make sure that you have warm gear at the start/finish.

5. What to do if things turn nasty.
a. Try to keep running or at least moving to keep up your core temperature; put on more gear and start eating.  Sounds simple but we have all struggled on getting cold.  We stop for shelter and get colder.  There have been fatalities in fell races and it appears that in at least a couple of cases the individuals stopped and sheltered and got hypothermia. (See article below on Hypothermia.)
b. If you need to get off the hills do you know where you are?  If not what clues can you get from the landscape around?  Hill top or ridge walls; streams; tracks; edge of woods; farm ruin or sheep fold can all act as good handles to help you orientate yourself and then to follow as a way down?  Which way down?  Which way to the nearest point where you suspect there will be people or a road. If you are not sure what is your best guess of the direction you need to take – take a compass bearing and stick to it – crags and other obstacles permitting.

c. If you are in a group or even on your own and need to shelter try and find a ruin or some trees to get you out of the wind – see above on wind-chill.

d. If you send for help for someone who is injured make sure that a good and accurate description can be given of the location that they are being left in.  Leave as much warm gear and food with them.

e. Appendix.

Hypothermia.

Several years ago, over 25 now, during the Edale Skyline Fell Race I myself succumbed to exposure or Hypothermia as the condition is known. Conditions on that day were pretty grim and several runners were in a bad way at the end, many of them fell runners with years and years of experience like me. I collapsed in a pretty remote spot near to Edale Cross although luckily in my case I was near to the checkpoint and was spotted by the marshals who happened to be the local Mountain Rescue Team. When I came to I was inside a tent, inside a sleeping bag with a male member of the team in the bag with me, the aim of the exercise being to raise my body core temperature. Luckily I was in good hands tended by people who knew what they were doing and was treated quickly. I was later strapped into a stretcher and taken of the hill down Jacobs Ladder, not a pleasant experience!

         Whilst out on one of our long club Sunday morning training runs on our local moors, also several years ago now, one of our number seemed to be a long time catching up at the top of a long climb. We ran back down the hill to search for him to discover that he was in the early stages of hypothermia, he was totally irrational and in distress. We were fortunate enough to recognise the condition and had sufficient extra clothing and food to help to warm him up. We were then able to shepherd him, very slowly, the 3 or 4 miles back to safety.

     The purpose of these stories is to convey to runners and other users of the “great outdoors  “ that hypothermia can happen to anyone even those who may consider themselves to be “experienced”  and it is therefore useful to understand its symptoms treatment and prevention. 

      Man is a Homeotherm, that is to say he endeavours to maintain a constant body temperature irrespective of the surrounding temperature. In colder climates that is achieved by heat production and heat conservation. The human body consists of an inner hot core surrounded by a cooler outer shell. The core consists of the brain and other vital organs, heart, lungs, kidneys, liver etc. This core is maintained at a constant 37 degrees C. The outer shell is what is left, the skin, fat, muscle and limbs and is normally 3-5 degrees C cooler than the core. 

         In a cold environment therefore the shell may be regarded as a buffer zone between the inner core and the outside world, protecting the body’s vital organs necessary for survival from any catastrophic fall in temperature. Hypothermia is the name given to the condition which arises when there is a progressive fall in core temperature which if not checked leads to unconsciousness, respiratory and cardiac failure and ultimately death!

     37 degrees C Normal core temperature.

     35 degrees C Symptoms of Hypothermia, shivering etc.

     33 degrees C skin temperature

     31 degrees C Unconsciousness, although response to stimulation.

     30 degrees C Coma

     28 degrees C Death.

           It is most important to remember that it is a combination of exhaustion, cold, anxiety and  mental stress which is especially dangerous, all of which might well be experienced whilst competing in a fell race or even simply out  training.

            Causes of hypothermia should be considered in two categories, those factors which relate to the environment (weather etc) and those which relate to the individual. As individuals we have little control over the weather although before venturing out onto the hills weather conditions should be assessed carefully before deciding your route or activity or what should be worn or carried. Important factors which should be considered are the effects of wind, causing windchill and lowering the temperature considerably and a combination of wind and wet, the deadly duo. Most cases of exposure on British hills and mountains occur in wet and windy conditions. 

           Choice of clothing is therefore an important consideration. Modern clothing is usually lightweight and well designed to combat conditions such as windchill. It is a fact that lots of heat is lost through the head and also through the thighs. The very barest minimum to worn or carried whilst out training on our hills in winter would be full body windproof/waterproof cover and a hat and gloves, also consider carrying energy food. The layering system much advocated for hill walkers and mountaineers can also be applied effectively for runners. This consists of a (usually thermal) base layer, a mid layer and an outer layer.

            Exhaustion is another factor relating to the onset of hypothermia and is usually caused by attempting too much, not being fit enough for the task or by not having eaten enough to replace the energy used up. This is a dangerous condition as it implies that the body is unable to mobilise and maintain normal core temperature. Some form of energy food should be carried to combat the effects of exhaustion. Purpose made energy food bars or gels can now be purchased and Kendal Mint Cake can be recommended as a quick fix for the dreaded “bonk” whilst bananas are a natural source of energy. Mars or other chocolate bars might well also be considered. 

          Recognition and the treatment of hypothermia are important, the symptoms being ordinary at first and becoming more pronounced or easier to recognise as the condition becomes more severe. At first it is a matter of becoming cold and tired, numbness of hands and feet and shivering. This would be followed by unexpected irrational behaviour, physical or mental lethargy and failure to respond to or understand questions, slurring of speech, violent outbursts of unexpected energy with physical resistance to restraint, lack of muscle co-ordination and falling down. Failure of, or abnormal vision in focussing should be treated with extreme seriousness. All of the above symptoms may not be noticed; other symptoms include muscle cramps and light-headedness.

          Young people are particularly vulnerable as their physical and mental reserves are less than those of adults. Once the early symptoms have been recognised shelter should be sought and every effort made to prevent further heat loss. Changing out of wet clothing or adding additional clothing is advisable whist a hot drink and food are essential, the aim being to prevent the body’s core temperature from falling even more. Once the patient is sufficiently recovered every effort should be made to return them to safety. 

         I have been unfortunate to have been running in 3 fell races where people have died, 2 from hypothermia in “poor” rather than extreme conditions, not in the winter months and both of those runners I would describe as experienced. The purpose of this article is to perhaps make runners more aware of the potential dangers involved and take precautions to prevent it happening to you. Know your route or have the necessary skills to navigate to safety if you become lost or disorientated, wear or carry the clothing appropriate for the weather conditions or the forecasted weather conditions, understand the symptoms, treatment and prevention of hypothermia, carry energy food and a whistle, and ensure that you are fit and well enough to take on your planned task.

Graham Wright 2008

Ref. Mountaincraft and Leadership.

By Eric Langmuir. Published by The Scottish Sports Council.
