The grisly business of death is the last thing on people's minds when they charge out the door, heading for the hills, full of the thrill of the chase ahead.

Yet, fatal accidents in the outdoors are not uncommon. In the 2001 year alone, there were 46 search and rescue efforts involving fatalities out of a total of 1143 operations nationally. Of that 46, a good portion related to activities in the outdoors such as tramping, mountaineering and skiing. Contrary to popular belief, 91 per cent of the search and rescue operations that year were for New Zealand residents. Only nine per cent involved tourists.

One thing is certain; death in the outdoors is not a private matter: If-someone dies a private trip moves swiftly into the public arena and becomes the subject of an unavoidable legal process that inevitably involves family and friends.

And sometimes, that process can be lengthy, adding to the emotional distress caused by the loss of a loved one.

Responsible people involved in outdoor pursuits should know what happens and discuss it with others who might be affected. Talking about expectations in the tragic event of death may help families and friends understand the process, even if they struggle to understand their loss.

Steps should also be taken to reduce extra trauma caused by procedural errors, such as a delay in the next of kin being notified.

Here is a bush lawyer's guide on what to do when faced with the worst thing that can happen on a trip in the outdoors.

WHEN THE ALARM: IS RAISED

When a person dies in the outdoors, the alarm will usually be raised by other members of the group or, in the case of soloists, by DoC if a person is overdue (and has filled out an intentions card). If you find a dead body or know of an unnatural death, you have a legal obligation to notify the police.

The local Search and Rescue (SAR) team will be notified and an SAR operation triggered. The first job of the SAR team is to locate the subject or victim. Assuming the subject can be found, the police photographer who accompanies the SAR team will take photos of the scene and equipment, which may later be used in the coroner's inquest to establish what happened. Any other members of the party will then be interviewed by police and may later be witnesses in a coroner's inquest with their statements forming part of the evidence. Police inquiries may be extensive - their purpose is to gather information to pass on to the coroner.

The next step is to remove the victim and equipment. The Police will notify the local coroner of the death.

NOTIFICATION OF NEXT OF KIN

Once a death is confirmed by a doctor and the identity known, the police notify the next of kin. Notification is never an easy job and is often a race against time to reach the next of kin before the story breaks in the media.

The police have a legal obligation to release the name at some stage to the media but they try to let the next of kin know first.

Sometimes that is difficult, particularly if the victim hasn’t left full details (or, in some cases. any details) with DoC or trip leaders. It is a simple step that we can take to leave our details where they should be to avoid late notification of families.

There could be nothing worse than finding out about a loved one’s accident on the six o’clock news or reading about it in the newspaper.

WHY IS THE CORONER NOTIFIED?

Once a coroner is involved. he will control the process from then on. Under New Zealand law, where there is an unnatural death or where the cause of death is unknown it must be notified to a coroner. In most cases, a death in the outdoors will fall into one of these categories.

As soon as the coroner knows of the death, he will decide whether a post mortem should be carried out.

The coroner must take certain things into account when deciding whether to order a post mortem such as how useful it would be, any possible offence that could be caused to people because of their ethnic or spirit beliefs and what the family wants. However, in the event of an unnatural death in the outdoors, it is a strong probability that a post mortem will be ordered. If so, the body will not be released for burial or cremation until it has been carried out.

AN INQUEST MAY BE ORDERED

The coroner will decide whether an inquest is necessary. An inquest is a public inquiry to establish the facts: who has died and the circumstances of death. If the pos mortem reveals that the death was natural (such as from medical causes), an inquest may not be ordered.

Coroners are usually legally trained as they are given similar powers to a District Court Judge to run their coroners' courts. The coroner's court is where the evidence surrounding a death is presented in open court and a finding is made establishing when, where and how the death occurred.

An inquest is a public hearing and is open to all to attend, including the media. The public nature of an inquest can sometimes be hard for families to understand, as they may feel it is a private matter.

Former Timaru coroner, Edgar Bradley says that in his experience family members do not always attend the inquest. It is usually heard in the locality closest to where the death occurred. Sometimes, the family is far-flung and unable to get there or they may simply not want to attend.

The coroner will hear evidence about the identity of the deceased and the circumstances. He can summon witnesses to attend. Trip members may be called. Expert witnesses such as a representative from the relevant outdoor group (such as the Mountain Safety Council), or an equipment expert, may be called so the coroner can understand the technical aspects of any accident.

Relatives or other interested persons may question witnesses or have legal representation. Legal aid may be available to interested persons who want to hire legal help.

After hearing all of the evidence, the coroner will issue a report, which is publicly available. The coroner sometimes makes recommendations, which will be brought to the attention of interested authorities to help avoid similar tragedies occurring.

The coroner has the ability to criticise the deceased (provided he has notified the family) or any other living person (provided that person is notified). That aspect of the process can be traumatic for families who are already suffering with grief.

To the outside world, however, such findings are essential to improving public safety. For instance, the Mountain Safety Council endeavours to review all coroners' reports which relate to activities under its umbrella to identify issues which the council can pur

sue in educating its interest groups. The Council also analyses statistics to identify trends.

WHO PAYS FOR ALL OF THIS?

The SAR operation, the police investigation, transportation of the body, the post mortem and the coroner's inquests are all funded by the government. The cost is enormous and time-consuming for the authorities, and the expense cannot be passed onto families.

In the 9001 financial year, the cost of SAR alone was $1.3m for all operations. That comes out of the Police budget. In that year, there were 1143 SAR operations nationally (only 46 fatal) but, of that 1143, 545 were land operations, most of which were outdoor activities such as hunting, tramping, mountaineering and skiing. If you take a pro rata cut of the total spend, the cost of SAR operations for outdoor activities would approach $600,000.

There are 70 coroners nationally whose salaries and the expenses associated with their orders for post mortem are paid for by the Department of Courts. It is an expensive business and one that few outdoor pursuers would ever consider.

THINK ABOUT IT; TALK ABOUT IT

It makes heavy reading but it is all-important information to understand for all those who venture into the outdoors. We hope and expect that it won't happen to us, but it does happen. Let's make it easier by thinking and talking about it. 

