
PADDLERS’  
PERILS Kayaking casualties  

in Snowdonia 

Dr Nicola Pollard
EM ST4, Yorkshire Deanery 

Dr Linda Dykes
Consultant EM,  

Bangor ED

www.mountainmedicine.co.uk

Ph
ot

o:
 R

ob
 L

it
he

rl
an

d

Method

Our database of all Snowdonia casualties 
brought to Bangor hospital following 
contact with Mountain Rescue Teams (MRT) 
and/or Search & Rescue helicopter March 
2004 – April 2017 was interrogated. 

SAR, ED and - where applicable - post 
mortem records were scrutinised.  

Results

From 1419 casualties on the database, 12 
were recorded as “kayaking/canoeing”.  
Ages ranged from 18 to 60, and 11 (92%) 
were male.  

Four of the 12 were body recoveries 
confirmed as primary drownings at PM: 
three were overcome by challenging water, 
and the fourth became trapped in his kayak.  

Of the eight casualties rescued alive, seven 
had relatively minor presentations: one STI 
shoulder, one anterior shoulder dislocation, 
and two stable spinal fractures sustained 
landing in the seated position after paddling 
over a waterfall, and three casualties 
described as “cold, wet and miserable”.   

The remaining patient initially showed no 
signs of life after a capsize. He received 
eight cycles of bystander CPR - leading to 
ROSC - and made a full recovery.  

Discussion/conclusion

The number of kayakers in our database is 
very small, but shoulder and spinal 
compression injuries are known to be 
classic kayaking injuries1.  

Three of the fatalities were experienced, 
well-equipped paddlers in Grade 4/5 white-
water (advanced/expert) but the coroner 
deemed the fourth death “preventable” as 
the casualty “… had not taken the most 
basic of precautions”.  

Appropriate safety equipment should be 
worn at all times while in the water, and 
kayakers encouraged to learn BLS.  

Kayaking is a popular activity in Snowdonia, but Search & Rescue 
(SAR) services are often needed to locate/extract casualties when 
things go wrong. We wished to ascertain the nature of incidents 
affecting this cohort of Snowdonia mountain casualties. 

Reference: 1 - British Canoe Club


