
An Overview of Common Outdoor Emergencies 

I. Disaster Synergy (synergistic effect) 

a. Synergistic Effect; two or more things functioning together to produce 
a result not independently obtainable, working together to produce 
enhanced results.  

b. A survival situation, like most accidents/emergencies, begins with one 
mistake, which leads to more and more mistakes, until disaster occurs. 
Generally, a person’s first attempt at solving the issue is hurried and 
panicked , and makes things worse. (Domino effect)  

Three Underlying Principles in Most Wilderness Survival Emergencies 

I. Underestimating the task, Primary manifestations; 

a. Complacency;  thinking it’s” just a short/simple hike”, or “just another 
hike” 

b. Getting in over your head, overcommitting. Most common; going out 
too far with too little (i.e.; inadequate cold/wet protection, inadequate 
h2o), climbing above skill level (especially while under lit), swimming 
in dangerous current.   

II. Preparedness Issues. Primary manifestations; 



a. Unprepared 

b. Underprepared  

c.  Inappropriate (inappropriate gear for the task, selecting  poor quality 
gear, knife to a gun fight principle tons of band aids but no gauze ) 

III. Lack of Training/Research  

a.   Ties into/leads to all other mistakes covered 

b.   More likely to make most common mistakes  

c.   Leads to poor critical thinking/poor choices like neglecting the 
obvious. Lack of proper situational awareness asking the wrong questions 

e.   inappropriate application of life saving effort 

Primary Killers  

I. Exposure 

a. Hyperthermia/dehydration 

b. Hypothermia 

II. Falls  

a. many catastrophic falls occur after the survival situation has 
occurred, and involve trying to extricate oneself from the 
situation ( watch out if you find yourself lost and attempting 
a hike out where falling is a possibility) 

b. Attempting to get out via a steep route after losing path  

c. Hiking at night 



d. Hiking in hysteria 

Critical Solutions to Common Mistakes in Wilderness Survival Emergencies 

Before You Go 

Establish an emergency protocol, research, and prepare. 

Initial Steps to Take 

*Calm down & focus your mind. Your mind will be your primary 
instrument in a wilderness survival situation; take the time to tune it 
properly. Stop and analyze the situation 

*Attain situational awareness; take an inventory of what’s on and around 
you and get to a high point 

*Asses your needs, establish a hierarchy, begin plan 

*I can/I must/I will attitude + Critical thinking mode 

*Constantly Review, Revise, & Improvise. Each situation is unique; there 
is no textbook solution to every challenge faced and sometimes you have 
to break the rules. You must learn to think your way through situations, 
attempt after attempt, strategy after strategy 

I. Research and Training 

a. Local weather conditions and how to prepare for it via; clothing, 
emergency gear, and emergency protocols. 

b. Research and Train in; Common emergencies experienced when 
undertaking the activity, as well as undertaking it at the location you 
will be operating 

c. Appropriate methods of communication and signaling, you need an out 
and you need to know what the best one is 

II. Preparedness 



a. Have the right gear for the task (knife to a gun fight principle) 

b. Select gear that has been proven in emergency situations  

c. Proper emergency kit with customizations for; pertinent personal 
needs, your activity, and your climate. Always carry:  

*All-weather fire making system  (UCO stormproof matches or fire 
steel w/accelerant) 

*Water treatment capability (tabs, or .2 micron absolute filter) 

*Signaling Capability (audio/visual/electronic,ground-ground & 
ground-air) 

*Basic Medical Needs (min; gauze roll, anti-septic/BZK/10%iodine 
solution, elastic bandage, anti-histamine, electrolyte) 

*E-blanket 

*Cutting tool (victorinox & leatherman offer great small tools for ease 
of carry) 

*Light 

*Cordage (waxed nylon string or parachute cord) 

Real World Example, Lost hiker, San Bernadino National Forest: 

About 8:45 a.m., 16-year-old William John Parven hiked along a creek bed to a fire 
road in the eastern foothills of the mountain. He followed the road toward a trout 
farm in Whitewater, an outpost north of Interstate 10 on the edge of the desert, 
where he flagged down a truck driver. 

Parven, his father and his sister Elyssa had embarked Sunday morning on a day 
hike up Mt. San Gorgonio, on the southeast corner of the San Bernardino National 
Forest. The siblings eventually walked ahead of their father, but Elyssa, 12, began 
suffering from altitude sickness and wanted to stop. Parven told her to wait for their 
father, which she did, and he made the fateful decision to forge ahead toward the 
summit alone. 

He was scheduled to meet up with his father and sister at 6:30 p.m. on his way 
back down the mountain. But he never showed up. Instead, on the way down, he 



misjudged how long it would take, fell as the sun set Sunday night, became 
disoriented and took a wrong turn. 

Michael Parven and Elyssa searched frantically for him that night, eventually making 
it to the summit. They slept for about 2 1/2 hours on the trail, then made it back 
down to the bottom of the mountain by about 8:30 a.m. They reported that Parven 
was missing, and a massive search, eventually involving dogs, helicopters, hikers 
airlifted to the summit and posses on horseback, was underway. 

Lost Youth Began Walking Toward Lights 

Parven realized he was lost and went to the summit again. He saw the lights of 
Whitewater and Palm Springs to the east--and reasoned that walking toward those 
lights was his best shot at getting off the mountain. 

Over the next three days, he encountered several small black bears, which paid him 
little attention. Wild dogs followed him several times, he told authorities and his 
parents. Though he was blessed with mild weather near the notoriously 
tempestuous peak, the nights were cold, and he slept intermittently with his head 
resting on his backpack. 

By Tuesday, he had begun to hallucinate, hearing his parents' voices and, at one 
point, thinking he saw the words "We're looking for you" in the clouds, said his 
mother, Maureen Houston. 

Several times, he fell off steep crags, bruising his ribs and sustaining other mild 
injuries. During one of those falls, he lost his flashlight, limiting his ability to try to 
signal searchers at night. 

At one point, he saw a helicopter overhead, but was too far inside a ravine to be 
seen, said San Bernardino County Sheriff's Sgt. Frank Gonzales. 

Eventually he came across Whitewater Creek, which cuts through the southeast 
side of the mountain. His five 24-ounce bottles of water were long gone, and he 
drank from the creek--which made him a bit sick, but, as his father pointed out, 
that was better than the alternative. William also washed his wounds in the water. 

He was treated for scrapes, bruised ribs and a mild concussion suffered in a fall 
down a steep slope. 

He was given intravenous fluids to treat his dehydration, but his kidneys appeared 
fully functional, said Tom Sherwin, a pediatric emergency room physician at Loma 
Linda who treated the teenager when he arrived by helicopter. Parven raised just 
one concern with doctors: He wanted to be sure they checked him for ticks. They 
did, and he was clean. 



"I was expecting him to be quite ill," Sherwin said. "But he seemed to perk up 
quickly. He came in a big chatterbox, and he's still a chatterbox." 

III. Exposure Cold; 

a. Appropriate clothing (employ the 3 layer system) and emergency gear  
(waterproof, freeze proof) 

b. Early recognition & treatment upon or approaching onset. The primary 
warning signs will be; uncontrollable shivering, difficulty using fingers, 
numb extremities, mental confusion (stumbles, fumbles, and 
mumbles). NEVER FALL ASLEEP WHILE THIS COLD 

c. Stay dry. If you are going to be active in cold weather don’t be lazy; 
employ your layering system to avoid sweat 

d. Store anything that can’t get wet in something that can’t get wet 

e. Appropriate shelter with adequate reflector fire wall. Have a layer 
between you and the ground 

f. Hydrate, exposure-both to heat and cold- kicks in faster if you are 
dehydrated due to blood volume 

IV. Heat;  

a. Appropriate clothing and emergency  gear (produces shade, purifies 
water, won’t melt easily) 

b. Appropriate med kit (cold packs, electrolyte replacement) 

c. Fitness 

d. Pre-hydration/nutrition/acclimation. Employ the 2:1 water to 
electrolyte beverage ratio. 

e. Early recognition & treatment upon or approaching onset (heat injuries 
can escalate rapidly). Primary symptoms of the onset of heat stresses 
are: headache, nausea, mental confusion, dry throat to the point of 
being painful and difficult to swallow. Shade up, sit down, shed layers, 
and drink water before continuing if these symptoms occur. You are 
the only referee out there, and if you don’t “blow the whistle” no one 
will-KNOW WHEN TO STOP 



f. Know how to operate in high heat environments. Remember hot and 
arid and hot and wet climates and completely separate ball games. 

Lessons in Essential Needs 

I. Fire 

A. The Fire Triangle; Fire is defined as a chemical chain reaction between 
heat, fuel, and oxygen. 

B.  The three types of heat transfer are; convection, radiation, and 
conduction. Convection is the most powerful form of heat transfer. 

C. Campfires are begun by arranging dry/dead pencil size sticks in a 
“teepee” formation over a pile of tinder, with significant overlap on the 
top of the sticks. This is to form a convective current (aka the chimney 
effect/self-feeding fire). 

D. Remember, you can boil water in nearly anything that can hold water 
(including “ziplock” bags) with red hot rocks. 

E. Fires and shelter; If cold is a danger, whether wet or not, then a 
shelter is meaningless without a fire. Remember to employ your 
reflector walls. 

F. The most reliable method of friction fires is the bow and drill 
technique 

II.  Water; location 

A. Water is primarily located by spotting its accompanying riparian zone 
(green belt).  

B. Water runs in lines and pools in circles, the riparian will match these 
shapes with no “illogical overflow”, with significant accompanying 
color difference.  

C. Riparian zones can be as small as an irregular circle with a six foot 
diameter when accompanying “seep springs”. 

D. Insect and animal indicators of water can also be used, especially in 
arid areas. 



III. Water; Contamination and Purification 

A. The three primary contamination concerns are: microbial, chemical, 
and solids (dissolved/non-dissolved) 

B. In wilderness survival, microbes will often be your only concern. Bring 
water to a rolling boil for 1 minute to destroy microbial contamination, 
add an additional minute per 100 meters. Symptoms of water 
poisoning are nearly universal, and identification of the exact parasite 
is unlikely without medical testing. The most common symptoms are; 
severe nausea, diarrhea, abdominal cramping, and fever. Wilderness 
waterborne illnesses are rarely fatal unless accompanied by a severely 
compromised immune system, or there is never any medical 
treatment received. The most common dangerous waterborne 
microbes are;  

*Protozoa and Cysts- Giardia+Cryptospordium (average 7-14/2-7 days 
until onset respectively)  

*Viruses- Hepatitis A and E (average 2-3 weeks for symptom onset)  

* Bacteria- Fecal Coliform/Ecoli+diarrhea (average 2 days until onset)  

*Harmful algae blooms 

C. The delayed onset time of common wilderness waterborne 
wildernesses leaves the victim with a hard choice. Heat emergencies 
can escalate rapidly, and the exertion of forming a bow and drill fire 
making kit, or time waiting for chemical tabs to work, can kill you. 
Therefore the decision point for drinking unpurified water is this: “If I 
don’t drink this immediately I will die, and if I do drink it I may 
become ill in the near future” 

D. In wilderness survival, your only option for chemical treatment (with 
100% natural/wild materials) is passing the water through charcoal 
(black coals from your fire pit are fine) 

E. Solids are best REDUCED by employing a “sponge” layer, or cloth-like 
layer to pass the water through like a filter. A shirt, a sock top, or 
natural dry plant cordage fibers are all options. 

F. Static water sources will offer your greatest purification challenges in 
wilderness survival. High concentrations of amoeba and algae, waste 
products of microbes, and organic solids may make the water 
unpalatable even with boiling. In this case, treat for chemicals and 
solids as well.  



IV. Emergency Shelter 

A. Your shelter is never truly complete until there is an accompanying 
emergency signal, that being said; exposure comes first. 

B. Select an area as free as possible of environmental hazards such as; 
standing dead trees (“snags”), broken branches “hung up” above 
(“widow makers”), areas of rolling rock debris, within the high water 
line of riparian areas, along creek/riverbed walls that can collapse, 
etc.  

C. Use terrain/vegetation to your advantage. 

D. If possible, select an area immediately adjacent to a water source, 
with a good supply of fire wood 

E. Use the dominate wind direction to your advantage, and remember 
diurnal wind shifts. 

F. Natural Features first. 

G. Minimalist improvised areas; “hooch up”, double reflector walls. 

H. Lean-to: Back wall steeper than 45 degrees to shed water and snow 
weight. Side walls (if any), can be vertical. Reflector wall: as long as 
shelter opening and knee high or more. Vertical poles should be 
vertical to leaning in to the structure. 

I. A-frame: Based on a tri-pod structure. Side walls at 45-65 degree 
angle to shed water and snow weight. Front pole vertical to leaning in 
to the structure. The bottom of the long (main support bearing) pole 
should be elevated approx. 12” to save room. Reflector wall: as wide 
as the opening and at least knee high. 

J. Snow shelters are a unique and separate topic. They are primarily 
employed by mountaineers and snow sports enthusiasts, and a 
certain level of gear and dress are implied in their usage. 

K. In cold weather, have enough thatching between you and the ground 
until you no longer feel the ground. 

V. First Aid 

A. Official certification training in first aid or higher is recommended 



B. Customize your kit according to; pertinent personal needs, climate, 
and activity 

C. Torqued joints/muscles, blisters, exposure and cuts are the most 
common injuries/illnesses experienced 

D. Learn to improvise with common natural materials as well as hiking 
gear 

E. Study common local wild medicinal plants and their application 

F. Carry electrolytes. Sodium and potassium will be your primary 
concerns as they play the greatest role in hydration, however other 
useful electrolytes are: 

*Magnesium     *Calcium     *Bicarbonate   Look for a supplement with 
al 5 


