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Body of B.C. rescuer recovered
http://www.torontosun.com/2011/06/30/body-of-bc-rescuer-recovered
JUNE 30, 2011 KATIE SCHNEIDER AND MICHAEL WOOD, CALGARY SUN

Wilderness near Creston B.C

Search and rescue crews mourning one of their own resumed the difficult task of
recovering the body of their teammate who died while on the job near Creston, B.C.
They completed their grim job Thursday afternoon, recovering the body of 29-yearold Sheila Sweatman, a member of Nelson Search and Rescue killed while trying to
recover a vehicle submerged in a river south of Creston, B.C., about 500 km
southwest of Calgary.
“It is a tragic day for BC Volunteer Search and Rescue Team members from across
BC, who saw the loss of a teammate yesterday,” Cpl. Dan Moskaluk said in a press
release issued Thursday evening.
“The death of Sheilah Sweatman marks the first time in BC SAR history that one of
the province’s SAR volunteers was killed while in service. The RCMP and
communities across BC offer their sincerest condolences to her family and
coworkers.” Moskaluk said.
Sweatman and other members of her swift water rescue team responded to the
Goat River, just off Hwy. 21, to look for any occupants of the car.
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The woman, who had worked for the search and rescue crew team for two years,
fell overboard while helping to hook lines to the vehicle about 4:15 p.m. on
Wednesday.
She never resurfaced.
Don Bindon, president of the B.C. Search and Rescue Association, said the whole
organization is saddened for the loss, the first of its kind in its 20-year history.
“We can’t recall a time where one of our people has been fatally injured during one
of our operations,” he said.
“We feel terrible for this to have occurred.
“The work we do on behalf of British Columbians has some inherent risks.
“We do everything possible to mitigate those risks but we can never make them
zero, but accidents do happen.”
Upon recovering Sweatman, SAR team members then continued on with the task of
confirming whether there were any occupants in the submerged vehicle. Two local
tow trucks attended to assist in pulling the vehicle out of the river after SAR
technicians worked at securing the vehicle.
Sweatman, who was originally from Manitoba, lived in Ymir, a small community
near Nelson, B.C.
A family member contacted by the Sun said Sweatman’s family has gathered in
Winnipeg and were too shaken to comment on Thursday.
An autopsy expected to confirm the cause of Sweatman’s death is expected to be
completed by the B.C. Coroners Services on Monday.
— with files by Michael Wood

katie.schneider@sunmedia.ca

Twitter @SUNReporterKate

Sheilah Sweatman (A Real Hero) Memorial Page
November 15, 2012
A few tragic minutes on a rescue boat have rattled B.C.’s search-and-rescue
program and prompted calls from a grieving family for better equipment.
Search volunteer Sheilah Sweatman was killed when her leg became entangled in a
steel cable on a small boat in a river near Creston last year. Investigators
concluded that using the cable was hazardous, and her teammates lacked
equipment to rescue her once she was dragged into the water.
“The rescue boat and swimmers could not reach (Sweatman). There were no tools
available to cut the steel cable. (She) did not have the ability to self-rescue,” said
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the investigation report, obtained from WorkSafeBC through a freedom-ofinformation request.
Sweatman, a competent swift-water technician based in Nelson, made national
news when she drowned on June 29, 2011. RCMP announced she “fell” from the
boat, but the report found there was little she could have done to avoid the
disaster. The conclusions promise to influence a five-day coroner’s inquiry that
begins in Nelson on Monday. Sheilah’s father, Wynn Sweatman, who will attend the
hearing, believes failures in planning and equipment led to her death.
“This has been an awful 16 months for my family. We miss Sheesh every second of
every day. She was a powerhouse of energy and loved her work with SAR. For that
reason we are attempting now to raise awareness that SAR needs more funding,”
he said.
Sweatman, 29, was working on the Goat River south of Creston with a crew of SAR
techs as a member of the West Kootenay Regional Swiftwater Team. They were
trying to determine whether the body of a woman was submerged in a car that had
driven off Highway 21.
Sweatman volunteered to lead a two-person crew in an effort to hook a chain to the
overturned car’s undercarriage 80 metres downstream from a bridge so a tow truck
could haul out the vehicle.
She and Richard Szabo of Penticton were both trained and experienced in swiftwater rescues. However, the team’s rescue plan failed to account for a member
getting tangled in the steel cable. The only way members on shore could help was
by tossing ropes. They had no swim fins or power boat.
The 21-member team had assembled a rigging system with ropes and pulleys
across the river. Sweatman and Szabo sat in a two-pontoon raft that was tethered
to the main line by a second rope.
The tow-truck driver gave them a length of chain, a J-hook and a 50- foot coil of
steel cable, which they placed on the floor. After several attempts, Szabo attached
the J-hook to the submerged vehicle.
Szabo kept tension on the J-hook as Sweatman picked up the spool of cable and
began uncoiling it.
They were unaware the raft somehow became attached to the vehicle and the
vehicle started moving downriver.
The raft moved sideways and started to submerge. Sweatman changed position and
appeared to step inside or near the coil of steel cable.
Most of the raft submerged and part of the rope system broke.
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Both pontoons resurfaced. The cable came across Szabo, pinning him to the rear
seat as the car and raft moved downstream. The coils appeared to be unwinding
into the water. Sweatman stood up and called for help. The cable was wrapped
around her left leg.
She was pulled toward the back of the boat. Szabo wrapped himself around her as
the raft submerged from the back. The force of the submerged car transferred by
the cable was so strong, he was unable to hold her.
Sweatman held ropes trailing from the back end of the raft. She let go and floated
downstream with the submerged vehicle. Trees and debris appeared to pull her
underwater. She surfaced and went under several times.
The crew aboard a second raft tried to reach her but failed to navigate against the
strong current. Szabo cut the rigging from the front of his boat and rowed toward
her. The current kept him away.
Members on shore tossed throw ropes to her, but she couldn’t respond.
Two swimmers tried to reach her. Again the current was too strong.
Her body was recovered the next day — still tethered to the vehicle with the cable
wrapped around her leg. The missing woman’s body was found farther downstream.
The water level had dropped enough that SAR members could walk to her.
“Sheilah always felt recoveries were very important for a family’s peace of mind,”
Wynn said. “What were the rewards? If the missing person was in the car, another
day was not important.”
The project leader discussed the potential for entanglement, but Sweatman and
Szabo were told only to avoid putting their hands or feet in the coil. Investigators
said the planning oversight and lack of cutting tools cost Sweatman her life.

British Columbia Search and
Rescue Volunteer Memorial
June 29, 2011

Sheila Sweatman
June 29, 2011

Sheilah Sweatman, a Nelson Search
and Rescue Volunteer was participating
in an swift water response on the Goat
River near Creston, BC on June 29,
2011.
In the course of the rescue, Sheilah was
entrapped by a cable, and
drowned. She was 29.
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SARs teams take on the rushing water
HTTP://WWW.SQUAMISHCHIEF.COM/NEWS/LOCAL-NEWS/SARS-TEAMS-TAKE-ON-THE-RUSHINGWATER-1.1045052

SEPTEMBER 27, 2012 CHIEF STAFF / STAFF WRITER

Rescuers practiced searching submerged vehicles in Pemberton on Wednesday
(Sept. 26). Photo: Squamish Chief

Yesterday (Sept. 26), Sea to Sky emergency responders came face-to-face with
one of their most dreaded calls - people trapped in a submerged vehicle.
First responders and search and rescue volunteers participated in a course near
Pemberton, teaching them how to save people from vehicles caught in fast moving
water. It was the fist time such a course has been offered in Canada, stated a press
release issued by Raven Rescue, the swiftwater rescue training company that put
on the event.
"Rescuing people from a vehicle surrounded by fast-moving water is without a
doubt one of the most high-risk incidents that firefighters or search and rescue
members will ever face," executive director Walter Bucher said.
Last June, Nelson Search and Rescue volunteer Sheila Sweatman drowned while
attempting to search a vehicle in the Goat River. This solidified Bucher's resolve to
bring such training to Canada, he stated.
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The course took place at Rutherford Creek Whitewater Kayak Park near Pemberton.
Key partners in making the course a reality are the Squamish and Pemberton
search and rescue teams, Bucher noted.
"This would not have happened without Jim Douglas of Squamish SAR and Paul
Carus of Pemberton SAR," Bucher stated. "Their effort and dedication to this project
is an example of the selfless approach that characterizes so many SAR team
members in B.C."
Sea to Sky Ford in Squamish donated a car for the exercise.

Drowning video angers family at search and rescue inquest
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/drowning-video-angers-family-at-searchand-rescue-inquest-1.1251421

Nov 21, 2012

CBC News

Fellow volunteers 'complacent' alleges Sheilah Sweatman's brother
A video showing the drowning death of a B.C. search and rescue volunteer during a
recovery mission is provoking strong criticism by family members at the inquest
into her death.
Sheilah Sweatman, 29, died in 2011 while trying to retrieve the body of a woman in
a vehicle submerged in the Goat River, near Creston, B.C.
The video of her death
was shot by a
documentary TV crew
that was working on a
series on search and
rescue teams. It was
never aired on
television, but on
Tuesday it was
played at the coroner's
inquest investigating
her death.
It starts
Sheilah Sweatman, 29, was taking part in a recovery
with Sweatman, a swift
mission on the Goat River when she became tangled in
water expert, following
a steel cable in June, 2011.
instructions to hook a
(Knowledge Network)
steel cable onto the submerged vehicle.
The vehicle then shifts underwater, moving downstream and the raft Sweatman
stands on begins to sink. She is then seen bucked off the raft, her leg entangled in
the steel cable.
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The video shows Sweatman fighting for her life for more than five minutes as she
struggles to keep her head above water, while being dragged under by the cable
that tethered her to the sunken car.
Search and rescue volunteers can be seen trying to row to her, swim in her
direction and give her a rope, but nothing works before Sweatman slips below the
water a final time.
Her brother, Mark, was the only member of the Sweatman family who stayed in
court to watch the video.
He had harsh words for the volunteers who he said didn't do enough to save his
sister.
"No one had fins on. No one had a snorkel or a mask or anything of use. There was
no originality, there was no heroics. What I saw was a lot of complacent witnesses
standing around in very expensive gear."
On Wednesday, Search and Rescue personnel, who were also on scene, will testify
and give their version of what happened.
Media groups had pushed for the release of the 12-minute video of the 2011
recovery mission, but on Wednesday afternoon the coroner said the video would
not be released.
With files from the CBC's Bob Keating

SHEILAH LORRAINE WHEELER SWEATMAN
http://passages.winnipegfreepress.com/passage-details/id-180066/SWEATMAN_SHEILAH

BORN: FEB 08, 1982
DATE OF PASSING: MAR 29, 2011
SEND FLOWERS TO THE FAMILYOFFER CONDOLENCES OR MEMORY
SHEILAH LORRAINE WHEELER SWEATMAN February 8, 1982 - June 29, 2011
Teddi and Wynn Sweatman, and their children Tom, Megan, Mark and Victoria are
saddened beyond words to announce the loss of their precious daughter, Sheilah on
June 29, 2011. Sheesh was lost while participating in a Search and Rescue mission
in British Columbia while helping others. Her brother Tom, his wife Wendy and son
Donovan will miss her terribly. Sheilah was Donovan's godmother. They were in
touch a lot and shared every special family occasion together. Her sister Megan,
and her husband Jeff Holliday and their two young boys, Luke and Jace, loved
Sheilah. They visited often. She created a world of fantasy for the boys and adored
them. Her brother Mark was a kindred spirit in their sometimes unconventional and
imaginative approach to life. He and his partner, Lea Kovach, loved Sheesh and
shared wonderful times at the lake or on trips together. Victoria was Sheilah's
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younger sister and closest friend in the world. They talked all the time, made their
vacation plans together and supported one another with unconditional love.
Victoria's partner, Cliff Rediger, also loved Sheilah and supported their strong
relationship. Teddi and Wynn enjoyed thousands of outdoor adventures with
Sheilah including ski trips, dog sledding, running and days at the lake. She and
Teddi particularly enjoyed training for half marathons, shared knitting projects and
planned carpentry projects together. She and Wynn skied the trees and the moguls
as fast as they could, dog sledded and emulated the same passion for winter
outdoors. Sheilah was a constant in their lives and talked to them every day.
Sheilah also leaves behind her grandparents, Alan and Lorraine Sweatman, as well
as aunts and uncles: Alan (Sheilah's godfather), Paul (Cathi Moss), Margaret (Glenn
Buhr), Elizabeth and Scott (Linda Ostry) Sweatman. She grew up knowing all her
cousins through a determined family effort to rally around the cottage and special
family occasions. As a young girl she built forts with them at the lake, resurrected
old boats, bounced her cousins off the trampoline, swam and fished with them,
laughed and planned more adventures. Cheryl (Sheilah's godmother) and Bob
Moody are her very special aunt and uncle from the Wheeler side of the family;
something Sheilah felt so deeply about that she had her own name changed to
incorporate the Wheeler name. She adored her Gran, Muriel Wheeler. She teased
and stayed in touch with her cousins Robb and Chris Moody even over long periods
of absence from Winnipeg.
Sheilah demonstrated her independent streak very early in life. Not always easy to
manage, her teachers have remembered her for her strength of character, her
physical strength and her creative ability. In university she chose Fine Arts and
graduated with a body of work that is still representative of her wide use of various
mediums. Later she went to Nova Scotia Community College to become a carpenter
and earned credit there as the first woman carpenter hired by a local prominent
builder. They were glad it was Sheilah and said: She earned everyone's respect and
always did more than her share .
Sheilah was first at lots of things. She never waited for permission, never doubted
her ability to learn and always put forth maximum effort to do the best job possible.
She made the same commitment to carpentry, her art work and her enormous
interest in the outdoors. Her Art Works logo described her philosophy that art was a
way to touch or speak to the emotions of the viewer. She worked hard at combining
a talent for realism and function, while breaking the rigidity, and playing with the
medium to achieve movement, emotion and uniqueness. It was an early passion
that we believe was becoming known very widely. She had sold pieces all over
Canada and in the United States. Perhaps her best piece, entitled Finding Me, was
never sold because she donated it to The Children's Hospital Foundation of
Manitoba Inc. It was created from 500,000 jigsaw puzzle pieces and attracted
national attention.
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The Children's Director of Research described it as one of the most unique pieces he
had ever admired and said: From its first conception through to completion, your
originality shines through and you should be highly commended. Finding Me hangs
in the John Buhler Research Centre for all to admire. Her most recent medium was
to use Merino wool and silk and felt them into landscapes or abstracts that make
beautiful alternatives to the more rigid form of paintings.
She created soft, colourful scarves that blend art, form and function in an explosion
of colours, each expressing a different emotion. Sheilah's devotion to the outdoors
began as a child and continued through to her move to Nelson. She had lived on
the Prairies and loved them but also lived on both coast lines. Her favourite place in
the world was Lake of the Woods. She spent every summer of her life there and has
left samples of her art and carpentry all around the lake. She chose to live in the
Kootenays where she could pursue the outdoors. She was a fearless and
accomplished snowboarder, mountain bike rider, cross country enthusiast, rafter
and hiker.
Her love of the outdoors began in Winnipeg, raising and working with her beloved
Alaskan Malamutes. She and her entire family loved to dog sled. She was never
deterred by the cold and thrilled at the sights and sounds that were part of every
trip.
Rain or shine her memorial service will be outdoors! In Nelson she adopted an
abandoned cat, named him Bob Dylan and nurtured him into a great companion
and beautiful animal. From March of this year she was in love with Freya, her
German Shepherd pup, that Sheesh wanted to train for avalanche rescue missions.
Above all, Sheilah was dedicated to serving others. She worked at the Nelson
Animal Hospital where she began by doing entry level jobs but was soon integrated
into their whole operation, including assisting in the operating room. She took
home animals that needed special care and even adopted a big old dog, Sage, who
was not expected to live long but gave Sheilah nine months of pleasure and love in
return for her selfless attention to him. Of course, it was this same trait to serve
that led her to Search and Rescue where she volunteered and trained for nearly two
years. Sheilah thought it was important to help those who were in danger or had
been injured. She was dedicated to doing the right thing. Even “recovery” missions
were essential for the peace and comfort that could give to families. Ironically and
tragically Sheilah became a victim in a mission to recover someone she did not
know. She will be missed and loved by her parents, family and friends forever.
Sheilah’s memorial service will be outdoors at Fort Whyte Centre on Friday, July 8
at 5:00 p.m. There will be a second service for her in Nelson on or about July 18 to
22 to commemorate her selfless dedication to Nelson’s Search and Rescue. A fund
has been established with Fort Whyte Alive in Sheilah’s memory: The Sheilah
Sweatman Memorial Fund in support of (or for) wildlife habitat, outdoor recreation
and environmental education. In lieu of flowers, donations will be gratefully
received by Fort Whyte. DESJARDINS 233-4949 1-888-233-4949
As published in the Winnipeg Free Press on Jul 06, 2011
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Sweatman inquest set to begin Monday
http://www.nelsonstar.com/news/sweatman-inquest-set-to-begin-monday/

Nov 14th, 2012 GREG NESTEROFF

A coroner’s inquest into the death of Nelson
Search and Rescue volunteer Sheilah Sweatman
finally gets underway next week.
A coroner’s inquest into the death of Nelson
Search and Rescue volunteer Sheilah Sweatman
finally gets underway Monday, with her family
expecting to hear about mistakes in the recovery
mission that claimed her life.
“Our objective is clear: to get the reasons for this
loss made public so search and rescue and others
can avoid these things happening again,” her
father Wynn Sweatman told the Star from
Winnipeg, where the family lives.

ABOVE: Next week's inquest
into the death of Sheila
Sweatman is expected to
hear the results of several
separate investigations and
view video evidence.

Sheilah, 29, of Ymir, belonged to a swiftwater
team called out on June 29, 2011 to a bridge
south of Creston, where a car was submerged in
the Goat River. While trying to attach a tow chain
to the vehicle, she went overboard and didn’t
resurface. Her colleagues found her body the
following day.

BELOW: Sheilah's father
Wynn

The inquest is scheduled to last five days next
week at the Nelson courthouse.
Presiding coroner Matt Brown and a jury will hear
evidence from subpoenaed witnesses to determine
the facts surrounding Sweatman’s death and
make recommendations to prevent similar deaths.
Testimony will be heard Monday through Thursday
while Friday is reserved for jury deliberations.
The evidence is expected to include the results of
several separate investigations, including those by
WorkSafeBC and Emergency Management BC.
Wynn Sweatman, who has read the reports, said they draw the same broad
conclusions.
The inquest will also hear from witnesses and view video evidence — Sheilah’s
death occurred during filming of the reality show Callout: Search and Rescue, and
the tragedy was captured on film.
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“[We want] to identify what went wrong and who’s responsible,” Wynn said. “I
don’t mean that in a personal sense, but in a systemic sense.”
He anticipates witness testimony will reveal planning failures that led to his
daughter’s death and said it is potentially a “landmark case.” However, he added,
the family believes search and rescue’s work is important and deserves to be better
funded.
“We would really not like to hurt the search and rescue community but raise money
for them,” he said. “Sheilah was passionate about what she did and it’s important
work. Search and rescue needs way more financial support. We’re committed to
trying to help.”
To that end, the family plans to meet with MLA Michelle Mungall and other
politicians.
He noted that Central Okanagan search and rescue, which recently christened its
new rescue boat after Sheilah, previously only had a zodiac to patrol the whole of
Okanagan Lake — and it took a contest win to help replace it.
The inquest was originally scheduled to be held in June but was postponed “to
ensure availability of all required witnesses as well as counsel for parties with
standing,” according to the BC Coroners Service.
Sheilah’s parents, brothers, and one sister will be coming from Winnipeg,
Vancouver, and Belgium to attend the hearing.
“This has been an awful 16 months for my family,” Wynn said. “We miss Sheesh
every second of every day. She was a powerhouse of energy and loved her work
with search and rescue.”

Planning failure, lack of tools blamed for search and rescue
volunteer’s death
HTTP://WWW.VANCOUVERSUN.COM/PLANNING+FAILURE+LACK+TOOLS+BLAMED+SEARCH+RESCUE
+VOLUNTEER+DEATH/7556610/STORY.HTML

11.15.2012 DON PLANT, KELOWNA DAILY COURIER

A few tragic minutes on a rescue boat have rattled B.C.’s search-and-rescue
program and prompted calls from a grieving family for better equipment.
Search volunteer Sheilah Sweatman was killed when her leg became entangled in a
steel cable on a small boat in a river near Creston last year. Investigators
concluded that using the cable was hazardous, and her teammates lacked
equipment to rescue her once she was dragged into the water.
“The rescue boat and swimmers could not reach (Sweatman). There were no tools
available to cut the steel cable. (She) did not have the ability to self-rescue,” said
the investigation report, obtained from WorkSafeBC through a freedom-ofinformation request.
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Sheilah Sweatman
Sweatman, a competent swift-water technician based in Nelson, made national
news when she drowned on June 29, 2011. RCMP announced she “fell” from the
boat, but the report found there was little she could have done to avoid the
disaster. The conclusions promise to influence a five-day coroner’s inquiry that
begins in Nelson on Monday. Sheilah’s father, Wynn Sweatman, who will attend the
hearing, believes failures in planning and equipment led to her death.
“This has been an awful 16 months for my family. We miss Sheesh every second of
every day. She was a powerhouse of energy and loved her work with SAR. For that
reason we are attempting now to raise awareness that SAR needs more funding,”
he said.
Sweatman, 29, was working on the Goat River south of Creston with a crew of SAR
techs as a member of the West Kootenay Regional Swiftwater Team. They were
trying to determine whether the body of a woman was submerged in a car that had
driven off Highway 21.
Sweatman volunteered to lead a two-person crew in an effort to hook a chain to the
overturned car’s undercarriage 80 metres downstream from a bridge so a tow truck
could haul out the vehicle.
She and Richard Szabo of Penticton were both trained and experienced in swiftwater rescues. However, the team’s rescue plan failed to account for a member
getting tangled in the steel cable. The only way members on shore could help was
by tossing ropes. They had no swim fins or power boat.
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The 21-member team had assembled a rigging system with ropes and pulleys
across the river. Sweatman and Szabo sat in a two-pontoon raft that was tethered
to the main line by a second rope.
The tow-truck driver gave them a length of chain, a J-hook and a 50- foot coil of
steel cable, which they placed on the floor. After several attempts, Szabo attached
the J-hook to the submerged vehicle.
Szabo kept tension on the J-hook as Sweatman picked up the spool of cable and
began uncoiling it.
They were unaware the raft somehow became attached to the vehicle and the
vehicle started moving downriver.
The raft moved sideways and started to submerge. Sweatman changed position and
appeared to step inside or near the coil of steel cable.
Most of the raft submerged and part of the rope system broke.
Both pontoons resurfaced. The cable came across Szabo, pinning him to the rear
seat as the car and raft moved downstream. The coils appeared to be unwinding
into the water. Sweatman stood up and called for help. The cable was wrapped
around her left leg.
She was pulled toward the back of the boat. Szabo wrapped himself around her as
the raft submerged from the back. The force of the submerged car transferred by
the cable was so strong, he was unable to hold her.
Sweatman held ropes trailing from the back end of the raft. She let go and floated
downstream with the submerged vehicle. Trees and debris appeared to pull her
underwater. She surfaced and went under several times.
The crew aboard a second raft tried to reach her but failed to navigate against the
strong current. Szabo cut the rigging from the front of his boat and rowed toward
her. The current kept him away.
Members on shore tossed throw ropes to her, but she couldn’t respond.
Two swimmers tried to reach her. Again the current was too strong.
Her body was recovered the next day — still tethered to the vehicle with the cable
wrapped around her leg. The missing woman’s body was found farther downstream.
The water level had dropped enough that SAR members could walk to her.
“Sheilah always felt recoveries were very important for a family’s peace of mind,”
Wynn said. “What were the rewards? If the missing person was in the car, another
day was not important.”
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The project leader discussed the potential for entanglement, but Sweatman and
Szabo were told only to avoid putting their hands or feet in the coil. Investigators
said the planning oversight and lack of cutting tools cost Sweatman her life.

Sweatman inquest begins Monday at Nelson Courthouse
http://castlegarsource.com/news/sweatman-inquest-begins-monday-nelson-courthouse21995#.WWrknYjyuUl

Nov 17 2012 by Nelson Daily Staff

The family of Sheilah Sweatman, seen during the memorial at the Lakeside
Fields in July 2011, plan to be back in Nelson to attend the BC Coroners
inquest. — The Nelson Daily file photo

The BC Coroners inquest into the tragic death of Sheilah Lorraine Sweatman begins
at 9:30 a.m. Monday at the Nelson Courthouse.
The inquest was originally scheduled to begin in June but was postponed to ensure
availability of all required witnesses, including counsel for parties with standing.
Sweatman, 29, died while performing a recovery operation with the Swift Water
Rescue division within the Nelson Search and Rescue unit, June 29, 2011, on the
Goat River near Creston.
The Nelson Search and Rescue unit was called to carry out an examination of the
vehicle to determine if there were any occupants in the submerged vehicle.
The vehicle, thought to that of a missing woman was located submerged in the
Goat River just off Highway 21, south of Creston.
PSDiver Magazine

www.PSDiver.com

Page 14

Sheilah Sweatman

06-29-2011

PSDiver Magazine

At about 4:15 p.m. during the course of their search efforts, utilizing swift water
line equipment and a swift watercraft, Sweatman went overboard into the river and
did not surface.
Presiding coroner Matt Brown and a jury will hear evidence from subpoenaed
witnesses to determine the facts surrounding this death.
While the jury may not, by law, make any findings of legal responsibility, it will
have the opportunity to make recommendations aimed at preventing deaths under
similar circumstances in the future.
An inquest is a formal process that allows for public presentation of evidence
relating to a death.
The death of Sheilah Sweatman marked the first time in B.C. SAR history that one
of the province’s volunteers was killed while in service.
On July 23, 2011, in Nelson more than 1,000 SARS, police and fire department
members from throughout the province and northern United States attended a
memorial to show support for Sweatman.

UPDATED: Sweatman ‘never backed down’

http://www.nelsonstar.com/news/updated-sweatman-never-backed-down/
Nov 19th, 2012 GREG NESTEROFF
The inquest into the death of Nelson Search and Rescue volunteer Sheilah
Sweatman opened Monday with an emotional statement from her mother.
The coroner’s inquest into the death of Nelson Search and Rescue volunteer Sheilah
Sweatman opened Monday with an emotional statement from her mother, who
described her “fierce but tender daughter.”
Through tears, Teddi Sweatman told the five-man, two-woman jury and a packed
courtroom that Sheilah was “a strong-willed, dedicated” search and rescue member
with “tremendous courage to face any physical or moral challenge.”
Sheilah, 29, drowned in the Goat River south of Creston on June 29, 2011 while
trying to recover a submerged car. The inquest, before presiding coroner Matt
Brown is hearing evidence to determine the circumstances around Sweatman’s
death to make recommendations to prevent similar deaths.
Testimony is scheduled through Thursday, while Friday has been set aside for jury
deliberations.
Teddi Sweatman shared pictures of her daughter with the jury — a portrait was
placed on an easel near their box — and provided them with a booklet with pictures
of her house, garden, and examples of her artwork.
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Teddi Sweatman (centre) is seen with her husband and son during the
memorial service for her daughter in Nelson in July 2011. Teddi told a
coroner's jury today Sheilah loved a challenge.

Teddi said it was “extremely important to tell about the vibrant and talented,
strong-willed woman she was.” She said Sheilah was filled with “passion and
compassion, and full of ideas and desire.”
Born in Winnipeg, Sheila was the fourth of five children. An active outdoorswoman,
she loved the mountains and came to BC after university, living first at Big White
and Vernon before coming to the West Kootenay.
She worked part-time at Nelson Animal Hospital, and became a member of Nelson
Search and Rescue almost as soon as she arrived. It quickly became a big part of
her life, her mother said.
“She loved a challenge and never backed down from anything.”
Teddi told the inquest when her husband spoke with Sheilah the day before the
tragic mission, she didn’t express any reservations about it.
They learned of her death when a police officer knocked on their door at 4 a.m.

WorkSafeBC investigator defends report
The bulk of the day was spent hearing testimony from WorkSafeBC investigator
Nigel Corduff, whose report concluded Sheilah died after her leg became tangled in
a steel rigging cable. She was pulled from her raft by the submerged car.
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The report concludes the rescue plan was inadequate because there was no
provision to rescue someone who got caught in the cable.
Corduff testified that when the vehicle was eventually removed several days later,
the river level was much lower and a nylon strap cable was attached to the vehicle.
He said the recovery procedure was discussed so there would be no handling of
steel chain.
Asked if the nylon cable was available
to searchers on the day of
Sweatman’s death, Corduff said yes
— but was not asked to explain why
the steel cable was used instead.
Corduff was also asked if he had any
recommendations to prevent such a
tragedy. He said the operation’s
planning was flawed, but could have
been improved with a hazard
checklist — had search members seen
the cable hazard in writing, it might
have changed the outcome, he
suggested.
During cross-examination, lawyer
Cameron Ward, who is representing
the Sweatman family, cited a policy
that stated Emergency Management
BC could not authorize search and
rescue volunteers to recover human
remains, and therefore they should not have been on the water.
He also questioned the urgency of the operation given that water levels were about
to drop. Corduff says he never received a satisfactory explanation, but noted one
searcher felt “disheartened” to discover two weeks later that he could have walked
across the river.
Ward asked why an RCMP dive team did not attend the site. Corduff said he was
told no one was close by, and further it was an “inappropriate environment” for
divers given the shallowness and opaqueness of the water.
Ward said he expects evidence later in the inquest from another expert who
disagreed with two of Corduff’s conclusions, and questioned the deliberate use of
weaker rope to keep Sweatman’s cararaft in place, as well as the use of video
cameras in the operation.
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However, Corduff stood by his findings, saying he questioned how much the other
expert knew about the case. He said the rope system’s failure was a “large
concern” from the outset of their investigation, but all members of the search team
recounted the same philosophy for its use.
He also said there was no incentive to provide more dramatic footage as part of a
reality TV show and it provided searchers a change to review their activities.
“Rather than a hindrance to safety, the mere fact we have shows what a benefit
cameras can be,” Corduff testified. He said the video does not show the actual
tasks being performed any differently than would be expected.
Ward also suggested Sweatman’s colleagues may have given up too soon in
attempting to rescue her, but Corduff also rejected this, noting some people
resisted when the stand-down order came.
The testimony is being led by inquest counsel John Orr. Emergency Management
BC, WorkSafeBC, and Search and Rescue also have legal representation.
A schedule provided by the BC Coroners Service says Tuesday’s witnesses will
include several search and rescue members and RCMP officers, as well as video
taken of the incident. A pathologist and toxicologist will testify Wednesday, along
with Sheila’s colleague on the raft, and the tow truck driver. Emergency
management personnel will take the stand Friday, and then Sheilah’s father Wynn
will conclude the testimony.

B.C. inquest hears evidence in the drowning of searchrescue official
http://globalnews.ca/news/310498/b-c-inquest-hears-evidence-in-the-drowning-of-searchrescue-official-2/

November 20, 2012 By Bruce Fuhr The Nelson Daily

The drowning of a volunteer search-and-rescue official in British Columbia’s
Kootenay region last year can be blamed on poor planning and inadequate
equipment, a coroner’s inquest has heard.
Testimony examining the June 2011 death of 29-year-old Sheilah Lorraine
Sweatman began Monday in Nelson, B.C.
Sweatman, a member of a swift-water, search-and-rescue team, drowned in
the Goat River south of Creston, B.C., while trying to recover a submerged car
and determine if there was anybody inside.
A WorkSafeBC report has already found Sweatman got caught up in a steel
cable and was dragged under the water to her death.
“The rescue plan was not adequate in the Sheilah Sweatman accident,”
WorkSafeBC investigator Nigel Corduff told the inquiry.
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Corduff said a pre-planning report should have been used before the rescue
team began the recovery operation, and the document would have suggested
the steel cable would not be the best method for a successful recovery.
The inquest also heard there was no way of saving Sweatman, a native of
Winnipeg, Man., because there was no equipment available in the boat to cut
the cable.
In fact, the inquest heard that a nylon rope was used to successfully remove
the vehicle from the river one day after Sweatman’s death.
During the inquest’s morning session, Sweatman’s mother, Terri Sweatman,
gave a tearful, emotional statement, while a portrait of her daughter was
easily visible near the jury box.
She described Sheilah as the fourth of five Sweatman children, a “ fierce but
tender daughter,” who was a “strong-willed, dedicated” member of the local
search-and-rescue team.
She said her daughter had “tremendous courage to face any physical or moral
challenge.”
Testimony is scheduled through Thursday, with Friday set aside for jury
deliberations.
Remaining witnesses include several search-and-rescue members, RCMP
officers, a pathologist and a toxicologist along with Sheila’s colleague on the
raft and the tow-truck driver.
Emergency management personnel and Sheilah’s father, Wynn, are also
expected to testify. (The Nelson Daily)

Jury at B.C. Coroners inquest of Sheilah Sweatman makes
nine recommendations
http://boundarysentinel.com/news/jury-bc-coroners-inquest-sheilah-sweatman-makes-ninerecommendations-22098#.WWrjdIjyuUl

Nov 24 2012 by Bruce Fuhr

After deliberating most of the day, a seven-member jury handed down a list of nine
recommendations at the B.C. Coroners inquest into the death of swift water search
and rescue volunteer Sheilah Lorraine Wheeler Sweatman Saturday at the Nelson
Courthouse.
The recommendations ranged from asking Emergency Management British
Columbia (EMBC) expand the existing Swift Water Task Force to developing
universal standards for swift water rescue and recovery equipment to swift water
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teams using only their own equipment during search and rescue operations
whenever possible.
“We’re happy with the recommendations . . . we’re happy to have them completed
and I feel (family) can now begin to move forward,” Sheilah’s father Wynn told
media outside the Nelson Courthouse.
“It’s been a really hard week in many ways. From an emotional point of view we’ve
taken a step back a year in terms of coping with this loss. The jury was very
thorough and always very attentive through the process so to that degree we were
satisfied.”
Sweatman, 29, died while performing a recovery operation with the Swift Water
Rescue division within the Nelson Search and Rescue unit, June 29, 2011, on the
Goat River near Creston.

The brother of Sheilah Sweatman clutches a photo while leaving the courtroom
Saturday. —Bruce Fuhr photo

The Nelson Search and Rescue unit was called to carry out an examination of the
vehicle to determine if there were any occupants in the submerged vehicle located
by a passing canoeist.
The vehicle, thought to that of a missing woman was located submerged a 100
meters north of the Goat River Bridge on Highway 21.
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The WorkSafeBC report said Sweatman was on the Cataraft when the Winnipeg
native was pulled into the water before becoming entangled in steel cable and
drowning in the river.
“No,” said Wynn Sweatman when the question of why the jury didn’t recommend
rejecting the use of steel cable was asked.
“I think you do have to rely on the experts and there was a mention (swift water
teams) must use their own equipment and the risk assessment be much greater
and standards be higher . . . the interagency communications be much more
specific.”
“In one way or another all of those things contributed to Sheilah’s loss,” Wynn
Sweatman added.
While jury recommendations, by law, are not binding, the suggestions will give the
respective associations like EMBC, RCMP and B.C. SARS guidelines to, maybe not
re-invent the wheel, but help fix the process.
“We’re going to examine all nine of these (recommendations) and implement as
many as we can, as quickly as we can,” said B.C. Search and Rescue Association
President Don Bindon.
“Some require additional planning,” Bindon adds. “Some of them require the
assistance of a number of other agencies and people. Of course we just can’t make
that automatically happen.”
“But those we can do unilaterally and quickly we’ll begin with those right away.”
The inquest was originally scheduled for five days, but needed a sixth day as well
as many late sittings during the week to conclude business.
Friday, the inquest completed its list of witnesses late into the evening with Wynn
Sweatman giving an emotional plea to the jury.
Saturday, presiding coroner Matthew Brown charged the jury before sequestering
the five men, two-women panel to an adjacent room to make recommendations.
“I think the jury heard a lot of evidence during the course of this week and provided
some recommendations to help the SAR community move forward,” Brown said
following the inquest.
“My hope was that at the end of this the family would have some additional
answers.
“Certainly from those involved it was certainly a very emotional time for everyone.
Not only the family but for SAR members involved who were friends and colleagues
of Sheilah.”
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B.C. Coroner's inquest recommendations
http://thenelsondaily.com/news/bc-coroners-inquest-recommendations22102#.WWrjqYjyuUl
November 25 2012 by Nelson Daily Staff

Jury makes nine recommendations into death of Sheilah Sweatman. —Bruce Fuhr
file photo

A seven-member jury spent most of Saturday at the Nelson Courthouse
determining what recommendations to hand down at the B.C. Coroner's inquest
into the death of swift water search and rescue volunteer Sheilah Lorraine Wheeler
Sweatman.
Below is the detailed list of those recommendations from the B.C. Coroner’s inquest
at the Nelson Courthouse November 19-24 into the death of search and rescue
volunteer on the Goat River near Creston on June 29, 2011 at 16:40 hours.
Jury Recommendations:
To: Emergency Management British Columbia (EMBC) and the British Columbia
Search and Rescue Association (BCSARA)
1. That Emergency Management British Columbia (EMBC) expand the
existing Swift Water Task Force to include members of search and rescue
operations as well as the RCMP, BC River Guides Association, BC River
Outfitters Association, WorkSafe BC and any other appropriate stakeholders.
2. That EMBC and British Columbia Search and Rescue Association
(BCSARA) develop universal standards for swift water rescue and recovery
PSDiver Magazine

www.PSDiver.com

Page 22

Sheilah Sweatman

06-29-2011

PSDiver Magazine

training to ensure consistent language and training applications. These
universal standards would require all swift water training providers to
conform to these prescribed standards.
3. That EMBC and BCSARA develop universal standards for swift water
rescue and recovery equipment.
4. That an audit be conducted of all Search and Rescue (SAR) communities
by BCSARA to ensure that each SAR community has the required equipment
(including personal protective equipment) and training for their respective
communities based on their unique areas. Where it is determined that there
is a lack of the required equipment and/or training for that area, immediate
consultation with BCSARA and EMBC must occur to determine steps to obtain
the equipment and/or training with the goal of safety of all SAR members in
BC.
5. That EMBC review and evaluate funding models to better support SAR
operations, training and equipment similar to Volunteer Fire Departments’
funding.
6. That Swift Water teams use only their own equipment during search and
rescue operations whenever possible. If any unfamiliar equipment is
introduced into a task, a proper risk assessment must be completed. The
appropriate tools for self-rescue and companion rescue must be immediately
accessible.
7. That the Volunteer Policy and Procedures Manual specifically the policy
for “Utilization of SAR Volunteers for SAR Activities Policy” be reviewed by
EMBC to clarify and amend, where required, the roles and responsibilities of
varying agencies involved in SAR activities. These groups include, but are not
limited to SAR, Policing agencies, Coroner, Parks Canada, BC Ambulance and
Fire Services.
8. That during an operation, a specific Safety Officer be designated
whenever possible. This Safety Officer’s position will be their sole function.
9. That EMBC with the assistance of the SAR stakeholders develop a
standardized risk assessment tool for use in Swift Water operations.
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Sheilah Sweatman
Search and Rescue, February 8,
1982 – June 29, 2011
http://www.bcsara.com/service/sheilahsweatman/
Sheilah was a powerful force with a
generous heart. She was tenacious, talented, creative, and courageous.
With her humour, candour, independence and genuine compassion she inspired
people from coast to coast.
Born in Winnipeg, Manitoba as the fourth of five children to Wynn and Teddi
Sweatman, Sheilah was the heart and soul of her family. At their cottage at Lake of
the Woods, Sheilah became the adventurous guide for her siblings Tom, Victoria,
Mark, and Megan. In years to come as Auntie Sheilah, she created a world of magic
and wonder for her nieces and nephews.
With a degree in Fine Arts from the University of Manitoba, Sheilah was a prolific
artist working in many mediums. Her work is celebrated in public and private
collections through Canada and the US. Sheilah challenged gender traditions and
became a skilled carpenter in Bridgewater, Nova Scotia and worked as a trades
woman across Canada. She merged her technical abilities with her creativity in
constantly exploring new ideas and working on projects from paintings, to carvings,
to furniture.
Sheilah was an avid outdoors woman
and made her home in the Selkirk
Mountains near Nelson BC. As a
mountain enthusiast she was a
snowboarder, mountain biker, rafter,
hiker, and was training for her first
triathlon.

Sheilah Lorraine Wheeler Sweatman

Sheilah worked at the Animal Hospital
and fostered several furry friends. She
was training her puppy Freya to be a
search dog with the Canadian
Avalanche Rescue Dog Association.
Within a couple years of joining Nelson Search and Rescue, Sheilah became a
highly accomplished and committed member and was on every speciality team. In
addition to Ground Search and Rescue, Sheilah trained hard as a Rope Team
Member, Boat Team Member, Swiftwater Rescue Technician, Team Leader, First Aid
Responder with OFA3, and Organized Avalanche Response Team Member with
Avalanche Skills Training 2 and Avalanche Technician Level 1. Sheilah’s skills were
matched by her determination, strength, ferocious spirit, kindness, and the best
bear hugs imaginable.
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While on a search and recovery call out at the Goat River near Creston, Sheilah
drowned when she became entrapped by a cable. Sheilah’s passing is the first line
of duty death of a Ground Search and Rescue volunteer on an operational task in
British Columbia.
Central Okanagan SAR named their rescue boat SWEATMAN in Hounour and
Memory of Sheilah Sweatman.
Nelson Search and Rescue continues to remember her by landscaping a garden
area around Sheilah’s Monument, a cairn inspired sculpture assembled from rocks
brought by search and rescue teams from throughout the province and beyond.
With this, Sheilah continues to inspire courage, kindness, service, sacrifice, and
guides our way.
The Sheilah Sweatman Gymnasium at Queenston School in Winnipeg, Manitoba was
constructed and named in Sheilah’s memory, and a domed window at the entrance
reflects her signature onto the ground. Sheilah continues to be a role model
inspiring students with her commitment to helping others.
Donations can be made in Sheilah’s memory to The Sheilah Sweatman Memorial
Fund in support of wildlife habitat, outdoor recreation and environmental education
with Fort Whyte Alive in Winnipeg, Manitoba.
Facebook Memorial Page
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An Inquest was held at

Nelson Courthouse

, in the municipality of

in the Province of British Columbia, on the following dates
before:

_N_e_l_so_n________

November 19-24, 2012

-------~-------------

Matthew Brown

into the death of

File No.:2011:0422:0039

, Presiding Coroner,

SWEATMAN

Sheilah Lorraine

Wheeler

29

~-------~~--~------------~

(Last Name, First Name, Middle Name)

D

Male ~ Female

(Age)

The following findings were made:

Date and Time of Death:

Place of Death:

1640 hrs

June 29, 2011

---~----------------------------

110M North of Goat River Bridge on Hwy 21

Creston/BC

(Location)

(Municipality/Province)

Medical Cause of Death:
(1) Immediate Cause of Death:

a)

Drowning

Due to or as a consequence of
Antecedent Cause if any:

b)

Entrapped under water

Due to or as a consequence of
Giving rise to the immediate
cause (a) above, stating
underlving cause last.

c)

Leg entangled by steel cable

(2) Other Significant Conditions
Contributing to Death:

Classification of Death:

~ Accidental

The above verdict certified by the Jury on the

D

Homicide

24th

Matthew Brown
Presiding Coroner's Printed Name
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VERDICT AT CORONERS INQUEST
FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS AS A RESULT OF THE
CORONER'S INQUEST INTO THE DEATH OF

File No.:2011:0422:0039

Sheilah Lorraine Wheeler

SWEATMAN

GIVEN NAMES

SURNAME

PARTIES INVOLVED IN THE INQUEST:
Presiding Coroner:

Matthew Brown

Inquest Counsel:

John Orr

Court Reporting/Recording Agency:

Verbatim Words West Ltd.

Participants/Counsel:

Family/Cameron Ward, Emergency Management of British
Columbia/Richard Meyer, Worksafe BC/Scott Nielsen and Search and
Rescue of British Columbia/John Bethell.

The Sheriff took charge of the jury and recorded 19 exhibits. 20 witnesses were duly sworn and testified

PRESIDING CORONER'S COMMENTS:
The following is a brief summary of the circumstances of the death as set out in the evidence presented to the jury
at the inquest. The following summary of the evidence as presented at the inquest is to assist the reader to more
fully understand the Verdict and Recommendations of the jury. This summary is not intended to be considered
evidence nor is it intended in any way to replace the jury's verdict.

The jury heard that at the time of her death, Sheilah Lorraine Wheeler Sweatman was a member of the
Nelson Search and Rescue (SAR) involved in the search for a missing person on June 29, 2011. The jury
heard that SAR groups are located throughout the province of British Columbia and fall under the
Provincial Emergency Program (PEP) that exists as part of Emergency Management British Columbia
(EMBC) under the Ministry of Justice. SAR members are unpaid volunteers whose funding and training
is provided by the British Columbia Search and Rescue Association which is a non-profit society
registered in 2002. SAR members are trained for specific specialties such as avalanche response,
helicopter-assisted rescues and in this case, swiftwater rescue.
On June 28, 2011, the RCMP attended the Goat River Bridge and noted markings on the concrete
abutment and other physical evidence suggestive of a vehicle going into the Goat River. The RCMP
surmised that a vehicle belonging to a person reported missing may have entered the water and they
contacted EMBC to request assistance from SAR as per the normal procedures when requesting SAR
assistance. Over the course of the evening, a team of 21 SAR members were called out with the plan to
attend the area the following morning. An RCMP officer testified that during a search of the surrounding
area, a white bumper was found down river consistent with the vehicle suspected to be in the river. A
helicopter search of the area did not find any evidence of the missing person.
The jury heard that a member of the RCMP Dive Team was contacted to determine if they could assist in
the search. The officer gave evidence that the dive team was not able to assist at the time as there was no
one in the area. The officer also testified that they would also not have assisted because the current was
too strong for their divers based on the initial information he was provided. The officer testified that
certain factors such as water speed, depth and temperature are considerations for them when assessing a
dive task. In addition, consideration would be given to other risk factors such as debris in the water and
in this case, the vehicle in the water that could move or shift.
Of the 21 SAR members, 10 were trained Ground Search and Rescue Technicians (GSAR) while the
remaining 11 had been trained in swiftwater rescue. Nine of these had achieved level 3 designation, one
had level 1 designation and the Site Leader was a Master Swiftwater Instructor and had a number of rope
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and rigging certifications. Certification for swiftwater rescue is recognized by the International Rescue
Instructors Authority (IRIA). The jury heard that almost all members involved in the task were trained by
the Site Leader who was certified by a Senior Certifying Instructor and current president of Rescue
Canada, one of several companies that provide training and certification for SAR members. The jury
heard that Miss Sweatman was trained in swiftwater rescue between May and June of 2010.
On the morning of June 29, 2011, the GSAR and swiftwater/flood rescue (SFR) members travelled to the
Goat River Bridge in Creston and began their planning and coordination of the proposed task. While the
group underwent their planning, the RCMP was advised that a canoeist observed what appeared to be an
overturned vehicle approximately 80 meters downstream from the Goat River Bridge. The jury heard that
this was further noted by a disturbance in the flow of the river in the area where the canoeist noted the
vehicle.
The jury heard that plans for such tasks are done in a collaborative fashion with the entire SAR group but
ultimately, the responsibility for the carrying out the task is that of the Site Leader. This planning phase
was characterized as a "democracy" by members of the SAR group such that each member had an
opportunity to provide input into the task drawing from their training and experience.
The jury heard that the plan was to have two SFR technicians in a tethered duel-pontoon unpowered raft
(referred to as a Cataraft) tethered to a rope and rigging system called a tension diagonal. This system
consisted of three lines which allowed the Cataraft to move from one side of the river to the other as well
as up and down the river. On either side of the river were teams comprised of SFR members with an
assigned team leader for each team. The role of each team was to set-up the rope and rigging system on
either side of the river following which each team would work in conjunction with the two technicians on
the Cataraft to help move the Cataraft over top of the vehicle in the river through the use of the pulley
system. The jury heard that because of the distance across the river, two ropes were used as the mainline
as the group did not have one long enough to reach across
This rigging system was felt to be strong enough for the two technicians on the Cataraft and they would
be able to position themselves over the submerged vehicle and use a pole-mounted camera to look inside
the vehicle. If the person was found in the vehicle, the plan was for a tow truck to be used to pull the
vehicle from the water. Miss Sweatman was the Team Leader for the Cataraft Team attached to the
tension diagonal. She was experienced in operating the Cataraft; however, the Crewmember with her had
only been a passenger in previous tasks and had not operated a Cataraft in river conditions. While he had
experience rowing, he was not certified to operate a Cataraft.
The jury heard that once in the water, the Cataraft team moved to the right side of the river and attached
themselves to the pulley system and tag line. A second Cataraft referred to as a rescue boat entered the
water at the same time and set itself up downriver. The Site Leader was positioned on the bridge at the
time of the exercise. Communication between the teams and the Site Leader was done through hand-held
radios and hand signals.
The jury heard that several attempts were made by the Cataraft team to move in position above the
vehicle; however, all attempts were unsuccessful largely because of the strong current. The Cataraft team
determined that the vehicle was upside down with the roof caved in and that it was positioned with the
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engine facing upstream; viewing directly inside the vehicle to determine if there was someone in it was
not possible.
The jury heard that the SFR group requested a tow truck be brought to the area to facilitate removal of the
vehicle from the river. The tow truck operator testified that he provided a length of chain and hooks, a Jhook with chain attached, connecting clevises, and a 50-foot coil of wire rope; all items were made of
steel. The SFR teams agreed on a plan that included the following: that the Cataraft Team (i.e. Miss
Sweatman and the Crewmember) would be brought out to where the vehicle was again and attempt to
secure a length of the chain to the undercarriage of the vehicle; then, connect one end of the 50-foot steel
cable to the chain with a shackle clevis to ensure that the chain and hook would not be lost if dropped in
an attempt; attach a rope throwbag to the opposite end of the steel cable; throw the throwbag to the SFR
and GSAR members on the right side of the river who would pull the throw line and steel cable and then
attach the steel cable to the tow truck which would then pull the vehicle from the river.
The jury heard from several members of the SFR team during the inquest as well as the Site Leader.
Members testified that the steel cable was an unfamiliar tool to all members with the exception of the Site
Leader who had used this during a previous activity. Members of the group testified that there was no
equipment on site to self-rescue (i.e. cut through the steel cable) in the event that something went wrong;
there was also no tool such as a bolt cutter on the tow truck either. Upon questioning of the witnesses,
evidence was given that there was no safety plan in place to deal with the steel cable nor was this
considered in the planning with the introduction of the steel cable.
The jury heard that the chain and steel cable were placed on the floor of the Cataraft near Miss
Sweatman's legs. The Cataraft entered the water in the same fashion as done previously and attached to
the pulley system on the right side of the river. When they were positioned over the vehicle, the jury
heard that both Miss Sweatman and the Crewmember attempted to attach the chain to the vehicle but
were unsuccessful due to the strong current of the river. The Site Leader testified that the strong current
and the depth of the vehicle made this operation difficult.
The jury heard that the Cataraft Team returned to the right side of the river and on this occasion, the chain
was replaced with the J-hook and chain with a new plan which was to attach the J-hook to the vehicle.
When they returned above the vehicle, the Crewmember was able to attach the J-hook to the vehicle.
Once completed, the Crewmember radioed to the Site Leader that they were going to connect the cable to
throwbag and move away from the vehicle which the Site Leader approved. The Crewmember held onto
the J -hook while Miss Sweatman picked up the steel cable and began to uncoil it. The Cataraft began to
shift and move slightly downstream turning partially sideways and moments later, the Cataraft turned
fully sideways and began to submerge in the river.
The jury heard that the tension diagonal was stretched and the Cataraft continued to submerge further and
shortly after, the tension diagonal system broke. During this process of the Cataraft submerging and
pivoting very sharply, the jury heard that the steel cable that had been in the Cataraft wrapped around
Miss Sweatman's leg when standing at the backend of the Cataraft. The Crewmember testified that he
held onto Miss Sweatman for a period of time but as the Cataraft continued to submerge in the river Miss
Sweatman was pulled from the Cataraft, he was no longer able to hold on. She held onto ropes connected
to the Cataraft but eventually let go of those and began to float downstream connected to the vehicle by
the steel cable wrapped around her leg.
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The jury heard that the GSAR and SFR members discussed options to attempt a rescue. Both the Cataraft
rescue boat and the previously submerged Cataraft boat operated by the Crewmember attempted to move
to Miss Sweatman but the current was too strong and pushed both of them away and down river. SFR
members attempted to use throw ropes with no success and one SFR member attempted to swim to her
but was pushed downstream by the current. Further rescue attempts were called off and Miss Sweatman
was presumed drowned; she was recovered the following day.
The jury heard that the two technicians on the Cataraft, including Miss Sweatman were both trained in,
and familiar with the rope system being employed. The ropes used were designed for river use and could
be cut with a standard knife. The entire operation was considered to be a training exercise and was filmed
by cameras supplied by a television production firm. As well, a helmet fitted with a camera was worn by
Miss Sweatman who was the Team Leader on her Cataraft. The jury viewed the entire video for the
purposes of the inquest.
The jury heard that there are several principles referred to as "Absolutes" that were developed by the
IRIA; these are standard operating procedures to be used in operations similar to this one. Among the 13
Absolutes are the following; "Never operate in swiftwater/flood conditions that you are not prepared to
self-rescue; never tie into a rope system without personal release capability; always look around and
assess the moving water environment before initiating a task' and always have a backup plan".
As mentioned earlier, the jury heard that the tension diagonal system broke which, during testimony, one
of the Team Leader's stated that this was in part because the knot created by the two ropes being
connected created a weakness in the system. Further, when the boat began to submerge, it increased a
load on the line. Evidence provided by an investigator from Worksafe BC indicated that the rope system
was overloaded because of the strong water current against the submerged Cataraft as well as the pulling
action of the vehicle.
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Pursuant to Section 38 of the Coroners Act, the following recommendations are forwarded to the Chief Coroner of
the Province of British Columbia for distribution to the appropriate agency:

JURY RECOMMENDATIONS:

To:

Emergency Management British Columbia (EMBC) and the British Columbia Search and Rescue
Association (BCSARA)

1.

That Emergency Management British Columbia (EMBC) expand the existing Swift Water Task
Force to include members of search and rescue operations as well as the RCMP, BC River Guides
Association, BC River Outfitters Association, Worksafe BC and any other appropriate
stakeholders.
Presiding Coroner Comment: The jury heard that since Miss Sweatman's death, a Task Force
was created to review swift water operations in BC; however, this group did not include a
number of stakeholders involved in day to day search and rescue operations.

2.

That EMBC and BCSARA develop universal standards for swift water rescue and recovery
training to ensure consistent language and training applications. These universal standards would
require all swift water training providers to conform to these prescribed standards.
Presiding Coroner Comment: The jury heard that there are several companies that provide
swift water training across the country. The jury heard that a "unified syllabus" would assist in
ensuring uniformity of qualifications and terminology in courses which would translate to
consistent language during operations.

3.

That EMBC and BCSARA develop universal standards for swiftwater rescue and recovery
equipment.
Presiding Coroner Comment: The jury heard that there are no universal standards for
swiftwater rescue and recovery equipment and further, that available equipment depends on what
each SAR community has at their disposal.

4.

That an audit be conducted of all Search and Rescue (SAR) communities by BCSARA to ensure
that each SAR community has the required equipment (including personal protective equipment)
and training for their respective communities based on their unique areas. Where it is determined
that there is a lack of the required equipment and/or training for that area, immediate consultation
with BCSARA and EMBC must occur to determine the steps to obtain equipment and/or training
with the goal of safety of all SAR members in BC.
Presiding Coroner Comment: The jury heard that the availability of equipment depends on the
unique needs of each community in British Columbia as well as funding and resources.

5.

That EMBC review and evaluate funding models to better support SAR operations, training and
equipment similar to Volunteer Fire Departments' funding.
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Presiding Coroner Comment: The jury heard that there is diversity in funding for SAR groups
in BC and that funding comes from sources such as fund raising and/or gaming grants both of
which differ from one community to another.
6.

That Swift Water teams use only their own equipment during search and rescue operations
whenever possible. If any unfamiliar equipment is introduced into a task, a proper risk
assessment must be completed. The appropriate tools for self rescue and companion rescue must
be immediately accessible.
Presiding Coroner Comment: The jury heard that not all members of SAR had used the steel
cable in a rescue and recovery operation previously and that there was no discussion or risk
assessment to discuss the possible risks when introducing the equipment into the task. The jury
heard that there were no tools at the site to have used for self rescue or rescue by other SAR
members. The jury heard that planning must include risk management strategies.

7.

That the Volunteer Policy and Procedures Manual specifically the policy for "Utilization of SAR
Volunteers for SAR Activities Policy" be reviewed by EMBC to clarify and amend, where
required, the roles and responsibilities of varying agencies involved in SAR activities. These
groups include but are not limited to SAR, policing agencies, Coroner, Parks Canada. BC
Ambulance and Fire Services.
Presiding Coroner Comment: The jury heard that there was some confusion around roles and
responsibilities within the Incident Command Structure (/CS). That is, it was unclear who was
responsible for the site activities on the day of the task.

8.

That during an operation, a specific Safety Officer be designated whenever possible. This Safety
Officer's position will be their sole function.
Presiding Coroner Comment: The jury heard that role of Safety Officer was not delegated to
any individual at the site. Evidence was given that by default, the Search Manager fulfills the
role of Safety Officer but greater clarity would have assisted the group.

9.

That EMBC with the assistance of the SAR stakeholders develop a standardized risk assessment
tool for use in Swift Water operations.
Presiding Coroner Comment: The jury heard that there is no standardized risk assessment tool
during these operations. The jury heard that planning with an accepted risk matrix is critical to
the safe and ongoing delivery of SAR activities.
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