Croatia January 2006

11/01/06

Left Manchester airport on time with all our luggage including a probe used to take core samples from the ground for human remains searching. The probe ensured that we got some strange looks from fellow passengers! Arrived in London 30 minutes early, the flight only took us 35 minutes!! And we were treated to views of the Houses of Parliament, Big Ben and the London Eye. Had a 15 hour wait in Heathrow to catch our connecting flight to Rome so ended up sleeping in the departures lounge!

12/01/06

Didn’t really get any sleep in the airport as building work went on through the night – have you ever tried to sleep whilst someone is using what sounds like a pneumatic drill to make a hole in a  wall! The flight from Heathrow was an hour late departing so we arrived in Rome at 16:40 local time and only had to wait 10 minutes before boarding our final flight of the outward journey to Split. 

We arrived in Split bang on time and were met by Srdjan and Frane. All our luggage had arrived safely with the exception of the probe! It had made it as far as Rome then suddenly it was nowhere to be found. We completed a lost luggage form and had some fun trying to explain to the Croatian official what the probe looked like.

Arrived at our hotel and had just enough time to drop our bags off in the rooms before we were whisked off to Zrnovnica a small village about 20 minutes outside Split and to the local Fire chief’s house. Here we were treated to a wonderful meal with all local food and wine in plentiful supply. By midnight we were all dead on our feet and could think of only one thing – SLEEP!!

13/01/06

Woke up at 7:30 a.m. after a wonderful sleep. Dave and Myself went for a stroll around Split for an hour whilst Alistair and Ron prepared some work for the following day’s lectures and training. We then spent the rest of the morning preparing for the weekend’s training and set up our slide and video shows which drew a lot of interest from the fellow guests and by the end of the morning we had quite an audience watching us sort through our presentation.

After lunch we met Srecko, who is with the Croatian Mountain Rescue Team, and Meg his search dog. Meg was the dog who was donated to the Croatian MRT about 3 years ago from the readers of Sheepdog News Wales. Dave had trained her for 6 months before taking her out to her new home and owner.
We drove up to the mountains at Mosar to see Meg and Srecko in action. We were able to do some work with Meg and Ron acting as the body gave us an excellent opportunity to see how well she was working at locating the body and indicating to her handler. We did a few shots for the camera as we had our own BBC camera man with us for the trip. After a successful afternoon with Srecko and Meg we returned to Split and out hotel to prepare for the evening meal which was an opportunity to meet other MRT members who were travelling from all over Croatia to Split fir the weekend.

14/01/06

Another good night’s sleep prepared us for what was going to be a busy weekend for very different reasons. We drove down the coast to our training location in Makarska, which is a beautiful village on the coast about an hour’s drive from Split. We drove to the top of Makarska mountain (6000 feet high) above the snowline. The morning was taken up by the Team setting up a snow burial for the dog to search and rigging up a line to show technical rescue techniques. This was mainly for the benefit of Croatian television who were making a news piece on the exchange between Welsh and Croatian rescue teams.

Whilst we were filming the snow burial a call came through to say that a mountaineer had fallen and broken both his legs and two other members of his group were missing about 150 miles away. Some members of the team were immediately deployed to the region to start the search with the rest of the team on standby.

After lunch we returned to the coast and the presentations got underway in a local hotel. Alistair gave a very interesting and condensed talk on Search Management. The plan was to use some of the theory during a practical training the next day. I gave a talk on the Human Remains project as well as showing a DVD which covered the work of GRS and had footage of our dogs in action. This was all met with much interest by all involved. 
As we were have our evening meal the call came through to say that the man with the broken legs had been found by the rescue team but he was unfortunately dead. It was agreed to deploy the rest of the team along with the Dog Handlers and Dogs to search for the missing 2 mountaineers. This obviously meant that the next day’s training would have to be cancelled with the exception of my session.

15/01/06

We met up with the rescue team at the heliport at 6:00 a.m. and by 7:00 the news had come through that the remaining two mountaineers had been found dead. As the helicopter arrived the team minus the dog handlers and dogs boarded to fly up to the area in order to recover the bodies and relieve the team that had been out all night in temperatures of minus 40 with wind speeds of up to 100 mph.
I took the dog team with me to Mosar to do a day’s training. I concentrated mainly on passing on the theories ands techniques that I had been taught by Mick Swindells of Lancashire police. We had a very successful day working with 6 handlers and 7 dogs. I must stress here that I am no expert and was only relaying what I had been shown during training sessions back home in Wales. The dog team were so eager to work with their dogs and we ended up putting in about 7 hours training time that day.

After saying goodbye to team travelling rescuers, some of which were travelling 300 – 400 kilometres to return to their homes we were treated to a wonderful seafood meal in someone’s garage! Which had some amazing treasures from the sea including a ship’s cannon and some Roman pots. All the food we ate that night had been freshly caught from the sea directly in front of this garage. You can’t get more local and fresh than that!

16/01/06

We had a morning visiting some historic sites such as Klis Castle and the Roman ruins in Salona with Srecko before going over to Divulje to meet with officials from the Regional Centre for Assistance and Disaster Relief. The RCADR is an governmental institution which deals with data collation and analysis, instruction and training events, planning and completion of exercises in protection and rescue and co-ordination of cross border procedures in the event of a disaster. 
We had a very fruitful meeting with the RCADR and many good contact were made which we hope to use for future training and exchange visits.

17/01/06

After a very quick tour around the old part of Split we headed back to the airport to begin our marathon journey home via Rome and London. 

All in all the visit was a 100% success with both rescue teams learning a lot from each other and building on the very good relationship we already had mainly thanks to the vision of Dave our Team Leader. I now look forward to having the Croatian team come over to Wales in April to continue with some further training and information exchanging and I will keep you posted with any future developments 

