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Because of the 
Internet

more “volunteers” are offering to 
help

in the past we often looked at these 
people as problem makers rather 
than problem solvers

maybe it is time for us to change our 
attitude



Online (Virtual)  
Communities

use computers and the Internet to 
share interests and activities

interested in interests and activities 
of others



Social Network
Definition

= nodecan be an individual, family, 
organization, corporation/society, 
government, etc.

= tieis the connection, based on 
common values, interests, likes, 
dislikes, trade, etc.

= network is the relevant ties 
between nodes
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Virtual Communities

use the Intranet and the 
mobile phone to 

communicate and share 
information



Virtual Communities

tend to be Internet forum 
groups

posting and discussing 
user-generated content

NO
NO



Virtual Communities

have involved themselves directly 
and indirectly with professional 
search and rescue (SAR) responses

have organized and conducted SAR 
operations

sometimes with successes 

sometimes with problems



Benefits

access to larger social networks

nearly instant communications

knowledge

skill

technology

manpower



Problems

poor information

inexperience

conflict

public criticism



Examples – USA
Jim Gray – sailor – January 2007

Steve Fossett – pilot – September 
2007

3 snowboarders – avalanche – June 
2008

1 climber – fall – June 2008

1 hiker – missing – August 2008



Jim Gray

internationally know computer 
scientist went missing off coast of 
California. (Jan 2007)

search area 342.000 km2 

virtual community used Google 
Earth and Amazon’s “Mechanical 
Turk”



Jim Gray

search area 342.000km2

Google Earth created 100m wide 
search sectors

Amazon’s Mechanical Turk provided 
the Internet venue for people to sign 
up to help

3000+ people helped search by 
viewing satellite imagery



Amazon’s
Mechanical Turk

online marketplace that allows 
computers to coordinate human 
intelligence efforts which computers 
are unable to do

tasks called Human Intelligence Tasks 

identify people photos, pick the best 
photo, write product descriptions, and 
other repetitive actions...



Does it work?
sometimes...has lead to frustration

little understanding of what 
“requesters” are looking for

poor user interface

lack of meaning in what others find



Steve Fossett
billionaire adventurer went missing 
in a small plane over Sierra 
Mountains of Nevada and California 
(Sept 2007)

search area 16.000 km2 

virtual community used Google 
Earth and Amazon’s “Mechanical 
Turk”

“tens of thousands” signed up to 



3 snowboarders –
Washington state

went missing on 2 Dec. 2007

search area 260 km2 , 40+ major 
avalanches

formal and large search effort 
suspended 8 Dec. 2007



3 snowboarders –
Washington state

formal search to resume in July 2008

mid June 2008 members of www.turn-
all-year.com organize search effort

coordinate with law enforcement and 
ski patrol

conduct search and find buried 
bivouac with 3 bodies



group called friend 
immediately after accident

friend posted report on 
Internet with subject’s 
name 

rescue team and police 
inundated with telephone 
calls – delayed response

1 climber killed –
Colorado



1 Missing Hiker



state the problem

Using a Virtual 
Community



Using a Virtual 
Community

describe who they are looking for



Using a Virtual 
Community

where last seen



Using a Virtual 
Community

who to call with information



Virtual Communities

should have a small and creditable 
presence on web sites

educate community how to report 
mountain accidents

educate community how mountain 
rescue works

be willing to accept their assistance

a new resource for mountain rescue



can work together to help those in need!

Virtual Communities 
& Mountain Rescue


