STORY OF A LAPSED RISK MANAGER

I would like to take this opportunity to share with Corporate Risk readers some personal reflections on why risk management is as applicable to our day to day lives as our professional and company lives.  At the worst, readers will have a laugh at my expense; at best, readers will learn from this ‘Safety Moment’.

The story begins in July 2001 when I was in Geneva as Australia’s delegate to the ISO Working Group on Risk Management Terminology.  I had a day at leisure and visited Mont Blanc, Chamonoix in France.  The experience was awesome and made me decide right there and then that I would learn to snow ski for my birthday in February 2002.

On returning to Australia, as a good risk manager, I investigated the risks associated with learning to ski, especially as I was no longer 19.  It was glaringly obvious to me that the first thing I needed to do was to improve my general level of fitness.  This would give me the stamina needed for the challenge.  It would also go a long way towards ensuring that I did not break an ankle; totally destroy my knees or break an arm or a leg.

So I joined a gym (shock! horror!); paid for a personal trainer; explained exactly what I was contemplating and he drew up a training programme targeted for my specific needs.  I religiously (ok, alright, almost religiously) followed the programme and saw a huge improvement in my overall fitness levels.

In February, I traveled to the Andorra snowfields; found an English speaking ski instructor and had a two hour lesson to introduce me to the joy of skiing.  After falling down a few times, I quickly got the idea.  To my huge joy a few days later on my birthday I skied an intermediate blue slope from the very top of the mountain to the bottom without incident.  No big deal to those of you who have enjoyed skiing all your lives, but a huge deal to me as I had only seen snow a few years ago.

A week later, I repeated the experience at Sierra Nevada in southern Spain.  All my risk management paid off and no damage was done to my person – nor to any other person for that matter, as I easily managed to avoid all those pesky learners on the slopes!!!

After returning to Perth some 5 weeks later after a very enjoyable time touring Spain, I quickly returned to my ‘couch potato’ life style – always reverting to the excuse that I was working too hard to make time for exercise.

In the first few days of June, I was watching a travel show on T.V. which advertised an extremely attractive ski holiday in Queenstown, New Zealand.  Two weeks later, I found myself driving 7 hours from Christchurch to Queenstown through snow and black ice and some of the most beautiful countryside I have seen. 

After reaching my hotel in Queenstown and having a relaxing evening with the locals, I drove into town to hire my skis and boots for what I assumed would be a wonderful week of skiing.  An hour later, I was at the top of Coronet Peak.  Less than 10 minutes later I was being rescued by the medics after stacking it badly on the last part of the slope.  I had lost control in the icy conditions, fell face down into the snow, dislocated my left shoulder and effectively brought my ski holiday to an end.

So why should I not be surprised?

It’s simple….. I failed to consider the risks and failed to take risk reduction measures and basically opted for risky behaviour – not consciously, admittedly, but this is what I did.  Not only had I ignored my physical condition after nearly 4 months of no exercise, but I also failed to ski the slope for the first time with an instructor.

Putting aside my less than optimum physical condition, I may well have avoided the fall simply be having an instructor familiar with the conditions so early in the season guide me down the mountain for the first time.  No doubt I would have then avoided the ice and maybe, just maybe, been able to control my descent.  As it was, I could not, and am still nursing the results of my shoulder injury.

So the moral of the story?  Before embarking on any venture, identify your risks; decide how to minimise those risks; understand the level of risk which remains and then, and only then, decide whether you are prepared to continue with the venture.

Whilst I have never been risk averse, I have always prided myself on being risk aware.  My recent New Zealand experience, however, has made me realise that it is all too easy to become a risk taker.  Don’t fall into the same trap and always remember the golden rule – Don’t risk anything you aren’t prepared to lose.  
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