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The Thailand cave rescue
An anaesthetist’s perspective
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To anesthetize a child for a dive rescue from a 

flooded cave, which drug would you choose

A. Thiopentone

B. Propofol

C. Ketamine

D. Midazolam 
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Prior to Thailand, how many humans had been 

fully anesthetized before being immersed

A. None

B. One

C. Three

D. Ten 
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How many children rescued in Thailand 

required extra doses of anaesthetic drug from 

a cave diver

A. One

B. Four

C. Nine

D. All of them 
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June 23 2018

12 boys and soccer coach enter

Tham Luang cave

Rain and flooding forces them further

back into cave

Bikes found outside cave
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Found after 9 days by

British cave divers

Rick Stanton and

John Volanthan

An underrated feat….

The original dive into the chamber
where the boys were located has
received inadequate recognition
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6 sumps from continuous dry cave. Total 1.2 km 

flooded cave. Longest flooded section 350m

Dive them out under sedation?
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Richard Harris’s initial response was that 

“sedation is not an option”
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Evidence vacuum!
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Richard and Craig arrived 4 days after 

boys found and visited chamber 9

22

MITCHELL SJ, BENNETT MH, BRYSON P, BUTLER FK, DOOLETTE DJ, HOLM JR, KOT J, 

LAFERE P. Pre-hospital management of decompression illness: expert review of key principles 

and controversies. Diving Hyperbaric Med. 48, 45-55, 2018. doi.10.28920/dhm48.1.45-55.

Richard decided he had to do something which 
had never been done, and what people could 

retrospectively judge to be egregiously reckless 
if seen through the lens of drowned children
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The difficulty facing Richard

He had to sell a plan that he had

little faith in to the Thai authorities

Saman Gunan

A classic line trap
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8, 9, 10 July

Selection

Fasted

Alprazolam 0.5mg PO 

Atropine 20mcg/kg IM

Ketamine 5mg/kg IM + 100-125mg prn

FFM and gas supply (80% O2)

Leak test x 3

± positive pressure ventilation!

The anaesthetic

Big 

kid
Small 

kid
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All 12 boys and the coach survived

If it was so dangerous, why

did it work so well?
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Choice of anaesthetic

Small skinny boys

Expertise of British cave divers

Choice of full-face mask

Interspiro Divator full face mask

with “safety pressure” function
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Black line: pressure inside mask

Red line: surrounding water pressure

Pushing the purge button

In-mask relative pressure:

Mean 40cmH2O (26 – 54!)
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7481118/pdf/DHMJ-50-121.pdf
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To anesthetize a child for a dive rescue from a 

flooded cave, which drug would you choose

A. Thiopentone

B. Propofol

C. Ketamine

D. Midazolam 
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Prior to Thailand, how many humans had been 

fully anesthetized before being immersed

A. None

B. One

C. Three

D. Ten 
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How many children rescued in Thailand 

required extra doses of anaesthetic drug from 

a cave diver

A. One

B. Four

C. Nine

D. All of them 
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