DAN Medical Support During the Maldives
Recovery Mission

When the international recovery mission at Dhekunu Kandu, Maldives in mid May 2026 entered its
operational phase, the attention of the diving community naturally focused on the technical divers
descending into the cave system. Less visible, but equally essential, was the medical and operational
support structure built around them. From diver monitoring and emergency planning to hyperbaric
readiness and psychological support, DAN Europe coordinated a continuous medical supervision
effort designed to support rescuers operating in a demanding underwater environment.

Supporting the rescuers

During the search & recovery operations conducted in the cave system, DAN’s role extended far beyond
logistics and operational coordination. One of the core priorities throughout the mission was the creation of
a medical and operational safety framework surrounding the specialist diving teams involved in the
intervention.

From the earliest stages of the mission, DAN activated dedicated task forces with clearly defined
responsibilities, including a team specifically focused on the medical supervision of the divers before
and after every operational dive.

Every day, the medical teams monitored hydration, fatigue, rest cycles, delayed symptoms, stress
exposure, and the overall psychophysical fitness of the rescuers. The approach remained intentionally
conservative throughout the mission, given the extreme complexity of the cave environment, the long
exposure times, and the demanding decompression profiles associated with the operations.

These were not ordinary dives. Over four consecutive days, the Finnish team (Sami Paakkarinen, Jenni
Westerlund and Patrik Gronqvist) conducted technical cave dives lasting approximately three hours each,
operating at depths exceeding 60 metres inside an overhead environment with narrow passages,
darkness, and the constant possibility of visibility loss caused by disturbed sediment.
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Medical supervision in a deep overhead environment

Operations of this kind require a completely different level of preparation compared to conventional
recreational diving. The rescue divers operated using closed-circuit rebreathers (CCR), advanced breathing
systems that recycle exhaled gas and optimise decompression efficiency during long and deep dives.
Combined with DPVs (underwater scooters) and redundant life-support configurations, these systems
allowed the divers to safely penetrate the cave system while maintaining high operational margins.

However, even with the best available technology and some of the world’s most experienced cave divers,
exposure to this type of environment places significant physiological and psychological demands on
the human body.

This is why DAN maintained continuous coordination with experienced case managers, local
physicians, hospitals, and hyperbaric facilities in the Maldives, including Dr. Abdulla Niyaf (Chief
Medical Officer at ADK) and the whole hyperbaric team at Bandos Medical Clinic. This close collaboration
with the local medical network allowed the DAN teams to maintain real-time operational and clinical
awareness directly from the field.

At the same time, contingency plans were continuously updated to guarantee immediate response
capability if necessary. These included first medical assessment protocols, emergency
management procedures, hyperbaric treatment readiness, and medical evacuation pathways.












A rapid international response

One of the key elements behind the mission was the speed with which the operational and medical
network mobilised. In highly time-sensitive situations like this one, operational decisions must often be
based on immediate availability, specialised technical competence, and the ability to intervene under the
exact environmental conditions present on site.

Over just a few days, DAN coordinated an international network involving technical rescue divers,
operational supervisors, medical professionals, logistics teams, local authorities, hyperbaric facilities,
embassies, and emergency coordinators. The result was not simply the deployment of a dive team, but the
creation of a complete operational ecosystem designed to support every phase of the mission as safely
as possible.

Throughout the operations, DAN maintained two priorities above all others: the safety of the rescuers,
and the utmost respect for the victims and their families. This principle guided not only operational
decisions underwater, but also communications, information management, and interactions with the media
and the public. The organisation deliberately adopted a highly cautious approach regarding the release
of operational details, photographs, and sensitive information. Updates were shared only after verification
and once the divers had safely completed their dives and emerged from the water.






The human side of recovery operations

One aspect that often remains invisible in complex recovery missions is the psychological impact on the
professionals involved. Search & recovery operations inside caves are not just technically demanding, they
can also be emotionally intense experiences, even for highly trained and experienced rescuers. DAN
also considered the psychological well-being of the personnel involved throughout the mission.
Experience shows that exposure to traumatic events affects individuals differently, and that psychological
support, when needed, must always be tailored to the specific level of exposure, operational role, and
delayed symptom development that may emerge even days later. The Finnish specialists involved in the
mission were exceptionally experienced cave and technical divers, accustomed to operating in
demanding environments. Yet even in the hands of elite professionals, continuous medical supervision and
prudent risk management remain essential elements of operational safety.

More than a mission

Over the course of one week, the Maldives operations became something larger than a technical
intervention. A large team of rescuers, doctors, volunteers, military personnel, police units, and diplomatic
authorities from different countries worked side by side under challenging conditions.

What emerged from the tragedy was, among others, a deep sense of community, humanity, and mutual
support. This probably remains one of the most important lessons of all.
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