
 

INQUEST (resumed) into the death of SCARLETT LOUISE BERNTSEN 

        

1. Good morning. I am sitting as coroner today to resume the inquest into the death 

of baby Scarlett Louise Berntsen.  The inquest was opened by my predecessor as 

coroner, Mr Carl Gumsley, on 2nd July 2013 when evidence was given by Sergeant 

Gary Webb and Detective Inspector David Street of Scarlett’s identity and a little 

information about the circumstances of her death. The inquest was adjourned for 

further enquiries and reports, in particular specialist medical reports, to be 

made.   The inquest was resumed on 20th December 2013 to receive evidence 

from Janice Dent and Mandy Heathman and then adjourned further.  The inquest 

will be completed today and I shall give my findings and my formal verdict. 

 

2. As Mr Gumsley said at the opening of the inquest, this is an inquiry; no one is on 

trial, least of all the deceased. The inquiry is to find answers to four limited but 

factual questions: 

 

• Who was the person? 

• How did she die? 

• When did she die? 

• Where did she die? 

 

3. Sergeant Webb’s evidence on 2nd July 2013 provided confirmation that Scarlett’s 

full name is Scarlett Louise Berntsen and she was born on 25th December 2012.  

The questions when and where she died are simply answered but how is 

problematical.  By the question ‘how’ I mean how she came by her death.  It could 

be put another way – what was the direct cause of her death? Answering the 

question involves looking at more than simply the medical cause but I must 

emphasise, and this is very important, that it is not about what could have 

happened or what should have happened but is limited to what actually 

happened and is a fact-finding exercise.  It is not a method of apportioning guilt 

or blame.   It is a process quite unlike a trial and the procedures are quite 

different.  It is an investigation and there are no parties, there is no charge or 

indictment, there is no prosecution, there is no defence, the coroner is not trying 

an issue between parties.  It is simply an attempt to establish facts.   

 

4. The proceedings today are conducted under the Coroner’s Act 1988 (of England) 

as it applies in modified form in the Falkland Islands, and the Falkland Islands 

own Coroner’s Rules 1995. 

 

5. Mr Neves is representing Scarlett’s mother, Harley Dee Berntsen, and I have 

already given him notice of my intention, under rule 33 of the Coroner’s Rules 



 

1995, to admit documentary evidence in the form of written statements 

provided by witnesses to the circumstances of Scarlett’s death and various 

reports from specialists.  Some of the persons who made the statements are not 

resident in the Falkland Islands and are not able to attend this inquest and others 

are resident in the Falkland Islands but, in my opinion, their evidence is not 

likely to be disputed.    The documentary evidence I intend to admit is as follows: 

 

• Transcript of interview on 28th June 2013 of Harley Dee Berntsen 

(mother) 

• Letter of complaint from Harley Dee Berntsen, emailed to Janette Vincent 

at 13.11 on 19th June 2013   

• Transcript of interview on 23rd July 2013 of Abbie Louise Heathman 

(family friend) 

• Statement dated 24th June 2013 of Jennifer McKay (auxiliary nurse) 

• Statement dated 23rd July 2013 of Trina Mary Shirlene Berntsen 

(grandmother) 

• Statement dated 23rd June 2013 of Gary Colin Webb (police sergeant) 

• Statement dated 22nd June 2013 of Carl Julian Evans (midwife and nurse) 

• Statement dated 6th July 2013 of Lisa Amey (casualty nurse) 

• Statement dated 3rd July2013 of Eric Black (operating department 

practitioner) 

• Statement dated 2nd July 2013 of Louise Maclean (theatre sister) 

• Statement dated 1st July 2013 of Bruce Chipps (medical officer) 

• Statement dated 19th June 2013 of Barry Elsby (medical general 

practitioner) 

• Statement dated 2nd July 2013 of Arthur Allison (consultant anaesthetist) 

• Statement dated 2nd July 2013 of Vimbai Doherty (registered midwife and 

registered nurse) 

• Statement dated 2nd July 2013 of Ahmad Masood Cheema (consultant 

general surgeon) 

• Statement dated 1st July 2013 of Janette Vincent (acting hospital manager) 

• Statement dated 23rd July 2013 of Chanelle Lawrence Berntsen (aunt) 

• Statement dated 17th December 2013 of Janice Vanessa Dent (ward 

manager and family friend) 

• Statement dated 26th June 2013 of Paul Brian McDade (police sergeant) 

• Email dated 2nd August 2013 from Elizabeth M Johnson (mycologist) to 

KEMH Lab re mould 

• Translation of conclusion from post mortem report dated 2nd July 2013 

prepared by Mauricio Silva Valdivia (forensic pathologist - Chile) with 

addendum from Maria Viviana San Martin Herrera, (Chief Medical Officer 

– Chile) 



 

• Conclusion from post mortem report dated 14th September 2014 

prepared by Nicholas Charles Alexander Hunt (Home Office registered 

forensic pathologist) 

• Conclusion from post mortem report dated 28th October 2014 prepared 

by Stephen John Gould (paediatric pathologist) 

 

6. If any person wishes to object to the admission of this documentary evidence he 

or she should make the objection now.  Similarly, if a person wishes to see a copy of the 

documentary evidence he or she should say so now.   I ask any person seeking to object 

or wishing to see a copy of the documentary evidence to state how he or she claims to 

be within Rule 19 of the Coroner’s Rules.  Are there any objections or requests for copy 

documentary evidence?  

7. There being no objections and no requests to see copy documentary evidence, I 

shall now read the documents aloud and thus into the record of the inquest.  I should 

warn that this may be harrowing for Scarlett’s family and will take some time.  If I feel it 

appropriate I may break for a few minutes part way through. 

Summary and Conclusion 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

I shall not go over the evidence in detail as much of it speaks for itself but I shall give a 

summary of what I am satisfied are the most important elements.   This does not mean 

that I have not considered all the evidence.  I have considered it all very carefully. 

 

Scarlett was born on 25th December 2012 at King Edward VII Memorial Hospital 

(KEMH) in Stanley.  She was born by caesarean section after her mother had had a 

normal, full term pregnancy during which she received appropriate medical care and 

attention.  At birth Scarlett was healthy and a good size and went on to have regular 

checks by the health visitor and was given the usual immunisations.  Scarlett was a 

happy, thriving baby and went to nursery when her mother was working. 

   

There was no cause for concern until an occasion in March 2013, when she was nearly 

three months old, when her mother found her in her cot blue and unresponsive but she 

soon started breathing again.  She was admitted to KEMH and treated.  X-rays were 

taken and she and her mother were evacuated by air ambulance to Clinica Alemana in 

Chile for further assessment and treatment.  Scarlett was found to have a chest infection 

and it was thought to be viral pneumonia.  After 10 days she was discharged returned to 

the Falklands.  Miss Berntsen maintains that she was told at the Clinica Alemana that if 

Scarlett should ever stop breathing again, she was to go back to the clinic.  Scarlett was 

well apart from the occasional runny nose and mild constipation until there was further 

incident on Saturday, 15th June 2013 when she again stopped breathing.  By this time 

Miss Berntsen had obtained an “angel mat” alarm device for Scarlett’s cot and when the 

alarm went off it alerted Miss Berntsen to this second incident of stopping breathing.   



 

Scarlett was immediately taken to hospital where she was seen by Casualty Nurse Lisa 

Amey and examined by Dr Chipps.  Scarlett remained in KEMH where various tests were 

done, chest X-rays were taken and she was given antibiotics, until Tuesday, 18th June 

2013 when at about 1.00 pm Miss Berntsen decided to return home.  She had found it 

difficult to sleep in the hospital environment. By this time Miss Berntsen had been told 

that the chest x-rays were normal but she felt that that nothing was being done for her 

and Scarlett and that she was being treated as if she was lying and “making it all up”.  

She returned to her home at 22 Shackleton Drive, Stanley with Scarlett.  Nurse Janice 

Dent then contacted Miss Berntsen and asked her to return to the hospital as a urine 

sample was needed from Scarlett and Miss Berntsen agreed to go back and stay 

overnight.  Scarlett was monitored overnight, a urine sample was obtained and on the 

morning of 19th June she was discharged from hospital.  At that time Scarlett was happy 

and appeared well. 

 

Miss Berntsen and Scarlett got home to 22 Shackleton Road about 10.10 am.  Miss 

Berntsen played with Scarlett for something in the region of an hour and then put her 

down for a nap in her cot in her bedroom in the late morning.  She put the angel mat 

monitor in her cot.   

 

Miss Berntsen e-mailed a letter of complaint to acting Hospital Manager Janette Vincent 

at KEMH.  The time is shown on the e-mail as 1.11 pm 18th June 2013.   A short while 

later Miss Berntsen heard the angel mat monitor go off and went into Scarlett’s 

bedroom where she found that Scarlett was not breathing at all and was blue.  She rang 

999 and within a few minutes Sgt Gary Webb attended 22 Shackleton Road.  Scarlett 

was unresponsive and Sgt Webb could not detect a pulse.  He commenced mouth to 

mouth resuscitation, followed by chest compressions and assessment by AED machine. 

Casualty Nurse Lisa Amey arrived at the scene by ambulance.  Midwife Carl Evans also 

came to assist.   Sgt Webb, Carl Evans and Lisa Amey continued to ventilate Scarlett, 

using chest compressions, an Ambibag and and Guedel airway.  CPR was continued in 

the ambulance until Scarlett was handed over to a team of doctors and medical staff at 

the hospital. Ventilation, cardiac massage, and intraosseous fluid were deployed in a 

resuscitation attempt.  Some spontaneous cardiac output was achieved after about 10 

minutes but Scarlett remained neurologically unresponsive until about 16.45 when 

limited spontaneous activity was noted.  Arrangements were made for Scarlett to be 

taken to Chile by air ambulance.   On the journey mechanical ventilation and medical 

care was continued. The flight left the Falklands at approximately 2am on 20th June and 

arrived shortly before 5a.m.  Scarlett was admitted to the paediatric intensive care unit 

of the Clinica Alemana where she was put on life support equipment.  She was clinically 

examined and assessed, including by x-ray, ECG, EEG and CT scan.  She was in a coma 

and showed extremely limited reflexes and response.   A further neurological 

assessment was undertaken at the Clinica Alemana 24 hours later and revealed no 

trunk reflexes, a flat EEG and an absence of cerebral flow.  Brain death was declared at 

2pm on 21st June 2013 and the life support machinery was switched off. 



 

    

A full autopsy was carried by Mauricio Silva Valdivia, a forensic pathologist, in Chile on 

22nd June 2013.  X-rays were also taken.   No cause of death was found.  In February 

2014, following further histopathological investigations, Maria Viviana San Martin 

Herrera, the Chief Medical Officer at the Thanatology Department in Santiago, 

concluded that the cause of death was Sudden Infant Death.  She certified that there 

were no traumatic or toxic causes to explain Scarlett’s demise in any other way. 

 

A test at Scarlett’s home, 22 Shackleton Drive, ruled out carbon monoxide poisoning as a 

potential cause of death.  Samples of environmental mould from carpet and underlay in 

the house were examined by mycologist, Elizabeth Johnson.  In her opinion the mould 

was unlikely to be a cause of ill health in humans although the spores could lead to 

allergic and hypersensitivity reactions such as hay fever.  

 

Scarlett’s body was returned from Chile to the Falkland Islands and the coroner ordered 

a further post mortem examination.  This was undertaken by a Home Office Forensic 

pathologist, Dr Nicholas Hunt in conjunction with forensic pathologist Dr Stephen Gould 

at the John Radcliffe Hospital in Oxford.  Dr Hunt’s finding is that the cause of death is 

best regarded as unascertained.  Dr Gould is of the same opinion. 

 

Three forensic pathologists have examined Scarlett.  None of them has been able to 

identify the cause of her death.  This is not because they are not competent: it is because 

it is not always possible to establish why a person dies suddenly, especially a young 

child, even in this age of advanced medicine and investigation techniques. 

 

I consider it significant that none of the examinations has disclosed any indication of a 

non-natural cause for Scarlett’s death.    

 

Words at a time like this are of little comfort.   Nevertheless, I offer my sympathy and 

condolences to Scarlett’s mother Harley and her family and friends.  The death of a baby 

is a great tragedy and heart-breaking.   

 

I shall close this inquest with an announcement of my formal findings: 

 

Scarlett Louise Berntsen, of British nationality, who was born on 25th December 2012, 

died at 2pm on 21st June 2013 at the Paediatric Intensive Care Unit, Clinica Alamana, 

Santiago, Chile.   Scarlett died from unascertained natural causes. 

 

CF 

          30th April 2015 


