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LIST OF ACRONYMS USED IN THIS DOCUMENT: 
 
a/c  aircraft 
CASARA Civil Air Search and Rescue Association 
CC-130  Canadian Forces designator for the Hercules, a 4-engine turboprop aircraft  
CH-146  Canadian Forces designator for the Griffon, a twin-engine rescue helicopter 

(version of civilian Bell 412 helicopter) 
CH-149  Canadian Forces designator for the Cormorant, a medium-to-heavy lift rescue 

helicopter (similar to AgustaWestland AW101 helicopter) 
ELT  Emergency Locator Transmitter 
EPIRB  Emergency Position-Indicating Radio Beacon 
GPS  global positioning system 
ID  identification 
JRCC  Joint Rescue Coordination Centre (SAR coordination centre - e.g. Trenton, Ont.) 
LKP  last known position 
LZ  landing zone 
NOCL  Notice of Crash/Casualty Location 
PLB  Personal Locator Beacon 
SAR  search and rescue 
SAR Tech Search and Rescue Technician (Military SAR Specialist) 

 
NOTE: 
 
This guide briefly outlines the tasks and techniques involved in managing a small- to medium-
sized aircraft accident scene, presenting them in approximate chronological order. 
 
As every accident scene is unique, the method and sequence of the SAR response will also be 
unique.  CASARA team members arriving first on the scene must therefore draw upon their 
training and experience to respond in the most appropriate manner, and within the limits of 
their capabilities.   
 
In addition to the basic training and equipment that should be provided to CASARA ESS 
volunteers as a matter of due diligence, regular practice through exercises and mock 
scenarios will build the confidence, capability, and judgment needed carry out an effective 
response. 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 
The majority of search and rescue taskings received by CASARA Electronic SAR (ESS) 
teams are resolved as false alarms, where an emergency beacon – such as an 
emergency locator transmitter (ELT), an emergency position-indicating radio beacon 
(EPIRB), or a personal locator beacon (PLB) -- has been inadvertently activated.  There 
are occasions, however, where a team will home an emergency signal to the scene of an 
accident.  The incident could be relatively minor, perhaps a precautionary landing made 
on a rough airstrip; or it could be major, involving a badly damaged aircraft and dead or 
injured people.   
 
If your CASARA ESS team has been dispatched along with military, police, or Coast 
Guard personnel, these individuals will assume the lead role and manage the accident 
scene.  Follow their direction and be of assistance however you can.  Don’t be afraid to 
make suggestions, or volunteer to undertake a specific task.  If the police officers or 
search and rescue technicians (SAR Techs) have never worked with you before, they may 
not be aware of the skills and resources you can contribute. 
 
But what if your CASARA team happens to be working alone on the ground?  If your team 
reaches an accident scene first, you are responsible for managing the situation until 
outside help arrives.  It is probable that you will be in communication with other CASARA 
or military SAR resources by radio, telephone, or via an overflying aircraft.  These people 
will provide you with support and direction.  You will, however, be required to make 
immediate on-scene decisions and take whatever action is necessary within the limits of 
your training to assist survivors until other resources arrive. 
 
This document provides basic guidance in emergency scene management for CASARA 
ESS teams who find themselves first on the scene of an aircraft accident. 
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2.0 CONFIRM ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES 
 
2.1 Identify roles and delegate responsibilities 

 
To increase efficiency and minimize uncertainty once you arrive on scene, each team 
member’s strengths and key roles should be discussed and delegated in advance.  This 
should be done at the dispatch point while the team is being assembled for the ground 
homing mission, and confirmed enroute.  Key roles include: 
 

 First Aid and survivor support 
 hazard assessment (incl. aircraft systems knowledge) 
 communications (to base and/or JRCC, and ground-to-air) 
 land navigation including GPS 
 survival support (building fires, shelters) 
 note-taking and documentation. 

 
As your team may be as small as three members, more than one role will likely be 
assumed by each member.  The most experienced person should take the lead in 
decision-making, but with input from the others.  The importance of good teamwork from 
this point onwards cannot be overemphasized. 
 
2.2 Document your actions 
 
Throughout your team’s response, it is critical that brief but factual notes are taken.  
This should be a standard component of any CASARA response.  Being the first on 
the scene of an aircraft accident, you will be asked to provide an account of what 
happened from the moment you arrived, to the moment you left.  Carry a small 
notebook and pens for this purpose (notes in pencil may be deemed inadmissible if 
being collected for a court case or coroner’s inquest).  Number your pages 
consecutively.   
 
Notes should include, for example: 

 
 Names of persons your team, and who you are receiving direction from (e.g. a 

CASARA Search Coordinator or JRCC Controller) 
 The beacon coordinates you were provided, if applicable, and any updates 
 A log of key events and times (e.g. time on duty; arrival on scene; arrival of 

rescue resources; time of hand-off to responsible authorities, etc.) 
 Observations of the location and condition of the aircraft and its occupants 
 Names of persons on board, and any next-of-kin information provided 
 Any action that required repositioning of aircraft parts or control settings 
 Comments made by survivors about what happened before you arrived 
 First Aid treatment given, and any changes in condition 

 
Your first priority is to attend to survivors and manage the scene, but ensure this 
basic information is also captured as soon as practicable. 
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3.0 APPROACH, ASSESS, and MANAGE HAZARDS 
 
3.1 Approach with caution 

 
Immediately upon arriving at an accident scene, the urge may be to rush in and see what 
has happened, and what can be done.  Your safety comes first, because if you become 
injured, at the very least your effectiveness as a responder will be reduced.  At the very 
worst, you might add yourself to the list of accident victims.  Approach the scene with 
caution.  Remember that in some accidents, the aircraft may not have come to rest in one 
place, but may have left a trail of debris in one or more directions.  The United States 
Federal Aviation Administration has prepared on-line training modules entitled, “First 
Responder Safety at a Small Aircraft or Helicopter Accident” which provides an excellent 
overview of potential risks (links provided at Appendix 4). 
 
3.2 Assess potential hazards 

 
Depending on the type and size of the aircraft involved, and how soon you arrive after the 
incident, hazards may include: 
 

- fire and smoke, risk of explosion 
- jagged metal and plastic 
- carbon fibres from composite or high-performance aircraft (similar health risks 

as asbestos fibres) 
- armed ballistic parachute systems (see Appendices 3 and 4) 
- unstable aircraft structure, with risk of collapse 
- spilled or leaking fuel, hydraulic oil, battery fluids (can burn or irritate skin) 
- pressurized gas cylinders (e.g. “Halon” fire extinguishers, oxygen) 
- spilled hazardous materials or cargo carried on board the aircraft 
- biological hazards 
- live wires from severed land power lines. 

 
Additional caution should be used when assessing hazards during hours of darkness or 
when visibility is poor (e.g. fog, blowing snow).  As appropriate, team members can call 
out hazards to ensure everyone is alerted – for example, “there are a lot of fuel vapours 
over here” or “I see a hydro pole down, with wires running across the ground and aircraft”. 
 Be clear but use discretion, as you want to avoid causing additional distress or panic 
amongst survivors who may be trapped in or around the wreckage. 
 
3.3 Identify yourself 
 
Even if you do not see anyone immediately, call out and identify yourself as you approach, 
advising whoever might be nearby that you are on your way and not to move.  For example: 

 
“Hello!  Hello!  Is anyone there?  We’re a rescue team, and we’re here 
to help.  Stay where you are, we’re on our way over to you.” 

 
You may or may not get a response, but listen carefully for one.  If you do get a response, 
continue to reassure the survivors to stay calm and not to move, and that help is on the way. 
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3.4 Manage immediate safety hazards 
 

Take whatever action is needed – and possible -- to make the scene safe for the team to 
move into.  Again, this will depend a great deal on where you are, the type of aircraft 
involved, and the time that has elapsed since the accident occurred.   In the majority of 
cases involving light aircraft, little will probably be required other than avoiding sharp 
metal edges and leaking fuel.  
 
If you do take any action in the interest of safety, such as closing a fuel valve, turning off 
an electrical master switch, or repositioning any other aircraft controls, tell another 
member of the team what you are doing.  You must make a note of these actions, as it will 
be important to the subsequent accident investigation. 
 
3.5 Protect against biohazards 

 
Body fluids, including blood, are considered potential biological hazards.  Contact should 
be avoided.  When administering First Aid, team members should wear disposable gloves 
for their own protection.  These should be available at all times in the unit’s ESS First Aid 
kits.  If you’ve just emerged from a hike through the bush, chances are your hands aren’t 
too clean either.  Using gloves when handling sterile dressings, etc. will reduce the risk of 
infection for the injured person, too.  

 

 
 
Turn off the beacon? 

 
Do not turn off the aircraft’s Emergency Locator Transmitter or an 
occupant’s Personal Locator Beacon unless specifically instructed to do so 
by the lead SAR agency (JRCC controller, Searchmaster, or police acting 
under the direction of JRCC). 
 
Why? Other incoming rescue resources may be using the 121.5 MHz 
homing signal to locate the crash site, especially in darkness or reduced 
visibility. 
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4.0 ALERT SAR AUTHORITIES 
 
4.1 Prepare and Send a NOCL Message 
 
Upon discovering the accident scene, the controlling SAR agency should be alerted 
immediately.  The standard message format for reporting a crash site to the Joint Rescue 
Coordination Centre or any other military SAR unit is the Notice of Crash/Casualty 
Location, or NOCL.  The team member responsible for communications can make the call 
while the other members continue to approach the scene.  Remember that 
communications are not secure.  This includes many cellular phones as well as VHF radio 
transmissions.  Keep this in mind throughout the operation, especially when information 
regarding the condition of the aircraft occupants is being transmitted. 
 
If working with military SAR aircraft, the VHF aeronautical frequency most likely to be in 
use is 123.10 MHz, although due to operational requirements another may be assigned by 
the aircrew.  Many SAR responders in Canada are now equipping themselves to use the 
Search and Rescue Interagency Frequency or ‘SAR-IF’, which is a land mobile VHF 
frequency: 149.080 MHz.  If you are relaying communications via an agency that does not 
normally use the NOCL format (e.g. police), ask the dispatcher to copy the information 
and relay the full NOCL message to the Joint Rescue Coordination Centre.  At this time, 
the NOCL format is the only coded means by which CASARA can relay comprehensive 
and sensitive information on the status of the aircraft and its occupants. 
 
When using the NOCL, the condition of the aircraft occupants – using the colour codes in 
the “Charlie” statement -- is usually transmitted only after they have been examined by a 
SAR Tech or similar person with advanced medical training (e.g. a civilian paramedic).  
However, if a CASARA team is first on the scene, an assessment of the casualties’ 
condition will give the JRCC Controller a better sense of what rescue resources may be 
required.  If the aircraft occupants are largely uninjured and are boiling water for coffee 
when you arrive, this will require a different rescue response and level of urgency than 
occupants who are gravely injured and slipping in and out of consciousness.  CASARA 
members who estimate a casualty’s condition should note this in the remarks section 
(Foxtrot).  For example, “Foxtrot: Charlies were assessed by First Aiders”. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Be attentive to geographic coordinates: 
 
Many search and rescue missions have been hampered by confusion over the 
different formats used to express geographic coordinates. Caution must therefore be 
exercised to ensure that position information is carefully transcribed and transmitted.  
 
Efforts are now underway in Canada to standardize a common format for search and 
rescue use.  For latitude and longitude, the preferred format is degrees and decimal 
minutes, to 3 decimal places – or DD+MM.mmm    
 
For example: N 49°15.105’ W 090°02.267’  = DD+MM.mmm  [preferred format] 
  N 49°15’06” W 090°02’16”    = DD+MM+SS 
  N 49.252°  W 090.038°    = DD.ddd 
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NOTICE OF CRASH/CASUALTY LOCATION (NOCL) MESSAGE FORMAT 
 

ALPHA 
Affirmative Positive identification of the search object (e.g. aircraft 

registration can be read, or the pilot is responsive) 

Negative Unable to positively determine that the object sighted is 
the search object (most often the case from the air) 

BRAVO D-D-M-M-D-D-D-M-M 

A 9-digit group denoting position (Latitude & Longitude in 
degrees + minutes), without “North” or “West” being 
spoken.  The underlined degree will be “0” east of 100° W 
(e.g. 075 °W).  Often read as 3 groups of three digits. 

CHARLIE 

Negative No survivors or casualties can be seen (often the case 
when viewing from a search aircraft)

# Undetermined Number of casualties/survivors seen, but whose status 
cannot be determined (e.g. as seen from a search aircraft) 

# Red Number of casualties/survivors requiring immediate 
treatment and evacuation (Priority 1) 

# Yellow Number of casualties/survivors requiring early treatment 
and evacuation (Priority 2) 

# Green Number of casualties/survivors requiring routine treatment 
and evacuation (Priority 3) 

# Blue Number of casualties/survivors requiring deferred 
treatment and evacuation (Priority 4) 

# White Number of uninjured persons (remember that any person 
involved in a crash will ultimately require a medical check)

# Grey Number of persons missing/unaccounted for  

# Black # of dead (generally reserved for rescue specialists’ use) 

DELTA 

One N / S / E / W Side of hill plus indicate north, south, east, or west 

Two N / S / E / W In valley plus indicate north, south, east, or west side. 

Three In level country 

Four Heavily wooded area (can be used with Delta One, Two or 
Three). 

Five Alpha / Bravo In water plus indicate  Alpha – near shore;  Bravo – well 
off shore 

ECHO 

One Not for CASARA use – refers to SAR Tech deployment 

Two A helicopter will be required 

Three A ground party could reach the location in good time. 

Four A rescue boat will be required. 

Five Not for CASARA use – refers to request for Coroner 

FOXTROT remarks 
Briefly provide any detail which will help the JRCC 
Controller or SAR authority plan the response, bearing in 
mind that the transmission is not secure. 
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Alerting of SAR Authorities:  Example of a NOCL 

 
A CASARA Ground Team has homed an ELT to the site of a light aircraft 
crash at position N 49°15.100’  W 090°02.260’.  The aircraft has been 
positively identified as the search object from the registration on the tail, and it 
is located on the north side of a hill in a heavily wooded area.  There are 
forestry access roads nearby but the closest is about 1 km distant from the 
crash site.  Of the four (4) passengers known to be on board, two (2) are in 
serious condition, one (1) appears lightly injured; and one (1) is reported to 
have been disoriented and may have wandered off to look for help.   
 
If a military or CASARA aircraft is in the area, an air band radio tuned to 
123.10 MHz, or an alternative frequency identified by the aircraft, may be 
used to send the Notice of Crash/Casualty Location (NOCL) message.  Or, a 
cellular phone, satellite phone, amateur radio, or any other form of available 
communication may be used.  The following provides an example of how a 
CASARA team would relay a NOCL to an overflying military aircraft: 

 
CASARA Ground:  “Rescue three-zero-five, this is CASARA Ground 

with a November Oscar Charlie Lima; are you ready 
to copy?” 

 
Rescue 305:  “CASARA Ground, go ahead with your NOCL.” 
 
CASARA Ground:  “Alpha affirmative.  Bravo four-nine-one, five-zero-

nine, zero-zero-two.  Charlie two red, one green, one 
grey.  Delta one north four. Echo two.  Foxtrot: Forest 
access road within 1 km of site but terrain is rough; 
Charlies assessed by First Aiders.”  

 
Rescue 305:  “CASARA Ground, we copy your NOCL as follows...” 

  [aircrew member reads back message correctly] 
 
CASARA Ground:  “Rescue three-zero-five, roger.” 
 
 
Once the Search Master or JRCC Controller receives this information, he/she 
will have a clear knowledge of the location of the crash site, the severity of the 
incident, and the number of people requiring medical attention or evacuation, 
and what resources will likely be required to accomplish this.  He/she will also 
be aware that additional resources will be needed to conduct a secondary 
search for the missing occupant – i.e. “Charlie one grey”. 
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5.0 SURVIVOR CARE 
 
The care and support of survivors is now your primary objective.  Figuring out what went 
wrong, and why, must be left for the investigators who will come later.  Your priority 
attention to survivors begins when you arrive on scene, and ends only when they are 
transported from the site and into the care of others, as applicable. 
 
5.1 Positively identify the aircraft and occupants 
 
If you have conscious survivor(s), the ability to communicate is a great advantage, and it 
also gives you a good indication of their physical condition.   
 
First of all: 
- tell them who you are; that you are here to help; and that more help is on the way; 
- ask them their name(s), and if time permits, next-of-kin information; 
- establish how many were on board, and if everyone is accounted for; and 
- reassure them that things will be getting better now. 
 
The type and number of questions you ask at this first stage will depend greatly on their 
condition, whether they are adults or children, and if they are passengers or crew 
members.  As you are speaking with them, observe whether they are coherent and aware 
of their surroundings.  Follow standard First Aid/medical protocols with respect to other 
communications regarding injuries and existing medical conditions, medications, etc. 
 
If not already done, one team member should attempt to positively identify the 
aircraft/wreckage from the type, colour, and the registration markings that may appear on 
the tail, underside of the wing, and/or the cockpit, if safe to do so.  This may also be 
required if there are no survivors, or if they are unable to communicate.  Do not move 
wreckage unless absolutely necessary.  If applicable, the NOCL may now be confirmed 
with this information – i.e. “Alpha Affirmative”. 
 
5.2 Administer medical aid / First Aid 
 
Assess survivors and administer medical aid within the limits of your training.  If the 
survivors are conscious, obtain their consent first.  If there are several injured people, you 
may have to institute a triage system to identify and prioritize each casualty’s need for 
care.   
 
If survivors are not conscious, or it is suspected that they may have sustained a spinal 
cord injury (common for a “mechanism of injury” such as an airplane crash), apply the 
necessary precautions and do not move them – unless a life-threatening hazard exists.  
Such hazards may include risk of fire or explosion; unstable or sinking wreckage; or 
undue exposure to conditions that could lead to hypothermia, etc.   
 
Preparation tip:  As part of your ongoing First Aid and casualty care training activities, be 
sure to review multiple-casualty management and how to care for persons with suspected 
spinal cord injuries. 
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5.3 Create a safe zone 
 
If it is obvious that the survivors can be moved without risk of further injury, it may be 
possible to establish a suitable place a short distance from the wreckage where they can 
be treated in greater comfort.  If circumstances permit, constructing a small fire can 
provide warmth and lift spirits, and may also be helpful in marking your position for 
incoming rescuers.  In sub-zero temperatures, protecting survivors – and you team – from 
hypothermia will be important.  Any fires must be constructed with due regard for spilled 
fuel and fumes, and should ideally be located above and crosswind from the aircraft 
wreckage, to avoid risk of uncontrolled fire or explosion. 
 
Shelters should be constructed as necessary to protect survivors from sun, wind, cold, or 
precipitation.  You may also need to provide shelter for your team, if weather conditions 
are, or are expected to become adverse while waiting for outside resources to arrive. 
 
5.4 [If applicable] Conduct a limited search for missing occupants 
 
If you cannot account for the whereabouts of one or more of the persons reported to be 
on board, a limited search of the immediate area can be conducted after emergency First 
Aid is provided to the known survivors.  If you have a three-person team, one should 
search in a close radius of the crash site and/or debris trail, while two remain at the scene. 
 The searcher should not go beyond visual or voice range of the scene at any time.   
 
If the search is unsuccessful, do not extend the search area.  Your first priority is to take 
care of the known survivors.  Relay information on any unaccounted/missing persons to 
the SAR authorities (e.g. “Charlie Grey” reported in NOCL), so that additional resources 
may be sent to search for the missing person. 
 
5.5 Deal with the deceased 
 
It is never easy to come upon a person who has died, particularly as the result of an 
accident.  If there are survivors, focus your thoughts and energies on them.  If the sight of 
a deceased person is distressing to survivors, cover the deceased respectfully with a 
spare blanket, jacket, or other item.  Document this action, as it may be relevant to the 
subsequent investigation.   If there are no survivors, the team should keep busy securing 
the scene, documenting all relevant information, staying in contact with the controlling 
SAR agency, and taking care of their own warmth and shelter needs.   
 
Once any/all survivors are rescued, the scene will be turned over to the local authorities.  
Canadian Forces SAR squadrons are not responsible for the removal of bodies, as their 
primary duty is to rescue the living.  Any unnatural or accidental death will be subject to 
the investigation of a coroner, and/or the police agency having jurisdiction.  Preservation 
of the death scene is therefore important to this investigation.  Do not move or reposition 
the deceased person unless absolutely necessary (e.g. to extricate survivors or if there is 
a risk of fire consuming the body).  Do not search the deceased for personal effects in an 
attempt to identify them, unless instructed to do so by the controlling SAR agency.  If such 
a request is received, two team members should perform this task.  
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6.0 SECURE AND MAINTAIN THE SCENE 
 

While awaiting the arrival of rescue services, continue to manage the scene by carrying 
out the following tasks: 
 
6.1 Secure the scene 
 
The measures required to secure the scene will vary widely depending upon its location.  
A road-accessible area with a higher probability of passers-by will require more control 
than a remote bush location.  Establish a perimeter with flagging tape if necessary.   
 
Qualified passers-by may be a useful resource; accept their help as appropriate but 
advise them of any hazards and instruct them not to disturb anything.  Document the 
names and titles of anyone entering the scene.  Insist on them surrendering their 
identification to you, if they are not readily identifiable (i.e. in uniform, or known to you).   
 
Be aware that members of the media may attempt to enter the scene if they can; but they 
may not do so unless escorted by the police.  CASARA members do not have the 
authority to grant media access to an accident scene. 
 
6.2 Maintain communication 
 
Establish and maintain regular contact with the controlling SAR agency, and advise of any 
expected deviations from established procedures.  Provide updates on significant 
changes in weather or casualty condition. 
 
6.3 Provide ongoing casualty care and support 
 
Continuously monitor injured persons as per standard First Aid protocols, or within the 
limits of your training.   If weather conditions are adverse, or are expected to become so, 
both the rescuers and the survivors will benefit from fire and shelter.   An adequate supply 
of firewood should be gathered, especially if it is getting dark.  Any open flame, including 
fires, flares, and cigarettes must be kept a safe distance from spilled fuel, fumes, and fuel 
tanks.   As noted in Section 5.3, this should be crosswind or up-slope from the crash site 
and not downwind. 
 
Even if things may not be going to plan, or you have serious concerns about a survivor’s 
condition, or if weather is delaying the arrival of rescue services, remain calm and positive.  
Avoid discussing your concerns within earshot of survivors, as additional stress and anxiety 
could be very detrimental to their condition. 
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Leave the Scene . . .? 
 

If a CASARA Ground Team is first on the scene, it is expected that it will 
remain there at least until the police arrive.  Securing the accident scene is 
not part of the SAR Techs role; they will normally accompany survivors 
during their extrication and transport back to the airport or hospital.   The 
CASARA team may therefore need to assist in the response by remaining 
on scene until the police arrive. 
 
Even if there are no survivors, maintaining the integrity of the accident scene 
is important until it can be handed off to the appropriate authorities.  
Although military rescue resources may have attended the scene, it is the 
local police and coroner that will normally assume responsibility for the 
removal of deceased persons.  The ground team may be able to guide these 
local authorities to the scene. 
 
Any questions regarding the handling of survivors and management of the 
accident scene should be directed to the controlling SAR agency.  If an 
aircraft has landed on or immediately adjacent to a road, it is possible that a 
CASARA Ground Team may be able to transport uninjured occupants to 
help, if the JRCC Controller/CASARA Search Coordinator agrees.  Transport 
of injured persons should not generally be undertaken by CASARA crews, 
except when a life-threatening situation exists, or if the crew is specially 
trained or equipped for this role.  Similarly, in rough terrain, no independent 
attempt should be made by a CASARA crew to transport injured persons out 
of the bush, as it may result in further complications and injury to both 
parties.  A minimum of six persons is recommended for the overland 
transportation of stretcher cases (ref: National SAR Manual, Annex 4E, 
Ground Search Parties).  Again, the controlling SAR agency should be 
consulted for direction. 
 
If outside communication is lost, however, you are entitled to take whatever 
actions you feel are necessary to preserve and save lives. 
 
As a general rule, however, 

NEVER LEAVE AN ACCIDENT SCENE UNATTENDED. 
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7.0 PREPARE FOR THE ARRIVAL OF SAR RESOURCES 
 

If time and workload permit, your team can assist rescue personnel in locating the site and 
evacuating survivors.  The preparations that can be made will vary, depending on where the 
site is located, how rescuers are likely to arrive, and how soon they are expected.   
 
Some general suggestions: 
 
 If the site is difficult to find, have a signal fire ready to light crosswind of the scene; or 

have other signalling devices (mirror, strobes) ready. 
 
 Anchor brightly-coloured panels, clothing, or other objects to the ground to help mark 

your location. 
 
 Prepare survivors for transport, bearing in mind that SAR Techs or other medical 

personnel arriving on scene will probably want to examine them first. 
 
 During night operations, crews may be using night vision goggles.  Do not shine 

flashlights at aircraft or light flares when they are approaching. 
 
7.1 Air rescue – Helicopter landing  
 
If a suitable landing zone can be located nearby, a rescue helicopter may be able to land 
and evacuate survivors.  Pass this information along to the controlling SAR agency.  If you 
are advised that a helicopter is enroute to attempt a landing, consider the following 
preparations if time and site conditions permit: 
 

- If possible, define a landing zone (LZ) with conspicuous markings. Spray paint, 
conspicuity (i.e. brightly-coloured orange or pink) panels, or natural objects are 
some of the items that can be used.  Ensure any materials used are well anchored 
to prevent them from being swept into the rotors.  In winter, firmly anchored 
markers are important in assisting depth perception, particularly on featureless 
snow-covered terrain or ice. 

- If it is windy, small smoke flares or lengths of flagging tape tied securely to 
branches or makeshift poles near the landing zone can help indicate wind direction 
for the pilots. 

- If you are in radio contact with the crew, advise them of any potential hazards 
(trees, wires, tree stumps or fence posts hidden by long grass) that may be difficult 
to see on the approach.   

- Keep everyone clear of the landing zone; secure loose objects, clothing, hats, etc. 
 If one of your team members is familiar with helicopter operations and marshalling 
signals, only he/she should be in the LZ. 

- The pilot should be briefed as to the existence of deep snow or other soft terrain 
that could cause the helicopter to settle upon landing.  If this is the only option for 
a landing zone, efforts should be made to compact or reinforce the landing surface 
prior to the helicopter’s arrival.  Personnel should not approach the helicopter until 
it has stabilized on the landing surface. 
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Remember that best approach for a helicopter into a landing zone is usually one which 
provides a run-in path, as opposed to a vertical descent.  The ideal landing zone is a flat 
strip 30 metres (approx. 100 feet) wide and 90 metres (approx. 300 feet) long.  Wind 
direction should also be considered, as an optimal LZ will allow the helicopter to land and 
take off again into the wind.  Don’t be surprised if, after overflying the site, the pilot 
chooses a different approach path or even a different landing area than the one your crew 
selected.   
 
During approach and landing, the following general rules should be applied: 

 
- Watch for instructions from the flight crew; provide guidance over the radio if the 

crew requests it.  Study and carry with you a card of approved marshalling signals. 
- Do not approach the helicopter unless you are signalled to do so by the crew. 
- If you have to approach the helicopter, always remain within sight of the pilot. 
- Do not approach from the rear; approach from the side if possible. 
- If the helicopter has landed on a slope, approach and depart from the downhill 

side only. 
- Stay clear of the helicopter during start-up and shut down, as main rotor blades 

may droop when they are operating at slow speeds.  
 
7.2 Air rescue – Helicopter hovering 
 
If there is no suitable landing site, a helicopter may be able to hover and lower rescue 
specialists (e.g. SAR Techs) on a hoist.  Survivors may also be evacuated this way. Due 
to terrain, tree cover, and position of the wreckage and survivors, the hoist zone may be 
positioned a few metres or a few hundred metres from the crash site.  Be ready to help 
clear a path from the scene to the hoist zone, if circumstances permit. 
 
The downdraft from any hovering helicopter can be surprisingly strong.  Secure all people 
and loose objects.  The force of the downdraft will typically increase with the size of the 
helicopter, so be particularly vigilant when working around a large hovering helicopter, 
particularly the Canadian Forces’ CH-149 Cormorant.  When preparing the area for the 
arrival of a helicopter, remember to look up as well as down and around you for items that 
could be thrown about or dislodged by the helicopter downwash (i.e. dead tree tops, 
snags, snow or ice cornices, loose rock).  These hazards may not be obvious to the 
helicopter crew. 
 
Be aware of the position of your survivors relative to any fire you may have burning; as 
downwash from rotors may scatter burning wood and embers.  Similarly, a hoist zone 
near water may produce a significant spray.  Any snow, ice, loose gravel, or sand in the 
area will be whipped up by the rotor downdraft and may injure unprotected skin or eyes.  
Protect your casualties, and yourself, as best as possible from these conditions.  The use 
of goggles or other similar protective eyewear may help. 
 
Check with the helicopter rescue specialist (e.g. SAR Tech) before taking any action 
intended to help.  Follow the specialist’s direction at all times.  During hoisting operations, 
keep alert for guide ropes and tag lines, and avoid getting caught up in them. 
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7.3 Ground rescue – Crews arriving by foot or vehicle 
 
If the accident site is located in close proximity to a road or trail, or if air evacuation is not 
possible for some reason, rescue crews may arrive by ground. 
 
If you have communications with the inbound rescuers, advise them of the general route 
your team took into the site, and any rough terrain or other special conditions that were 
encountered (e.g. loose rock or snow, wire fences, sharp drop-offs or gullies).  This is 
particularly important information to share if the ground party is coming in under poor light 
or visibility conditions. 
 
As applicable, advise them of the colour of the flagging tape that you used to mark your 
route in, and the type and colour of any vehicle(s) you may have left parked along access 
roads. 
 
If it is only a short distance to the access point and conditions are suitable, a CASARA 
member can return to guide rescuers in. 
 
7.4 Water rescue – Crews arriving by boat 
 
If the accident site is on or near the shore of a lake/river, a rescue boat may be 
dispatched to the scene if it represents the best transport option to medical aid. 
 
If appropriate, light a signal fire crosswind of the accident scene to make your position 
more conspicuous from the water, and/or use a conspicuity panel or other brightly-
coloured object to signal your location. 
 
Scout a good landing site for the boat, and assist the crew in coming ashore.  Be vigilant 
for slippery rocks or soft sediment, and alert the crew to any hazards. 
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8.0 HAND-OFF SCENE TO AUTHORITIES 
 

8.1 Provide a Briefing 
 
Once civil or military authorities arrive, they will assume control of the accident scene.  
The people in charge will identify themselves and may ask you a number of questions, 
depending upon the time and circumstances at hand.  You may also wish to volunteer the 
following information, if appropriate: 
 
Immediately: 

- Any imminently threatening situations or hazards (i.e. fire; person trapped in 
wreckage, etc.) 

- Number, identity, and medical condition of survivors; identify priority cases 
- Any persons reported to be on board who have not yet been accounted for 
- Number, identity (if known), and location of deceased persons 
- Location of the ELT and/or other beacons 

 
After survivors are evacuated: 

- The identity of CASARA personnel on scene, and your contact information  
- The identity of any other persons who are or were assisting on scene (e.g. passers-by 

who volunteered their help) 
- Location of any fires you lit, or prepared for lighting 
- The approximate limits of the debris area. 

 
8.2 Document details 
 
Make a note of the name, affiliation (e.g. police force) and contact information of the 
person who you briefed, and who assumed control of the scene.   Ensure this information 
is also communicated to the CASARA Search Coordinator and/or JRCC Controller. 
 



 
Emergency Scene Management – Basic Guidelines for CASARA ESS Teams                     2011-02-25  v 2.3 
 
 

 
Page 20 

9.0 RETURN TO BASE 
 

Once your team has been asked to stand down, you will likely be returning to base to 
attend an informal debriefing with the CASARA Search Coordinator and/or support team, 
and to hand in your gear, notebooks, etc.   Depending upon the nature of the incident and 
the level of your involvement, a formal debriefing may be deferred until you have time to 
rest and gather your thoughts.   
 
9.1    Check gear and supplies 
 
Before leaving the scene, check that you have collected all CASARA equipment and 
personal gear you brought in.  If time permits, make a brief note of any supplies that were 
consumed and need to be restocked (e.g. First Aid materials, flares).  

 
9.2 Ensure ongoing safety of team 

 
 If you and your team have been on scene for several hours and have a considerable 
distance to travel back to base, do not undertake the return trip if you are excessively 
fatigued.  CASARA can dispatch a vehicle and extra driver to collect your team; or you 
may wish to plan a stop for a meal and time to relax.  Make sure the CASARA Search 
Coordinator knows what your plans are, however, including your estimated time of return. 

 
9.3 Manage encounters with media or next-of-kin 
 
If you encounter members of the media, public, or next-of-kin as you are departing the 
scene, be courteous but refrain from making any detailed statements or comments.  Refer 
them instead to the lead agency that now has control of the scene.  If you are contacted 
after-the-fact by the media, check first with your Unit Director/Zone Commander before 
accepting an interview. 

 
9.4 Safeguard documentation 

 
The police and/or any other official agency (e.g. Coroner, Transportation Safety Board), 
may interview your team as part of their investigation.  This may happen the next day, or 
even a few years later, if there is an inquiry, inquest, or court case resulting from the 
accident.  All documentation must therefore be filed securely at the CASARA base; and, 
be sure to keep a copy of your own notes.  Even if the police do not take a statement from 
you, it is worthwhile to write a detailed, chronological account of what you remember for 
your own records, as your memory of the event will be affected by the passage of time. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Emergency Scene Management – Basic Guidelines for CASARA ESS Teams                     2011-02-25  v 2.3 
 
 

 
Page 21 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
A word on Critical Incident Stress: 

 
After responding to an aircraft accident, you may well have experienced a 
very stressful and traumatic situation.  You may feel the effects of it 
immediately after, or it may come upon you days, weeks, or even months 
later.  It can be subtle, or very obvious.  The term commonly applied to this 
condition is “Critical Incident Stress”, and it is an acknowledged occupational 
hazard to those working in the emergency services field.   Symptoms may 
include one or more physical, emotional, cognitive, or behavioural changes. 
 
There is no “right” way to feel after attending an accident scene, nor is there 
any “right” way to deal with how you’re feeling.  Some people find that talking 
to a group of SAR colleagues who have gone through similar incidents is 
helpful; others prefer to confide only in close friends and family.   
 
Talking to a counsellor trained in Critical Incident Stress can also be a very 
effective way of working through the experience.  You may well emerge 
even better equipped to deal with stressful incidents in the future.  CASARA 
should happily and confidentially arrange these counselling services if you 
wish, including a debriefing session for your team. 
           
Whatever the case, recognize that you have been through a difficult 
situation, and that it’s both normal and important to allow yourself some time 
to recover. 
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10.0 NEXT STEPS 
 
Managing any accident scene can be a challenging task.  But managing it well can 
improve the odds of a positive outcome for survivors, and can aid the work of the 
investigators who will come later.  Outside help may arrive within a matter of minutes, or it 
could take hours depending on the weather, your location, and the time of day.  Similarly, 
the tasks ahead of you and the time required to complete each will vary, depending on the 
nature of the accident, the type of aircraft involved, and the number of persons on board 
and their condition.   
 
It can be difficult to predict what you might encounter – but you can prepare by keeping 
your First Aid and survival skills current; familiarizing yourself with the basic procedures 
for managing an emergency scene; and practicing them whenever possible. 
 
Some final thoughts about being first on the scene of an accident: 

 
- Document as much as you can; accidents produce many people with many 

questions. 
 

- Don’t disturb anything at an accident scene except for the purpose of 
lifesaving. 

 
- Have confidence in yourself.  You know what to do, and are capable of doing 

it. 
 

- Take things one logical step at a time.  Don’t get overwhelmed by the “big 
picture”. 

 
- Treat others as you would like to be treated, and you can’t go far wrong. 

 
- Being part of a successful search and rescue effort can be a very rewarding 

experience. 
 
 
 

And last but not least, remember why we do what we do: 
 

“So That Others May Live” 
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ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 
 
 

Appendix 1 Marshalling signals 
 
Appendix 2: ELT models and remote switches 
 
Appendix 3: Ballistic recovery systems 
 
Appendix 4: FAA First Responder online training resources (links) 
 
Appendix 5: Article on Critical Incident Stress management: “Rescuing the Rescuer” 
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Appendix 1: Marshalling signals (Transport Canada publication TP9528-1) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





Appendix 2: ELT models and remote switches 
 
Selected Canadian-certified 406 MHz ELT Models – Typical Switch Configuration 
 
Manufacturer Model(s) Cockpit Remote Switch Main ELT Switch 

ACK 
Technologies 

E-04 2 buttons 
- On 
- Test/Reset 
 
To shut ELT off, press “TEST/RESET” button 

3-position toggle switch: 
- On 
- Off 
- Armed 
 
To shut ELT off, select “OFF” position. 
 

Ameri-King AK-451AF 2-position switch: 
- On 
- Reset 
 
To shut ELT off, select “RESET” position  

3-position switch: 
- On 
- Off 
- Arm 
 
To shut ELT off, select “OFF” position. 
 

Artex ME406AF 2-position switch: 
- Arm 
- On 
 
To shut ELT off, switch to “ON”, then to “ARM”. 
  

2-position switch: 
- Arm 
- On 
 
To shut ELT off, switch to “ON”, then to “ARM”.   
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Manufacturer Model(s) Cockpit Remote Switch Main ELT Switch 

Emergency 
Beacon 
Corporation 

EBC-
406AF 

3-position switch: 
- Arm 
- On 
- Test/Reset 
 
To shut ELT off, momentarily hold the switch in 
the “TEST-RESET” position, hold for about 
one second and quickly release. This position 
is spring loaded, and it will return to the ARM 
position. The ELT will perform a self-test, and 
then deactivate. 

3-position switch: 
- Arm 
- On 
- Test/Reset 
 
To shut ELT off, momentarily hold the switch 
toward the LED (indicator light) for about one 
second, and quickly release. The ELT will perform 
a self-test, and then deactivate. 

Kannad 406AF 
Compact 

3-position switch: 
- On 
- Armed 
- Reset/Test 
 
To shut ELT off, push “RESET/TEST” part of 
switch. 

3-position switch: 
- Arm 
- Off 
- On 
 
To shut ELT off, put the switch in the “OFF” 
position. 
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SAMPLE GROUND ESS RESPONSE PROTOCOL:  Distress and Non-Distress Incidents 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Aircraft with active ELT is located 
Advise JRCC using NOCL message  

 
Continue Emergency Scene Management 
procedures, until CASARA is released by 
the authority assuming control of scene. 

DISTRESS 

During core daylight hours: 
- With JRCC’s concurrence, conduct 

enquiries in local area (hangars, 
residences) in an effort to locate 
Responsible Person. 

- If unsuccessful, ask JRCC to request 
assistance of local police. 
 

Outside of core daylight hours: 
- Request that JRCC contact local 

police to assist in locating a 
Responsible Person. 

- Establish a safe public location to 
meet and brief police. 

 
Once Responsible Person is on scene, 
follow protocol as outlined. 

No Responsible Person on scene 

At the direction of JRCC, shut down 
ELT using remote switch on panel, or 
switch on main ELT unit if readily 
accessible.  
 
Advise JRCC of: 
- ELT manufacturer & model  
- Position of switches (a) on ELT; and 

(b) on remote switch (as applicable); 
prior to deactivation. 

 
Leave notification on pilot’s seat 
advising of: 
- Date & time of ELT shut down 
- JRCC case number & 1-800 number 
- Contact details for CASARA unit. 

Aircraft accessible & unlocked. Aircraft not accessible, and/or locked. 

NON-DISTRESS 

Provide details to JRCC in plain language, including: 
- aircraft registration (e.g. C-FXXX) and type (e.g. Cessna) 
- location (e.g. flying club), including coordinates (Lat/Long) 
- if Responsible Person (e.g. owner, operator, or maintenance 

personnel) is on scene, or expected soon.

Responsible Person on scene 

Ask Responsible Person to shut down 
ELT; provide guidance if required. 
 
Advise JRCC of: 
- Name of Responsible Person and  his/her 

relationship to aircraft (e.g. owner, AME) 
- ELT manufacturer & model  
- Position of switches (a) on ELT unit; and 

(b) on remote switch (as applicable); prior 
to deactivation. 

 
Advise Responsible Person that ELT should 
be tested and verified functional before being 
returned to service. 
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Appendix 3: Ballistic parachute recovery systems 
 
• Fact sheet for First Responders from Ballistic Recovery Systems 

http://www.faa.gov/aircraft/gen_av/first_responders/media/mod4/mod4.htm 
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SUMMARY... But Please Read the Entire Article  

The following summary provides the minimum steps to disarm a BRS rocket motor: 

1. Locate the BRS parachute system by finding the parachute pack (see photo of container 
types). NOTE: Keep in mind that a badly broken apart airplane may have already put the 
activating housing into a stretched state that could be close to firing. 

2. Identify the rocket motor launch tube (photos inside). Note where the activating 
housing attaches to the base of the launch tube. 

3. Cut the activating housing at the base of the launch tube using a Felco-brand cutter 
(identified within) or equivalent. 

4. Remove the still-live rocket motor to a secure place and contact BRS for further 
directions about permanently disabling it. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
BRS Ballistic Parachutes: 

Information for Emergency Personnel  
 
Airplane crashes are rather rare events, thankfully. This helps illustrate that aircraft, 
whether commercial airliners, general aviation aircraft or recreational sport planes, are 
quite safe when flown by competent pilots. 
 
However, the rare nature of these crashes also means that those who arrive first at the 
scene of an accident (rescue workers, investigating officers, fire fighters, and other 
safety personnel) may be overwhelmed or not recognize the parts of the aircraft 
particularly well. 
 
One potential hazard rescue workers may encounter is an unfired, rocket-deployed 
emergency parachute system (sometimes called a ballistic parachute). While these 
devices are intended to save lives, they have the potential to cause injuries or even 
death to rescue workers.  
 
An emergency call takes you to the scene of an aircraft accident. Victims inside may be 
injured. You want to act quickly but people at the scene warn you about a rocket-
deployed parachute installed on this airplane. The pilot did not activate the safety device 
and now you may find yourself working on or near the airplane with its ballistic device 
still ready to fire. You want to help the victims, but you don't want to harm yourself or 
others around you. Perhaps the occupants escaped without serious injury and may be 
out of the plane, but the wreckage must be dealt with and a damaged aircraft with a 
ballistically-deployed parachute can be lethal. What do you do?  
 
In the hope of preventing a secondary tragedy, this document attempts to address the 
safety questions facing emergency personnel. 
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What Does "Ballistic" Mean? 
 
The term ballistic in this context has nothing to do with guns or ammunition. Instead it 
refers to a means of extracting a parachute. For Ballistic Recovery Systems (BRS) today, 
this means a rocket-deployed emergency parachute system.   

 
Used as intended, these BRS-brand 
emergency parachute systems have 
saved over 175 lives. More correctly 
stated - they save lives if used. 
However, the pilot must elect to 
deploy the system, completely 
different than, say, an airbag which 
deploys automatically when certain 
conditions develop. Because the pilot 
(or his passenger) must pull the 
activating handle, sometimes the units 
are not used. 
 
 

 
The pilot may have felt he could rescue the plane from its predicament. Or he may have 
been unable to deploy for physical or other reasons, such as being at very low altitude. 
Regardless of why a ballistic parachute was not used, the fact remains for safety 
personnel that when handling an accident where a BRS unit was not deployed, a 
potentially dangerous device now confronts them.  
 
How Dangerous Are They?  
 

The rocket motors are ignited by 
pulling an activation handle in the 
cockpit. They then accelerate to over 
100 mph in the first tenth of a second 
after ignition. While the total firing 
period is only one second, someone in 
the path of an escaping rocket could 
be seriously injured or killed. These 
are powerful rockets (about 1½-2 
inches diameter and 8-10 inches long) 
that work very efficiently. At left is a 
test of a Cirrus system showing the 55 
pound parachute pack being pulled by 
the rocket motor. This is a fraction of a 
second after ignition. 

  
The danger to safety personnel may now be more obvious. A rescue worker who 
disregards the position of the ballistic parachute system, or who moves the aircraft 
without determining the existence of a ballistic parachute system may put him or herself 
in considerable jeopardy. BRS has worked with NTSB and FAA personnel, as well as 
rescue personnel throughout the country and around the world. We have assembled this 
information for safety personnel to disarm these systems, but caution is required. 
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COMPONENT DESCRIPTION/INSTALLATION DIAGRAMS 
 
A BRS unit is comprised of four major elements: Activation Handle, Activation Cable or 
Housing, Rocket Motor Assembly and Parachute Container. 
 
The first thing emergency people may see is a red firing handle. This will be located near 
the seats, as it obviously must be close to the pilot. The red firing handle will connect to 
the activation housing, the flexible cable that links the firing handle to the igniter. 
 
In the picture below, see that each handle is secured with a safety pin. This is to remain 
with the handle until the aircraft departs for flight, at which time the pilot should then 
remove the pin. A first step for emergency personnel is to place some type of 
3/16 inch pin or rod into the handle holder. This provides some measure of security 
as you proceed to further disarm the system. 
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PARACHUTE CONTAINERS 
 
The parachute may be housed in a fabric covering called a softpack, in a fiberglass box 
called a VLS (vertical launch system), or a white aluminum canister. Each of the various 
container types may be mounted in a variety of locations, according to aircraft design. 

 
 
 
 
At right is the BRS Canister 
system, very commonly used in a 
wide variety of ultralight, 
experimental and sport aircraft.  
They come in sizes for aircraft 
ranging from 500 to 1200 pounds 
GTW. Below are the softpack and 
VLS systems. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CIRRUS 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The photo at left shows the Cirrus 
parachute installed into its stowage 
area, located just behind the 
baggage compartment. It is 
normally covered by a sheet metal 
panel and carpet, which is secured 
with Velcro. The rocket motor is 
mostly hidden behind the 
aluminum beam; the igniter is 
visible in the upper right center as 
a black cylinder. The Cirrus 
parachute is contained within a 
heavy nylon bag, so it is a softpack 
by definition. 
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CIRRUS 
 
This illustration shows the 
routing of the activation cable 
in a Cirrus SR20 or SR22 
aircraft, which is covered 
entirely by headliner panels. 
The best place to expose the 
cable is just aft of the baggage 
door, near the upper right 
corner. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Cessna 172 
 

   
 Top View    Interior View    Activating Cable 
 
The above three photos show the location of the parachute canister and rocket in the 
Cessna 172. The aluminum parachute canister (large box) is in the left rear of the 
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baggage area, as viewed from the front seats. 
The rocket is on the left of the parachute 
canister; the activation cable runs down to 
the floorboard, under a cover, then forward to 
the activation handle, located near the fuel 
selector.  
 
At left, the C172 rocket and igniter with the 
plastic cover having been removed. The 
rocket motor is secured to the igniter base by 
three 10-32 nylon screws which fracture at 
firing. 
 

 
 
 
Here is another perspective of the C172 
rocket assembly with cover removed. It is 
just a few inches below the rear window, 
which it will readily break through when fired. 
Inside the launch tube resides the rocket 
motor, it�s the red cylinder. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This is a close up of the BRS 900 rocket 
motor, common to both Cessna and Cirrus 
installations. It produces roughly 225 pounds 
of thrust over a 1.2 second burn time and 
must be respected. It burns solid propellant 
derived from military formulations and is very 
resistant to accidental initiation.  
 
 
 
 
 

Cessna 182 

   
Top View, thru window  Top View, inside     Handle Box 
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Many of the design elements of the 
newer, C182 ballistic parachute system 
are similar to its predecessor, the C172. 
The canister is rotated 90 degrees and 
the rocket is located aft of the canister, 
however, the activation cable is still 
relatively accessible prior to being 
covered on the floorboard. The best way 
to reach the cable would be through the 
left side baggage door, if possible. As 
shown here, the rocket motor and 
igniter are covered by the upper and 
lower rocket shields, which are intended 
to protect the components from 
bumping. To gain access to the cable, 
perform the following steps: 
 

1. Using a Phillips screwdriver, 
remove the two 8-32 screws 
securing the left side of the lower 
rocket shield 

2. Place force on the shield in an 
effort to move it away from the 
parachute canister. Even though 
there are two more screws on the 
right side, it should fracture and 
may then be pushed out of the 
way. 

3. You will then see the igniter and 
the activation cable, as at left.  

4. Using the Felco cutter, or 
equivalent, proceed to cut the 
cable 1� � 2� from the end. 

5. The rocket has now been 
rendered safe, and it may be 
removed for disposal or safe 
storage. 

 
 
 
Note: This photo shows the routing of 
the activation cable between the front 
seats in either C172 or C182 installs. It 
is partially protected by aluminum 
channel, as you see in the right of the 
photo. Aluminum tape is also used to 
secure the cable to the floor. For any 
reason, should you be unable to access 
the cable near the igniter, this is a 
secondary point of access. 
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HISTORICAL NOTES:  
 
ROCKET OR DROGUE GUN? 
 
In 1987, a determination was made that a solid propellant rocket motor was the best 
choice to extract the parachute. It is, therefore, increasingly unlikely that emergency 
personnel will encounter the older systems which employed a device called a drogue gun, 
which relies on kinetic energy to extract the parachute. The drogue gun is basically a 
small cannon which fires a heavy weight using a propellant charge. Both systems, 
however, will be located very near the parachute; and both are disarmed using these 
techniques.  
 
CHANGES TO THE ACTIVATION HOUSING (CABLE) 
  
The activation housing on BRS units has changed over the years. The material formerly 
was a flexible, spiral-wound, bright silver stainless tube of about a half inch diameter. 
Later this became a braided stainless material similar in appearance and size. The 
newest models use a black plastic exterior that resembles a bicycle brake cable.  
 
AT THE SCENE 
 
Rescue personnel should first determine the existence of a BRS-brand unit. You can 
scan for a company logo, often placed on the outside of the aircraft. Or you can look for 
the unit itself. The container, which holds the parachute canopy, will always have a 
company logo on it, and it�s the largest component. If possible, locate the parachute 
container, rocket, activation cable (housing) assembly and activation handle. 
 
The activation housing, again, joins the firing handle on one end to the rocket motor on 
the other. Pulling either end away from one another can fire the unit. Normally 
the handle and the parachute unit will be mounted securely, but as stated above, in an 
accident, orientation may change. Rescue workers, police officers, and fire fighters 
should initially exercise extreme care when working around these systems, especially if 
the airplane is severely broken up or the activation cable appears to be tightly stretched. 
  
Examine the parachute container. Alongside the parachute container should be a 2-3 
inch diameter black, silver or white tube about 10 inches in length. This is called the 
launch tube and it contains the rocket motor. In Cessna installations, the rocket is 
further covered by a rectangular plastic or fiberglass cover, as discussed previously. 

 
A rocket motor assembly consists 
of two principle parts: The launch 
body, which will leave the launch 
tube when fired; and the igniter, 
which remains in the launch tube 
after ignition. The launch tube on 
newer units is covered with a 
plastic cap while on certain older 
models it remained open.  
 
 



 9 

 
Cirrus/Cessna Rocket         Sport Launch Tube  Sport Launch Body  
 
HAS THE ROCKET FIRED? 
 
If the airframe has experienced significant breakup, there is a very good chance that the 
rocket motor has been initiated. Telltale signs of this would be the parachute canopy 
extracted from it�s container, the rocket motor no longer in the launch tube, a burned 
appearance on the lanyards joining the rocket motor to the parachute or being unable to 
locate the rocket motor at all. A rocket motor that has separated from the igniter poses 
no significant hazard, unless it is exposed to fire. Experience has shown that a rocket 
motor subjected to high temperatures (fire) will not ignite in a normal manner and 
launch. Rather, they have been observed to burst in a relatively non-threatening display. 
 
After a determination is made that the rocket is live, under no circumstances 
should rescue personnel place any part of their person in front of the launch 
tube. Clear a 90 degree area in front of the rocket motor, extending 100 feet 
out, if possible. 
 
THE IGNITER ASSEMBLY 
 
THE ROCKET MOTOR IGNITER IS NOT AN ARMED, HAIR-TRIGGER DEVICE. It 
requires a deliberate pull of about 30-40 pounds to cock and fire the system. Both 
cocking and firing are accomplished by one pull of the handle. Because of the design, 
the handle will come free of the handle holder and travel roughly two inches 
unimpeded. Then, spring compression begins. At that point, the system needs only 
about 7/16 inch of additional movement to ignite.  
 
Under certain circumstances, crash forces may physically separate the rocket from the 
igniter. This separation alone greatly reduces risks. The igniter contains two shotgun 
primers and a small amount of black powder/magnesium mix. The output is a loud 
report and a flash of flame. This could cause minor injury, but it is not particularly 
dangerous. Should one encounter this scenario, cutting the activating cable is still 
desirable. 
 
SEVERING THE ACTIVATION CABLE 
 
BRS STRONGLY RECOMMENDS using a Felco-brand cutter, which is sold in several 
models from the compact C7 to the larger C16. They can be obtained from various 
sources, including Sanlo Manufacturing Co: http://www.sanlo.com/product/tools.htm.  
 
Greenlee Company, Div. of Textron, manufactures similar products made specifically for 
cutting cables, which can be viewed on line at: http://www.greenlee.textron.com. 
Greenlee offers several catalog numbers that would work well, including 704,706,718 or 
727(compact). 
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This photo shows the larger Felco C16 
cutter being used to sever one of the older 
style, stainless steel cable assemblies. 
 
NOTE: DO NOT ATTEMPT TO CUT THE 
ACTIVATION HOUSING WITH AN 
ORDINARLY BOLT CUTTER OR SIDE 
CUTTER! They are NOT effective at cutting 
the cable housing. The Felco or Greenlee 
brand cutters gather the cable and work 
with surprising ease. They make a worthy 

addition to any rescue organization's standard tool box; being useful for cutting fences, 
steel cables, and other obstacles which may prevent workers from reaching the scene of 
an accident or freeing occupants. 
 
Using the diagrams and information presented here, locate a point in the activation 
cable located near the igniter, then cut it using the Felco or Greenlee cutter. Care must 
be taken, however, not to twist the housing while cutting it. Once the housing is severed, 
the system is rendered relatively harmless and rescue workers should face no further 
danger handling the accident victims or aircraft wreckage. 
 
ATTACHMENT TO THE AIRFRAME 
 
Worth mentioning are the mounting hardware components and attachment bridles which 
connect parachute to aircraft. Made from nylon or Kevlar, the bridles connect the 
parachute canopy to designated points on the fuselage. Conceivably, it may be 
necessary to cut or remove the bridles to gain access to components or injured parties. 
A sharp knife, or your Felco cutter, may be used to sever them if required. 
 
DISPOSTION OF ROCKET MOTOR 
 
Later, after immediate concerns have been addressed, emergency workers are advised 
to remove the rocket motor and to completely disarm it by removing the rocket fuel, and 
firing the igniter. Alone, separated from the igniter, the rocket poses very little danger, 
but it should be stored in a secure location. BRS will provide assistance for this effort, 
which can be obtained by calling 651-457-7491 during business hours, CST. 
Alternatively, contact Cirrus Design at 800-279-4322 or 218-727-2737.  
 
ALTERNATIVES 
 
Some agencies that BRS has communicated with take a very conservative position 
regarding how best to handle an unfired rocket. They feel that this is work best left to 
the local bomb squad. We leave such decisions entirely up to the individuals in charge at 
the scene. However, if the above steps are followed and normal precautions observed, 
we feel that disarming the system can be safely accomplished by emergency personnel 
without undue risk. 
 
A CAUTION AND DISCLAIMER 
 
While the advice above should prevent problems for safety personnel in most situations, 
the instructions given apply to BRS brand products only. Other brands identified as 
Pioneer, Second Chantz, Advanced Ballistic Systems, Galaxy, or GQ Security have been 
sold in the past. While these systems are similar, they are not identical. BRS can provide 
no information on how to disarm these systems. 
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Appendix 4: FAA First Responder online training resources (links) 
 
 
Federal Aviation Administration 
 
First Responder Safety at a Small Aircraft or Helicopter Accident 
Updated: 3:54 pm ET March 25, 2010 

As small aircraft and helicopters have become more complex, technology has provided 
systems that have enhanced operational safety. In the event of an accident, many of 
these systems have presented additional hazards to first responders or any potential 
rescuer at an aircraft accident scene. The FAA, in cooperation with General Aviation 
Manufacturers Association (GAMA), various manufacturers and first responder 
professional organizations, has developed training for safety at an aircraft accident scene. 
While the material was initially developed for firefighters, Emergency Medical Services 
(EMS) and police, it provides useful information for any persons that may come across an 
aircraft accident.  Flash Player is required to view each module.  

 
Module 1  Systems and Material Hazards 

• Recommended for firefighters and EMS. 

• Primary module that identifies hazards unique to aircraft accidents. 

 
Module 2  Aircraft Type Familiarization and Mission Specific Hazards 

• Recommended for firefighters and EMS. 

• Outlines aircraft variations in service and hazards associated with certain aircraft 
usage. 

 
Module 3  Command and Recovery 

• Recommended for firefighters, EMS and law enforcement for aircraft accident 
protocol development. 

• Recognizes operational protocol for managing an accident scene and 
requirements related to the investigation of the accident. 

 
Module 4  Ballistic Parachute System Familiarization 

• Recommended for firefighters and recovery personnel. 
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• Provides information that will detail the installation, operation and techniques 
used by manufacturers to disable a Ballistic Parachute System so that the first 
responder will have a better understanding if tasked by the manufacturer to 
disable the system. 

 

Module 5  Systems and Material Hazards for Rescuers 

• Recommended for police, airport and the aviation community or others that may 
be tasked with initial rescue. 

• Provides material from Module 1, however recognizes that Personal Protective 
Equipment (PPE) may not be equivalent to firefighter/EMS Self‐Contained 
Breathing Apparatus (SCBA) and does not address extrication. 

 

 

Additional accident and training resources: 

• GAMA website for manufacturer specific information: General Aviation 
Manufacturers Association (GAMA) 

• FAA Aircraft Rescue and Fire Fighting (ARFF) for additional FAA guidance. 
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Appendix 5: Article on Critical Incident Stress management 
 

Rescuing the Rescuer: Critical Incident Stress 
Management 
By Marie Nordberg - Associate Editor, Advanced Rescue Technology magazine (March/April 
1999) 
 
After more than a decade, Christopher Casey, EMT-P, still thinks about the holiday fire where eight 
children died in a three-family structure. He also recalls the 1990 accident in which two firemen 
were killed when their vehicle slammed into a tree while responding to a false alarm. "That was an 
extended rescue that took several hours," says the Connecticut-based paramedic. "One fireman 
died before we got him out of the truck. To watch the process take place was very challenging. That 
event affected the whole community."  

Former rescuer Jeff Mitchell, PhD, vividly remembers the China-doll-like face of a young woman 
who was hit and killed by a dump truck in Howard County, MD.  "Her eyes were fixed open, and, for 
a long time, that was hard for me to shake away," says Mitchell, president of the Ellicott City, MD-
based International Critical Incident Stress Foundation. "It was clearly a dead person, and there 
was nothing that could be done for her, but the face was etched in my memory, and that image kept 
coming back again and again."  

These are perfectly normal reactions to horrific situations, says Mitchell. Not being able to resolve 
those feelings, however, may lead to posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD).  

"I use the analogy of a lightswitch," says Mitchell. "If you turn on a switch, the lights come on; you 
turn it off, the lights go off. That's normal, as it's normal for human beings to have traumatic stress 
reactions. With PTSD, the light switch comes on, but it gets stuck in the 'on' position. Critical 
incident stress is a normal response of a healthy person to an abnormal event."  

Tim Pelton, assistant chief with Cheshire Fire Department in East Berlin, CT, uses another analogy 
to explain critical incident stress. "Think back to when you were 10 years old, and you fell off your 
bike and got hurt," he says. "Maybe you haven't thought of that in 30 years, but I just pulled it out of 
the file cabinet in your head, and it's right there. In emergency services and rescue folks, sometimes 
their file cabinet gets too full, and they get overwhelmed by significantly emotional events. CISM 
helps them park that stuff in the file cabinet.  

"There are lots of triggers that queue up that file cabinet: visual, auditory, olfactory and so on," 
Pelton adds. "You might respond to an automobile accident where there's a car seat in back and a 
2-year-old who looks just like your daughter. Visual trigger--you crash and burn because this kid 
could have been yours. The smell of a burned body, the odor of diesel exhaust or lights at an 
emergency scene can all open the file cabinet."  

Rescuer Stress 
Because extricating victims from a vehicle or recovering bodies from a downed aircraft require 
rescue personnel to use technical skills that may not result in physical contact with their victims, is 
there less emotional involvement than that experienced by EMS personnel? As a rescuer, are you 
less at risk for traumatic stress? Not at all, says Mitchell. "Medical providers typically get much 
closer to the victim," Mitchell admits, "and the rescue worker who is focused on tools or procedural 
tactics doesn't have to focus on the patient, as long as there is an EMT or paramedic to take care of 
him. But if the patient puts a hand on the rescuer's arm and says, 'Please don't let me die,' all 
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boundary barriers are broken. Another thing that may have real impact is time exposure. The longer 
you're on the scene with a patient, the more he becomes a real person to you, and then it's much 
harder to continue without being affected."  
Most rescue personnel like to think they can detach themselves emotionally from bad situations by 
functioning on "autopilot," says Marie Keogh, founder of Trumbull, CT-based Northeast Critical 
Incident Stress Management Services.  "All of their training comes to the surface, and they go to 
work at whatever they need to do. Unfortunately, it's the aftermath that takes its toll, when they're 
sitting back and reviewing what happened. That's when it's important for people to know about 
critical incident stress and how it may affect them."  

What is CISM? 
Prior to 1990, critical incident stress management was almost nonexistent, says Christopher Casey. 
The incident with the firemen peaked his interest in learning everything he could about it and 
sharing it with others.  
"I guess you could say I learned the hard way, with alcohol abuse and other things," he says, "but 
better late than never. I learned there were alternative methods of dealing with the stress I was 
being exposed to and having to process as a paramedic, husband and father."  

"I'll be overly chauvinistic and say that, 10 years ago, we had a male, macho boys club in 
emergency services," says Pelton, "and CISM was a hard issue to crack. But after you provide it 
once, it works forever and ever. The challenge is to make sure the first time works."  

Under the umbrella term of critical incident stress management (CISM) are dozens of processes like 
defusing, debriefing and demobilization, explains Mitchell. The process takes a comprehensive, 
systematic and multicomponent approach.  

"That means there are components in place before people get traumatized, including education and 
systematic planning," he says. "You also have things going on during an incident, such as one-on-
one field support, making sure crews are properly rested, rotating crews from heavy work loads to 
light work loads to rest, and providing warmth, shelter and enough fluids to prevent dehydration in 
the field. The components that make up what happens after the traumatic experience include one-
on-one defusings, debriefings and demobilization, if it's a large-scale disaster; family support 
services; follow-up services; and referrals for therapy, if necessary."  

Signs of Stress 
As in any stressful circumstance, people react differently to a situation, says Mitchell, and some are 
more emotional than others.  
"Once you've completed your mission, the emotional stress may start off with you becoming angry, 
frustrated that the call didn't go as perfectly as you would have liked, it took too long, there were 
equipment failures, or you didn't have the right equipment," he says. "Maybe there were surprises 
during the mission, such as finding unfamiliar reinforcement rods and bars in a newer model car. All 
of those frustrations come out by people talking about how irritated they are. They may blame it on 
somebody else or on the equipment, or they may say, 'This got screwed up because of you.' They 
often aim their anger at people in their own organization--someone they normally have more 
respect for. Blaming the situation on somebody else when what's going on is beyond anyone's 
control is called diffuse aggression. That happens a fair amount in the rescue business."  

There are also cognitive, physical, emotional and behavioral symptoms, says Mitchell.  

"The immediate reactions after a stressful incident may be feeling distracted, or feeling like you're 
cut off from the rest of your group. You may have dreams or nightmares. If you had good visual 
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contact with the injured party while you were attempting the rescue, you may have memories of the 
victim's eyes, what the blood was like and the gore. During a recovery operation, you may be able 
to suppress your feelings while looking at massively destroyed bodies, but once the mission is 
complete, there's a replay of it where material that got stored in your brain gets replayed again and 
again, and you begin to focus on aspects of the incident that you weren't able to focus on while you 
were doing your job."  

Cognitive symptoms include confusion, disorientation on the job, feeling that what you're doing is no 
longer important, and difficulty concentrating and remembering certain aspects of the event, says 
Mitchell. Physical symptoms may include hand tremors, chin and lip shakes, headache and 
stomach distress.  

"From an emotional point of view," says Mitchell, "you'll see fear, imagining family members in place 
of the victim, or feeling sadness because you saw human life lost. Behavioral symptoms include 
withdrawal from contact with others, overprotectiveness (someone who goes home after an 
incident, locks up his child's bike and announces that the kid will never ride again), overalertness to 
the environment and jumpiness. Those are short-term things. If it doesn't get resolved, either by 
yourself or with a little assistance, you move to long-term symptoms, and that brings you toward 
posttraumatic stress disorder."  

According to Mitchell, there are six criteria for PTSD:  

• A horrific, horrible, grotesque, disgusting or frightening event.  

• Intrusive images--seeing the event again, hearing it, smelling it, tasting it. Seeing the face of 
an injured child floating in a bowl of soup or hearing a person's voice screaming for help.  

• Avoidance--avoiding places, conversations, people or experiences that even remotely 
remind them of an experience.  

• Arousal--having a hard time shutting down after emergency calls; constantly feeling on 
edge; looking over one's shoulder and expecting something to happen.  

• Symptoms that last longer than 30 days.  

• Significant disruption in normal life pursuits.  

Mandatory Counseling? 
Opinions differ on whether counseling should be mandated after a traumatic event. How helpful is it 
if participants are resistant from the outset? How responsible is a rescue agency when an employee 
who refuses help later develops PTSD?  
"I personally feel that you can lead a horse to water, as the old saying goes, but you can't forcibly 
open someone's mind," says Casey. "I do believe there is limited value to mandatory debriefing, but 
mandatory in some bargaining agreements means you have to pay people a lot of money to come 
in for it."  

Marie Keogh has mixed emotions.  

"My theory is to do no harm, and I believe debriefings absolutely do no harm if done by a trained 
professional and those who believe in the process, but I don't like the term mandatory. People deal 
with things in their own way, and going through debriefing may not be their way."  

Steve Fleming, EMT, a company officer with Poudre Fire Authority in Ft. Collins, CO, discovered 
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that mandated debriefing elicited a negative response in many of the 130 firefighters in his 
department.  

"We had a trailer fire where two small children died," explains Fleming, who is both a firefighter and 
trained debriefer. "The division chief, who is very pro-debriefing, pulled the two firefighters who were 
directly involved almost immediately, while they had a job they felt they still needed to do. We found 
out later that they were very bitter that they didn't get to finish the scene or bring closure to the job 
they felt they should have done. That incident led to a very interesting and educational situation for 
us in how we viewed debriefing and how we came across to the troops.  

"Anytime you put a mandate on just about anything for folks in emergency services, it gets to be a 
concern," Fleming adds. "Some things obviously have to be mandatory, but when it comes to 
emotions and feelings, there was a lesson to be learned in all of this. Since that point, we've had 
several situations where we've requested a debriefing team, but it's been run on a voluntary basis 
and has been better received."  

Mitchell believes that the argument for or against mandatory is overrated on either side. "In the 
metropolitan Baltimore area, we have five counties and the city of Baltimore combined into one 
critical stress management team," he says. "In an average year, there are more than 70,000 
emergency calls, of which only 25—30 result in debriefing or defusing. Out of that number, only two 
or three are mandated, usually for suicide of one of our own people, a line-of-duty death, a 
multicasualty event, a serious wounding of one of our own during performance of duties, any event 
that is significantly threatening to personnel, or an event where there is a killing or wounding of an 
innocent party, such as running over a child while responding to a call. So the number of incidents 
that are mandated by policy are few, but they're of extreme significance. Mandating is done with the 
idea that we can get in early to help stabilize the situation and restore people before they are 
impacted in a way that becomes permanent."  

Who should be responsible for making the mandate? Administration, says Mitchell.  

"If you have an incident in your company where the employees are shaken, you'd better mandate 
counseling for them because, if you don't, you have a good chance of being sued for failing to 
provide help. The really important issue, of course, is how you sell it. If I tell a group they have to go 
for help, the response will be, 'No way.' But if I say, 'Folks, this is a horrible event. We know some of 
you might not need this, but your presence would be helpful to others. We'd appreciate you being 
there for their benefit, so could you go to help your buddies out?' I'm never turned down, because 
people always reach out to help someone else. The whole issue with mandating is that some 
people have blown it into proportions it doesn't deserve."  

Assuming counseling is available, who should take advantage of it? Is it more effective on a one-to-
one basis or in group sessions? Is there a gender factor in how well counseling is accepted?  

"Males do a much better job of openly denying that they're in trouble," says Mitchell. "People who 
have been in rescue for awhile build up a certain immunity to being traumatized, although I've seen 
cases where someone responds to 10,000 incidents and number 10,001 does them in. I've also 
seen some who build up a shell over the years and it takes more to penetrate, but I wouldn't want 
anyone to get too complacent. Ultimately, everyone is vulnerable to developing traumatic stress 
reactions. On a standard horrific case, almost everyone reacts, but some react for a brief period of 
time, some for a bit longer, and a few end up with full-blown PTSD."  

As for one-on-one counseling vs. group therapy, each has its place, says Mitchell.  

"What you don't want is a single-tactic approach to dealing with posttraumatic stress," he says. "If 
you take 15 personnel who have been through a horrible event and see them individually in a 
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private office, each one will tell you, 'I'm your worst case, right? Nobody's got it as bad as me. I'm 
the only one you're calling in, right?' They're shocked when you tell them there are others, because 
they believe they're isolated and alone, and nobody else is going through what they are. When you 
put these people in a group and they hear each other say, 'This is what I'm going through. This is 
what I'm feeling,' they suddenly realize they aren't the worst case.  

"The other thing," says Mitchell, "is that group debriefing is not therapy--never has been, never will 
be. It's designed to do three things: stabilize the situation within a group; help to accelerate normal 
recovery processes; and identify individuals who might need more help. So both group and 
individual work have value--one is not better than the other. It's two different tactics within the 
overall strategy of CIS management."  

"Within emergency services, people seem to be more comfortable in group settings," says Casey. "I 
guess they feel less threatened knowing their peers are experiencing the same things they are, and 
they're validated by the lack of uniqueness that they might have associated with it previously."  

When scheduling a debriefing session, there seem to be two important factors to consider: 
Sessions should take place on neutral ground, and at least one "outsider" should be part of the 
debriefing team.  

"I usually try to do debriefings away from the workplace so people aren't distracted," says Keogh. 
"We were called to a restaurant one time after several employees had been held at gunpoint. They 
wanted to have the debriefing there, so I asked if they had a separate room and was told that they 
did. When I got there, they had scheduled the debriefing in the same room where the people had 
been held hostage, so we moved everyone to the local fire station. You want to have someplace 
that is free from interruption and from stress."  

Fleming is adamant about using impartial debriefers, which avoids personality clashes and 
embarrassment among coworkers.  

"We've had some problems with debriefers trying to help coworkers who flat out didn't want to be 
helped," he says. "They were extremely devoted and committed to the service, but we discovered 
that it was causing some real personality problems. Part of the reason I retired from our own 
department's CISD team was because I found out I did much better when we were called in by 
someone in an area I wasn't familiar with, and we were just there to facilitate the guidelines of the 
debriefing process."  

Marie Keogh also prefers neutral facilitators for debriefing activities. "It's good to have someone 
who doesn't know the individuals, who may be embarrassed to show their pain," she says. "They 
think they have to maintain a certain image in front of the people they work with every day, but if 
they're talking to someone outside the system, they might feel less embarrassed about their 
behavior."  

Preincident Education 
There are numerous ways to prepare yourself prior to a traumatic incident, both emotionally and 
physically, says Mitchell. Good training in the field is top priority, he adds. "Become a good rescuer, 
know your skills and abilities, and be familiar with your rescue tools," he advises. "Get to know what 
resources are available to you and learn about posttraumatic stress so you'll recognize it when it 
happens.  
"Historically, we have found that as we've increased the number of education programs, as well as 
the number of immediate defusings and one-on-one counseling to emergency operations 
personnel, the number of debriefings has declined. They don't stop, but the need declines if you've 
done other things well. People call for help earlier, and help responds faster so they get rid of the 
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effects of the experience, which helps them stay healthy and on the job longer."  

Preincident education is paramount, says Keogh.  

"The whole theory of CISM is definitely that preincident education is top priority, and that's what we 
try to do here in Connecticut. When volunteer firefighters or others experience disturbing feelings, 
they can say, 'This is normal. They said this might happen.' Before an incident, we tell them to 
practice good life skills. Since Type A personality is so prominent in emergency services, we need 
to teach relaxation skills and how to communicate openly. We also educate family members, and 
tell them to give the emergency worker time and space, and to say, 'I know you had a really bad 
call. I'm here if you want to talk about it, and I understand if you don't.' We tell people to exercise 
and do things in moderation, and tell them that alcohol is not something to be used when you're 
going through an incident."  

In light of the high number of divorces in emergency services, family education is critical, says 
Steve Fleming.  

"My big push right now is to educate spouses and significant others about the stresses we 
experience," he says. "Personally, I can tell you that my wife could never quite feel comfortable with 
my schedule, the risks and having children, and I feel very strongly that spouses need to be 
educated as much as our employees. A few years ago, our fire department's union got spouses 
together and had them form a support group, which is especially important during a prolonged 
operation so they have a way to keep updated on what's going on, and they realize that others are 
going through the same situation."  

As part of preincident education, says Tim Pelton, his debriefing teams focus on how to look for 
signs of stress in a coworker.  

"It usually comes down to one concept--significant change in behavior," he says. "Take the guy who 
is very gregarious, always joking or back-slapping, and he's suddenly shut down, locked out, sitting 
in a corner and staring at the wall. Or, the meekest, kindest person in your outfit becomes violent 
and verbally abusive. That's a big, red flag."  

Conclusions 
Although there is still some resistance to counseling, even long-time employees who think they've 
seen it all are beginning to see the value in postincident defusing and debriefing, says Casey.  
"A lot of old-timers come up to us and say, 'Gee, I wish you'd been around 27 years ago when we 
had this terrible accident,'" he says. "They are debriefing themselves many years later. I talked to 
one paramedic who used to drive 30 miles out of his way to avoid a particular accident site. Left 
untreated, it does terrible things."  

Keogh has seen similar reactions.  

"I frequently run into one of the old 'dinosaurs,' who says, 'I don't need this, but I'll be here to see 
you kids through it.' Then, during the debriefing, he'll bring up a car accident that happened 30 
years ago, and he recalls every detail. But I think the new management in fire departments and 
EMS are well educated in this area and know when to call for help."  

"One thing that's helped me over the years is having a good relationship with the people I work 
with," says Fleming. "We do have the 'firehouse talks,' and that's been a big benefit, but not 
everyone gets along, so you just need to be open and educated in the beginning and feel 
comfortable talking about stressful situations. It's also important to have a supportive administration, 
which offers different ways and means of counseling. Some people really benefit from organized 
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CIS debriefings, and others don't feel comfortable in a group environment, so administration needs 
to work with all options, including an employee-assistance program so someone can have a 
confidential visit with a counselor.  

"We're even careful about the name we use for our team," he adds. "CISD is what they do, but 
many of the past events that weren't critical incidents still needed to be talked about. Our people 
know what CISD means, but we just try to offer a chance to meet and talk about anything. As far as 
who should or shouldn't go to counseling, it's all in their own perception."  

Talking it out is absolutely essential, agrees Pelton.  

"I can't stress enough the need to talk," he says. "I don't care if you talk to your steering wheel, your 
dog, your partner or your spouse. Part of the whole macho image in emergency services is having 
this mindset about not taking your work home to the family, but our entire team tells people, 'When 
you've had a tough call, your kids know as soon your foot hits the door that something is different 
with Mom or Dad. They aren't sure what and don't understand all the ins and outs, but we strongly 
encourage everyone to talk to their spouse and kids about the call. The more you talk about an 
event, the easier it is for you to park it in the right spot. It's having the attitude of, 'I gotta suck it in; I 
gotta keep it in my gut; I can't talk about it,' for fear of being a wimp or not 'one of the boys' that's 
self-defeating.  

"Look at emergency services folks having heart attacks at age 59 and cirrhosis at age 56," says 
Pelton. "They're chewing up their bodies over 20 years of service because they didn't park stuff and 
it literally ate away at them. Every time you talk about an incident, it takes a little more of the load off 
your shoulders."  

Critical incident stress management is good management, concludes Mitchell.  

"Good management is taking care of your most important resource: your personnel," he says. 
"CISM is not a magical thing. It's all about keeping healthy people healthy and strong, and keeping 
functional people functional."  

 


	ESM Guide-v2.A
	ESM Guide-v2.3.pdf
	Marshalling signals

	Binder1
	ESM Guide-v2.B.pdf
	BRS Ballistic Parachutes

	ESM Guide-v2.C.pdf



