
























Thursday, February 2, 2023 MERRILL FOTO NEWS Page 13 13The morning exercise involved searching 
for “lost” fishermen (volunteers pretending 
to be lost), and the afternoon exercise was 
to evacuate an injured trail rider (utilizing 
volunteers and a dummy) “trapped” under 
an overturned recreational vehicle and to 
evacuate the injured rider via helicopter.

The training had several specific 
objectives for all the participants:  

• Navigate to distress calls via GPS and 
What3Words

• E�ective communications between 
search and rescue teams, command, and air 
assets

• Locate, evaluate, and extricate 
simulated victims

• Evaluate specifics related to cold 
weather operations

• Demonstrate medical evacuation by 
helicopter in remote areas

“Two lost fishermen”  
morning rescue simulation

After a safety briefing with all parties, 
the group learned the Wisconsin Army 
National Guard Black Hawk helicopter 
coming in from West Bend would not be 
able to participate in the first exercise as 
originally planned due to the weather. Low 
ceilings [the distance between ground level 
and the lowest cloud base] meant visibility 
was reduced and the Army National Guard 
has a 1,000-ft minimum ceiling requirement 
for training; as of  8:00 a.m. that day, the 
Merrill Airport was reporting only 400-ft 
ceilings. The air crew remained on stand-by, 
waiting and watching to see if  the weather 
would improve for the afternoon simulation. 

Meanwhile, the morning search-and-
rescue training simulation proceeded 
without the much-anticipated helicopter. A 
real emergency situation doesn’t wait for 
the weather to clear, and neither did the 
crew assigned to search and rescue. “At 
9:00 a.m., we used our dispatch software to 
alert our rescue and recovery teams of  two 
lost fishermen that didn’t have cell phones,” 
Adam Harden said. The rescue simulation 
had begun. “Alpha team consisted of  four 
personnel and two UTVs; Bravo team had 
six personnel and three road-legal 4-wheel-
drive vehicles.”

“Communications between the teams 
and command were on the statewide 
interop frequency Fire Ground Black [as 
coordinated by Wisconsin Emergency 
Management (WEM)]. We did have to 
utilize our backup Satellite radio system 
when some of  the teams went out of  range 
of  VHF (Very High Frequency) radios,” 
he said. “One of  the lessons learned about 
radios was how other vehicle equipment can 
interfere with radio communications.”

“Both teams completed their primary 
search without locating the victims, then 
went back for a more detailed search,” 
Adam Harden said. “Command fed them 
more information to narrow down the 
search area to simulate more information 
coming in from passerby reports.”

Then, “using a drone, Bravo team spotted 
the lost UTV near Bus Lake (not named by 
DNR though, it’s a small lake),” he said. 
“Drones for our rescue-and-recovery teams 
will be important moving forward.”

“Once the victims were found, they 
radioed into the command that they found 
them prior to driving down a very sketchy 
snow covered road,” Adam Harden said. 
“As we didn’t have a helicopter, command 
sent the Town of  Russell Fire Department to 
the scene with their tracked UTV to assist. 
Our ambassador team enjoyed seeing the 
capabilities of  the tracked UTV and learned 
a little about the operation of  it.”

Black Hawk helicopter arrives
The weather cleared in time for the 

afternoon exercise, allowing the Black 
Hawk helicopter to fly into the area, so the 
next exercise could continue, this time with 
the benefit of  the air support. Instructor 
Adam Harden adjusted the training exercise 
to provide the search-and-rescue teams with 
the valuable experience of  working with and 
around a flying Black Hawk. He combined 
the two search-and-rescue teams for this 
exercise, and “Our brave soul victims once 
again headed out into the forest to get lost,” 
Adam Harden said.

“The ground teams headed out and, soon 
after, the helicopter arrived on scene,” 
he said. “There was a lot of  coordination 
between the National Guard and myself  
on getting the helicopter there. The pilot 
sent me his search grids ahead of  their 
departure from West Bend. That type of  
communication was great.”

“When the helicopter arrived on scene, I 
cleared them to search area one. They found 
the lost victims within 10 minutes. From 
there, they worked with the ground teams 
via Fire Ground Black to direct them to the 
location of  the victims (they were hidden 
pretty well). Teams gathered the GPS 
coordinates by opting to just move towards 
the hovering helicopter.”

“This type of  quick response from an 
air asset is key to future search-and-rescue 
emergencies, as it drives the ‘call early’ part 
home,” he said. “Thus the benefit of  the Air 
Coordination Group by WEM. One phone 
call is all that’s needed. While the Black 
Hawk couldn’t get there right away, once 
they did, they made quick work finding the 
victims.”

Helicopter hoist demo
“After the victims were found by the 

ground team, the helicopter returned to 
command and performed a hoist operation 
for the local fire department and ambulance 
service. All of  this was coordinated 
via radios from the Trail Ambassador 
Program,” Adam Harden said.

The afternoon simulation involved 
evacuating an injured trail rider who 
had been trapped under an overturned 
recreational vehicle.

The Town of  Russell Fire Department 
and Town of  Russell First Responders were 
actively involved in the rescue simulation 
exercise. “We were utilized in part of  the 
search for the lost, and our rescue utility 
vehicle was used to extract a patient,” said 
Mike Ho�man, Assistant Chief  for the 
Town of  Russell Fire Department. “We also 
assisted the Guard Medic in hoisting the 
patient to the Black Hawk.”

“The demo was fantastic,” Adam Harden 
said. “The medic (Sgt. Blaesing) was 
lowered from 75 feet and approached the 
fire department that had a waiting training 
dummy. They packaged up the dummy 

and walked it over to the landing zone. The 
helicopter hoisted the dummy into the Black 
Hawk. They then landed and handed it back 
before departing the area.”

Participants from both the Merrill Fire 
Department and the Town of  Russell Fire 
Department and First Responders helped 
with “packaging” the patient and getting 
the patient to the helicopter. The simulation 
helped ground rescue crews understand 
the wind and noise associated with such 
rescues, how to prepare a patient for hoist 
and air transport, how to o§oad a patient 
from a helicopter for ground transport, and 
how to keep the patient from spinning as 
they were hoisted up to the helicopter. 

 The delay in the helicopter’s arrival 
required some adjustments to the original 
plan for the day. “When the aircraft 
launched, we weren’t sure we could get 
a hoist demonstration in, but they made 
it work the best they could with the 
time available,” said Maj. Don Graham, 
commander of  the West Bend, Wisconsin-
based Army Aviation Support Facility #1. 
“The crew was calculating fuel while Sgt. 
Patrick Blaesing, the medic, worked with 
the EMS teams on the ground and stayed as 
long as they could before departing.”

Due to low fuel considerations, the hoist 
demo was somewhat rushed, he said. 
“The medic would have liked more time to 
talk through hand/arm signals, when to 
approach the aircraft to o§oad a patient, 
etc.”

However, “When the aircraft launched 
we weren’t sure we could get any demo in,” 
Maj. Graham said, “but they made it work 
the best they could with the time available.”

“The crew was calculating fuel while 
Sgt. Blaesing worked with the EMS teams 
on the ground and stayed as long as they 
could before departing. They picked up a 
headwind on the way back and opted to land 
at Oshkosh to refuel rather than dip into 
their reserve fuel.”

Valuable training and  
insight for all

Participants in the simulation learned 
a great deal. Adam Harden detailed how 
even the parts that didn’t go as originally 
planned, like the weather resulting in the 
helicopter being delayed, provided valuable 
insight.

“The weather, while somewhat 
unfortunate, presented a great real-world 
challenge for our crew to work through,” 
he said. “It probably further highlighted the 
value of  air assets for a search also, since the 
helicopter was able to identify the targets so 
quickly vs. the morning exercise.”

“It’s always beneficial to work with 
other agencies in the state and our area for 
the common good of  our communities,” 
Ho�man said. “Our department [Town of  
Russell Fire Department], in my time, has 
never worked with the National Guard in a 
search and rescue like this, but it is nice to 
know that the capabilities are available.”

Not only did local agencies that don’t 
often have the opportunity to work with a 
helicopter benefit from the exercise, but 
the Wisconsin National Guard provided 
feedback on what they learned, as well. 
“Detailed planning prior to the exercise 
paid o�,” the National Guard reported. 
“The Trail Ambassadors had realistic 
scenarios that made the training relevant 
and challenging enough for our air crew.”

“Teams got a chance to work on air-ground 
communications and development of  a 
common operating picture for coordinating 
search e�orts,” Maj. Graham said. “Our air 
crew benefitted from the live ‘targets’ at the 
search location, which allowed them to use 
our forward-looking infrared system during 
the search.”

Forward-looking infrared is a thermal 
imaging camera that detects infrared 
radiation, normally from a heat source, 
and can display that information as video 
imagery.

“The weather delay gave our crew time to 
create a shareable KML file, which worked 
out well. I never gave them any grids apart 
from the Command Post. The ‘search areas’ 
they templated were their best guesses 
based on the initial details given about two 
ice fisherman going north from Axen Rd. 

SIMILATION from page 1

A Wisconsin Army National Guard Black 
Hawk helicopter and air crew participate in 
a search-and-rescue simulation in Harrison 
Hills.

After being lowered from the Black Hawk 
helicopter, Sgt. Blaesing greets EMS 
personnel on the ground.

Area �rst responders participating in the training simulation transport a dummy “patient” to the 
helicopter for evacuation.

Multiple area agencies participate in an exercise to evacuate a mock patient via helicopter.
 Kathy Stoney photos.

See SIMILATION page 14










