


 
 

When I started in law enforcement 28 years ago, Search and Rescue missions 

consisted of a jeep posse and a few people on horses riding out to find an occasional 

lost hunter. Over time, public lands have developed, been discovered and are 

managed for more recreation.  

Sheriffs’ teams are now spending most of our time with mountain rescue, technical 

rope rescue, underwater search and recovery and in helicopters hoisting people to 

safety. We have had to split our SAR teams up into separate disciplines and 

specialties that require unique training, equipment and expertise.  

In the west, most of the land is owned and managed by the federal government. In 

Kane County for example, that federal ownership number is 85.5%. The statistics of 

our SAR missions is similar. Over 95% of our rescues are for visitors from out of our 

area. Over the past 10 years, our missions have significantly increased in both 

complexity and cost.. As you can imagine, technical rescue including aviation, 

mountain snow rescue, water rescue, and recovery requires specialized equipment, 

expertise and significant financial commitment.  

In the state of Utah, we have seen a significant increase in helicopter rescue missions. 

I have included some statistics for the record, but in short, the missions have more 

than doubled over the past few years. Utah’s sheriffs are now petitioning the state 

legislature to add a 3rd rescue helicopter to meet SAR demands at a cost close to 10 

million dollars.  

In business and much of government, logistics and resources are programmed out 

based on historic probabilities.  In Search and Rescue planning, we must organize our 

resources for possibilities rather than probabilities.  

A couple of quick examples: 

A few years ago, my colleague Sheriff Matt English from Hood River County Oregon 

was faced with a large rescue mission. On a warm summer day on the Eagle Creek 

Trail off the Columbia River Gorge, a teenage boy set off a firework that started a 

large fire. In what is thought to be the largest rescue effort in Oregon history, Sheriff 

English had to quickly jump into action to gather enough resources to rescue 166 

hikers that were trapped by a large and rapidly growing fire and get them to safety. 



 
 

This operation required cooperation on a local, state and federal level at significant 

cost. Hood River County has only 24,000 residents but hosts millions of visitors to 

Mount Hood and the trails surrounding the Columbia River Gorge.  

Last year in Kane County, we had a series of unseasonable flash floods in a canyon 

called Buckskin Gulch which is known as the longest slot canyon in North America. 

The floods washed several hikers miles downstream and forced others to high 

ground. We were fortunate to be able to pull 18 cold and injured hikers out of the 

canyon alive but unfortunately, in two separate incidents, four of the hikers perished. 

At a moment’s notice, well-trained and physically fit teams of water rescue 

volunteers fought thigh deep quicksand with overhead air support from drones and 

helicopters to complete a very difficult task.  

These are just a couple of extreme examples of how we as sheriffs must be prepared 

and ready for the possibility of what might happen on our public lands.   

SAR is currently funded through a network of resources that combine to provide for 

the needs of sheriffs’ SAR teams. In my county, county commissioners appropriate 

tourism tax money, PILT/SRS funds, general fund/property taxes, state SAR 

reimbursement funds, as well as donations to fund our operation.  

As public land access, management, and visitation increases and becomes more 

complex, we must work together to find innovative ways to keep up. HR9165 will 

provide a vehicle to get a more robust cooperative partnership moving between the 

federal land management agencies and qualifying sheriffs that are most heavily 

impacted by public lands rescues. 

 

America’s Sheriffs are happy to work with Congress and excited to see this bill move 

forward and to get a program in place that will achieve such an important 

objective. Thank you again for the opportunity to testify on such an important bill, I 

look forward to answering any questions you may have. 



 
 

Utah DPS Aero Bureau
2020 Helicopter Rescue Statistics  
Total Missions: 284 
People Found: 149 
Hoists: 44 
2021 Helicopter Rescue Statistics  
Total Missions: 348   
People Found: 139  
Hoists: 50   
BLM Flight Hours 280.3 
USFS Flight Hours 280.6 
NPS Flight Hours 87.4 
2022 Helicopter Rescue Statistics  
Total Missions: 538   
People Found: 195   
Hoists: 120  
BLM Flight Hours 285.4 
USFS Flight Hours 183.0 
NPS Flight Hours 117.1 
2023 Helicopter Rescue Statistics 
Total Missions: 886   
People Found: 293   
Hoists: 131 
BLM Flight Hours 362.6 
USFS Flight Hours 172.9 
NPS Flight Hours 120.4 
2024 Helicopter Rescue Statistics  
Total Missions: 906 
People Found: 282 
Hoists: 156  
BLM Flight Hours 371.1 
USFS Flight Hours 189.6 
NPS Flight Hours 92.7 
 
 
 



 
 

 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 




