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KING COUNTY SHERIFF’S AIR SUPPORT UNIT

UNIT OVERVIEW

The King County Sheriff’s Air Support Unit is the only full-time rotary-wing law enforcement aviation unit in Washington State. Three other counties (Chelan, Thurston and Snohomish) each operate one helicopter on a limited, part-time basis, primarily for wilderness Search & Rescue and wilderness firefighting support.  

Military rotary-wing assets include the Navy at Whidbey Island, Coast Guard at Port Angeles and Astoria (OR), Army at Fort Lewis, and Air Force at Spokane.  Availability of these aircraft is limited to major injury and life-threatening rescues when no ‘local’ or commercial asset is available.  They are prohibited from participating in ‘routine’ law enforcement operations.  Their ability to respond rapidly to disasters and non-military aspects of terrorist attacks is hampered by cumbersome and time-consuming authorization requirements.

King County is the 12th largest county in the nation.  It covers 2,136 square miles, with a population of 1.7 million people.  The King County Sheriff’s Office, with 713 sworn deputies and over 1000 full-time employees, is the 2nd largest law enforcement agency in Washington State. The Sheriff’s Office provides law enforcement services to the citizens of unincorporated King County and, through contracts, to thirteen incorporated cities, one Native American tribe, Metro Transit, King County International Airport, 105 schools, and other agencies and jurisdictions.   There are approximately 40 municipal, state and federal law enforcement agencies in King County.

The Air Support Unit operates six days per week.  One Sergeant and five deputies who are commercial pilots staff it.  One of the Deputies also has another “ancillary” duty within the Bomb Disposal Unit.  We operate three OH-58 “Kiowa” helicopters and one UH-1H “Huey” helicopter that we received from the Federal 1208 (surplus) program.  Our total annual flight time averages about 1000 hours a year.

In 2004 the Air Support Unit flew 34 missions in support of our “contract cities” and 128 missions in support of other agencies. 36 suspects were arrested. This is over and above the unit’s regular patrol support duties for Unincorporated King County. 

OUR PRIMARY DUTIES ARE:
· Major Event Command & Control and Homeland Security

· Includes Rapid Damage Assessment in a terrorist attack or natural disaster.

· Patrol and Detective Support

· High-Speed Pursuits

· Search & Rescue (urban and wilderness)

· Interagency Support

· Special Teams Deployment

· Surveillance for intelligence and investigative units

· Civil Disturbance and large demonstration crowd control and incident management

· Fire Fighting Support

OUR CAPABILITIES INCLUDE:
· Forward Looking Infrared (FLIR)

· 30-million candlepower “Night Sun” searchlights

· Real-Time microwave video downlink of ongoing events to commanders and other decision-makers on the ground

· Specialized radio tracking equipment to locate bank robbery suspects (Pro Net) and stolen vehicles (LoJack)

· Search & Rescue

· Locating lost/missing people: urban and wilderness 

· Inserting rescuers into remote locations

· Extracting victims from remote locations

· Rapid Deployment of Special Teams (SWAT, Bomb Squad, Marine Unit, etc.)

· Platform for aerial photography and digital video of large outdoor locations (crime scenes, Green River murder sites, disaster damage, etc.)

· Aerial communications platform equipped to communicate with local, state and federal law enforcement agencies and fire fighting agencies on their frequencies.

AIR SUPPORT SERVICE AND MISSIONS

FORCE MULTIPLIER
A law enforcement helicopter is often referred to as a “force multiplier.”  It has become an indispensable part of the Sheriff’s Office.  Nationwide studies have shown that helicopter/car teams have a felony arrest rate as high as six times that of car teams alone.  A helicopter has been shown to “back up” as many as twenty-six ground vehicles within its geographic area of responsibility.  The helicopter’s aerial advantage gives it about 15 times the surveillance capability of a ground unit.  This vantage point, plus the speed in which a helicopter can get a trained observer over a crime scene, provides containment that often essentially assures an arrest.  It does so efficiently, without having to pull other patrol units from their areas of responsibility.

PATROL

Studies show that the constant and persistent presence of a patrolling helicopter suppresses crime.  Burglaries are reduced by up to 30%, while street crimes such as rape, robbery, auto theft, etc., can be cut in half by the presence of a helicopter.  A helicopter’s vantage point permits observation of activities not seen by ground officers, such as on rooftops and in fenced yards.  At normal patrol speeds and altitudes, a helicopter can keep an object in view on the ground ten times longer than a ground officer moving at normal street patrol speeds.

Our helicopters are equipped with tracking equipment capable of locating bank robbers and stolen vehicles.  We have color and forward looking infrared (FLIR) cameras and 30 million-candle power spotlights that enable us to find suspects at night.

COMMAND & CONTROL AND HOMELAND SECURITY
An important characteristic of the helicopter in mass disasters and other large-scale events is the ability to work near the scene without the benefit of an airport.  The helicopter is an indispensable tool for homeland security, in the event of a terrorist attack.  For command and control, it can climb above the obstacles and the confusion and quickly assess the entire situation.  There is no better way to get a commander to the scene for firsthand knowledge of the situation.  The commander can take in the entire picture and then land, if necessary, to make a detailed study.  Fast, straight, portal-to-portal service saves time and money.  The quick reaction saves lives.  King County’s Emergency Management Plan calls for the Sheriff’s Office helicopters to perform these roles in any large disaster, including acts of terrorism.

The helicopter can transport cargo, resupply ground rescue forces, and quickly distribute rescue equipment, auxiliary power, food, and even complete field hospitals.  When normal transportation arteries have been severed, helicopters have the ability to airlift rescuers and their equipment across the blockage.

Within minutes after the earthquake in February 2001 our helicopters were able to give the first significant real-time damage assessments to the County’s Emergency Operations Center, giving them critical information on the condition of our bridges, reservoirs and roadways.  During the 2003 federal TOPOFF Exercise we provided the Joint Operations Center (JOC) with real-time pictures and video, using our cameras and downlink equipment.  We were the only helicopter resource available with a full time staff and the specialized equipment to assist in this exercise.  We will most likely be the only resource immediately available in the event of an actual terrorist attack.
DEMONSTRATION MANAGEMENT AND LARGE CIVIL DISTURBANCES
The presence of a police helicopter is very helpful in civil disorder by denying crowd anonymity.  The fear of identification is a key factor in preventing a crowd from becoming a destructive mob.  The mood of a crowd can be continuously monitored, videotaped, and down linked to ground command posts for timely action.

During the World Trade Organization (WTO) Conference in Seattle in 1999, our helicopters played a critical role in giving real time information to the Multi-Agency Command Center (MACC).  

OFFICER SAFETY
The helicopter’s vantage point not only increases the efficiency of ground patrol units, it also enhances the safety of officers on the ground.  When the helicopter is first to arrive on a scene, it can visually “clear” the area prior to the arrival of ground units.  The helicopter has visual command of the entire scene.  It can see around corners, behind fences, look over rooftops, and give ground units an over view of the situation or warn them of an ambush or other impending danger.  The presence of the helicopter also increases the probability of an arrest without a fight or a chase.

PURSUITS
The risks to police officers and civilians inherent to high-speed pursuits become unnecessary when a helicopter/car team work together.  It is virtually impossible for a suspect vehicle to evade a helicopter.  This allows the patrol cars to back off to a slower, safer speed without the risk of losing the suspect.  The helicopter can inform ground officers of the fleeing vehicle’s location and direction of travel, give the best routes to intercept, and inform them of any danger that might be ahead.  Without a patrol car in his view, the suspect will possibly drive at a slower speed and take fewer chances, reducing the danger to innocent civilians.

INTERAGENCY SUPPORT

In addition to its many law enforcement applications, the helicopter may be required to assist other agencies in diversified missions.  We have assisted the Secret Service, FBI, DEA, Customs and local law enforcement with a wide variety of surveillances and other missions.  In many jurisdictions, law enforcement helicopters are often used to transport local and government officials and visiting dignitaries, providing a significant and economical improvement in security.

SPECIAL TEAMS
We have used our helicopters to insert our SWAT Team, Marine Divers, Bomb Disposal Unit, and Hazardous Materials personnel in to critical incident scenes that required rapid, specialized responses.  The helicopter provides a tactical advantage in situations where speed is critical.  It can then give total support as long as required, and then withdraw the entire force when the action is completed.  The very existence of a well-trained, fast reacting SWAT Team is a valuable deterrent to terrorist activity.

A helicopter can also be used to transport medical teams and expert investigators to terrorist incidents and disaster sites, and transport visitors and survivors as well as a wide range of tools and materials that may be used in the air or on the ground.

SEARCH & RESCUE
The helicopter’s excellent visibility and the ability to hover make it a very effective Search & Rescue (SAR) vehicle.  We have assisted the SAR community throughout Washington and Oregon.  Unhampered by terrain, a helicopter can quickly bypass ground obstacles, saving valuable time.  It can search large areas quickly, allowing ground searchers to concentrate their efforts in other search areas.  It can land in remote areas to insert rescuers and to evacuate victims.  The time saved could easily mean the difference between life and death.  With our powerful searchlights and thermal imaging equipment, the helicopter is effective even during darkness.

FIRE FIGHTING SUPPORT
Helicopters play a leading role in fire fighting support, especially in fires in high-rise structures and in wilderness fires.  Law enforcement aircraft are primarily used as an aerial observer platform to assess a situation and to provide ground units a clear description of the problem and how to combat it.  We have assisted fire departments throughout Seattle and King County and the U.S. Forest Service.  We have flown their incident commanders over the scene, allowing them to use our radios to communicate directly with their personnel on the ground.  We have used our thermal imager to locate hot spots within fire scenes that could not be seen due to the heavy smoke.  This support would be critical in a response to an incident such as the attacks two years ago on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon.
SUMMARY
In 1948, when the New York City Police Department Aviation Bureau placed its first helicopter into service, the commercial helicopter was only two years old.  This was the first municipality in the world to utilize a helicopter for law enforcement missions.  The Bureau had owned and operated fixed-wing aircraft since 1929.  By 1955 they were phased out and the police aviation role was filled exclusively with helicopters.

Government funded studies in the late nineteen sixties documented, for the first time, that regular helicopter patrol was an effective means of significantly reducing major crime.  At the same time, the first generation of light helicopters powered by turbine engines was introduced.  This breakthrough expanded the capability and increased the efficiency and safety of the aircraft.  These events, coupled with the evolution of lighter weight radios, navigation equipment and computers, spawned a phenomenal growth in the use of law enforcement helicopters.

The advent of large-scale terrorist attacks in the United States has made the helicopter an indispensable tool for homeland security.

Use of rotary wing aircraft by police agencies continues to grow.  Today, over 500 law enforcement agencies operate more than 2000 helicopters.  In addition to our day-to-day role in King County law enforcement, these aircraft will play a critical role in responding to a large-scale disaster, including a terrorist attack. Since 9/11, it is clear that rotary wing aircraft are essential to any urban disaster response.  

