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Unnecessary flight risks?

Review of 26 fatal medevac crashes shows many didn'

missions
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October 23, 2008

The medical helicopter crash in Prince George's Cou
last month was one of more than a dozen fatal crash
six years that raise doubts about whether the victi
ground.

A review by The Baltimore Sun of crash records and
fatal medevac crashes in the United States since 20
involve urgent, minutes-from-death missions. At lea
who waited longer for a helicopter than a ground am
drive them to a hospital. And at least six were for
after a helicopter dropped them off at a hospital,
ambulance ride after the helicopter sent to get the

The recent history of medevac crashes also includes
night flights to retrieve critically ill or injured

urgent missions such as transferring a sick woman f
in rural Alaska or plucking a young hiker with heat
Utah. In the wake of last month's deaths, Maryland
defended the state's 4,500 annual flights as safe a
lives, even if some flights appear unnecessary in h

But one patient who died after an accident in Arkan
ambulance for more than an hour for a helicopter th
Another victim with a broken leg waited while three
through fog, even as ambulance drivers offered to t

In four cases, including the Sept. 28 incident in F
not only their initial condition but a subsequent h

Half of the 26 fatal medevac accidents occurred dur
patients between hospitals - one for a distance of
transferred patients waited hours from the time a h
arrived and was ready to take off again, records sh

Officials at the state agency that oversees emergen
plan to convene a panel of national specialists to

system and recommend potential improvements. The Na

Board will hold a public hearing next year to explo
sharp increase in fatal medevac crashes, including

But a growing list of medical specialists are plann
dialogue. While regulators such as the NTSB and the
Administration focus on issues of maintenance and s
crashes, some doctors say that a critical review of
medical perspective is overdue.
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Hospital in Atlanta, and chairman of an American Co
that considers guidelines for pre-hospital emergenc
tragedy to think someone could die trying to help a
life-threatening injury to begin with."

"I remember a patient, an 11-year-old boy, who flew
accident and was just standing there, and | asked h
looked at me and said no," said Dr. Marc R. Matthew
Maricopa Medical Center in Phoenix.

"It's that kind of laxity that can get people kille
unintentional, of course, but it's dangerous and it

The records of helicopter crashes do not always inc
information, and doctors caution that the complexit
not apparent from the paperwork. Police accounts of
helicopters in Flagstaff, Ariz., in June, for insta

of the patients onboard, a firefighter bitten by a
anaphylactic shock, a condition that can be quickly

But the records do show that patients sometimes are
condition that a few minutes - or even a few hours

For example, a 71-year-old man injured in a vehicle
year waited with an ambulance crew for more than an
came to fly him 35 miles. He died from injuries rec
crashed soon after takeoff.

In June, a 58-year-old in Huntsville, Texas, with a
waited more than two hours for a helicopter to take

72 miles away. He and three crew members died when
the woods two minutes into the flight.

In the case of Alicia May Goodwin, 27, who was hit
Carolina’'s Interstate 26 in 2004, ambulance crews o
drive her to a trauma center 48 miles away, accordi
Newberry County Sheriff's Department. They were tol
the third to attempt the flight on a foggy July mor

later, Goodwin and three medevac crewmembers died i
away. Before the helicopter crash, Goodwin had suff
family's attorney described as a serious leg injury
danger.

"All the medical experts we could find said she was
Jeffrey R. Harris, a Georgia attorney who won Goodw
settlement from the helicopter's operator. "Getting

a trauma center would have been easier.”

Some advocates of helicopter transport say a simple
the key benefits of a medevac system - minimizing t
patients spend in transit. Because providing medica
inside an ambulance or inside a helicopter, limitin
can be the most important concern.
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by air, the resources available to the medical crew

Godfrey, a registered nurse, was the sole survivor
Potomac River, which happened after he and his crew
from Frederick to Washington. The patient, Godfrey
helicopter trip's speed and advanced care, and even
to question the medical value of flying.

Some recent crashes illustrate the kinds of cases t

A flight that crashed in 2004, killing four people,

child with pneumonia about 300 miles across rural T
respiratory distress, according to news accounts, a
advanced care might have taken more than four hours

The flight of a 60-year-old woman with an infection
across Alaska, which crashed last December on the w
Anchorage, would have required a ground ambulance t
400-mile detour around Prince William Sound.

But the potential medical benefits are not always s
Miss., a helicopter responding to a traffic acciden
mechanical trouble. The patient, who had what the |
"a pretty bad leg injury," was driven 57 miles to a
without incident.

Maryland has implemented a change since last month'
limit the number of flights that are not medically
obvious severe injuries are flown whenever helicopt
significant reduction in transport time," but more
require consultation with doctors at the receiving

But specialists outside Maryland say they will purs
helicopters for medical transport, particularly as
that might not have benefited the patients onboard.

"Every time a helicopter crashes, there's always th
from the community that everything's OK," said Matt
a crash was an infrequent event, but it seems like
weeks."
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