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The ‘new normal’ of SAR in 2020

I

n the16 years that Black Diamond has been in existence, 2020 has
got to be the most unusual. It has been a challenge, personally and
professionally. Our “new normal” is anything but normal.

As Garland said to me: “It’s tough training with the same group almost
every single weekend, for several years and poof!!! It’s gone.”
That was the hard reality; overnight we had to reinvent the wheel.
Many of us went through, or are going through, withdrawal symptoms.
Oftentimes, Black Diamond is as close to family as you can get.
However, I chose to look at the bright side. I see our members’ and
families’ Facebook posts and think, “What a resilient bunch!”
I see more family time, projects getting caught up on, board games
being introduced to the kids, gardens being planted, chicken coops being
built, fishing lines being cast — and it appears people are finding Rob
Speiden’s scale rulers everywhere ... tracks, tracks and more tracks.
Though not the same, Black Diamond, and the SAR community have
found ways to maintain training and interaction, mostly through
E-courses, Zoom, and Meet. Along those same lines, there has been a
training committee formed within VASARCO to explore a way forward
for more readily available training. Paul Edwards is our representative
for the committee. The goal being to provide the SAR community with
an online system that will serve us now and in the future.
For our new probationary members, you have joined at an
unprecedented time.This is not our normal, and hopefully business

Mike Maggard
mmaggard@bdsarco.org
as usual will come back sooner rather than later.The annual SAR
Conference was canceled; however, as of now, the fall SAR Academy is
still planned. This may change, so keep your eyes open for details.
We have our team cookout scheduled for the weekend of Aug. 15 at
Backbone Rock. Currently this is still planned, but again, we will need
to keep evaluating the situation amid COVID-19.
As always, stay healthy and thank you for your commitment to Black
Diamond and the Commonwealth of Virginia.
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From the Training Officer

Mental health training
I found a great article, written by Andy Elwood of HEMS/SAR,
that I want to share. Because of its length, I’m splitting it up
over two issues of the newsletter:

August 15: Annual
Black Diamond team
cookout, Backbone
Rock Recreation Area
October 2-4 and
16-17: Fall SAR
Academy; STM, STL,
FAST and other
training opportunities
available; Appomattox

Training
at home
While “social distancing” you may find
yourself at home with
nothing to do. I found
some online SAR-related training that may fill
the times of boredom:
https://www.animatedknots.com/
http://www.compassdude.com/topographic-maps.php

A

s a search and rescue paramedic, I have felt euphoria
after risking my own life to save another. There is no
other feeling like it, I love the adrenaline rush and the
high afterwards, which often lasted for days on end. However, I
have also felt the despair of arriving on scene at another suicide
and having to recover a body by myself. I often wished I was
able to help someone before they got to the stage of deciding
to end their own life. Now I am in a position to do that.
I have left the best job I ever had, because I believe that I will
save more lives through speaking, campaigning, and delivering
pedwards@bdsarco.org
Mental Health First Aid training than I would by dangling
under a SAR helicopter as a paramedic. This was not an easy
or quick decision, but one I felt compelled to make for myself
and for others out there, especially men, who are three-times-more likely to die by suicide than
women.

Paul Edwards

After 20 years in emergency services, my personal experience is that talking has been an
incredible help to me at critical points in my life. This has allowed me to share the burden of my
worries and fears, gain another perspective, see a way forward and realise that I was just being
human. This worked for me when I spoke to a psychiatrist after a traumatic incident that occured
while performing SAR duties, talking to my wife on holiday when I had a flashback to Afghanistan,
and to my GP last year, when I felt burnout from the cumulative build-up of life stressors since
childhood. These mostly came from non-work inputs such as caring for elderly relatives, moving
home, a new job with a promotion and running my own business in my spare time.
Primary triggers for mental ill health
Anyone can be affected by mental ill health. The World Health Organization reports that
depression is the leading cause of disability worldwide. Many symptoms of varying conditions are
similar or shared, so let’s focus on depression for now.
Depression has no single cause and often involves a complex mix of factors from biological,
psychological and social factors. Mental Health England lists risk factors for depression as:
l Family history
l Persistent stress (working in emergency services?)

New pro deal program available
A very cool pro deal opportunity for our team has emerged. There is an organization called IPA Collective,
which approves SAR members and sends your name and email to nearly 50 different brands to get looped in
on their pro deals (we’re talking 40% or 50% off most of the time). The opportunity to stock up on a huge
variety of gear is amazing!
You can go to this link: https://ipacollective.com/sar/ to sign up. Click the Apply Now button, and follow
the instructions. Use your current Virginia SAR certification as proof of your membership (IPA is aware that
it is good for three years, in case you have one that dates back to 2017 or 2018). They’ll also accept a Black
Diamond ID badge, if you have one.
You can select which of the brands you want to sign up with as a pro deal, and each brand will individually
send you either login information to get registered or they’ll simply send you a personalized passcode to use
at checkout to get your discounts. So be prepared to get a few extra emails in your inbox to start out.

l Being a more sensitive person (caring professions as EMS or Paramedic?)

A few of the brands that are really worth zeroing in on:

http://www.mountainpathfinder.com/
personal_SAR_preventive_maintainenance_
schedule.pdf

l Adverse childhood experiences

u La Sportiva: Climbing, hiking and trail running clothing, including great shoes.

l Poverty and social disadvantage

u Icebreaker: Premium Merino wool clothing company -- their stuff is expensive, but you will undoubtedly
be able to tell it’s much better than anything you’d pick up at Cabella’s or Target.

http://www.mountainpathfinder.com/
sar_operators_out_
the_door_list.pdf

l Having a baby

http://www.mountainpathfinder.com/sar_operator_%20tips_%20
of_%20the_%20trade.
pdf

l Recent adverse life events eg: being a victim of crime, death or serious illness in the family,
having an accident, bullying or victimisation, separation or divorce
l Lack of a close confiding relationship

This list shows a wide variety of factors and although some can be related to our work in
emergency services, many are not. Work brings a lot of health benefits through offering a sense of
purpose, fulfilment and being part of a team, especially in our line of work. However, mental illness
is usually caused when pressures at work become more intense, coupled with factors outside
work; for example, financial pressures, relationship problems, greater caring responsibilities from
an ageing population etc. If the workplace is not supportive at this stage, then mental ill health can
be triggered into common conditions of depression, anxiety or stress-related disorders.

More from this article, including warning signs of mental illness, will publish next quarter in Waypoint.

u FITS Socks: Really nice hiking and performance socks
u Kelty, Marmot, Sierra Designs: All are popular outdoor brands
u Petzl: Obviously good for the tech folks
u Princeton Tec: Good headlamps, among other things
u Ultimate Direction: Good hydration vests and waist belts
u Hyperlite: Tents and other related gear
u Treeline Coffee: If you’re a bit of a coffee snob, the taste is well worth it.
Of course, there may be others of interest to you, but these were a few to really make a note of. Also, Black
Diamond Outdoors is on here, but most of you who are interested in this probably already have an account
from when Mike set up our team last year.

Keeping you in the know

Save
the dates

By Rob Speiden
For ActionHub.com
While we love being outdoors and exploring
nature, it’s imperative that we take steps to avoid
wilderness crisis situations — whether they are
related to injury, navigation, fatigue or anything
else that can creep upon us. There may not be a
substitute for a calm/level head in such situations,
but there are other significant steps you can
take to make sure you return home safely from a
wilderness outing.
This will be the first in a monthly series of
articles related to Search and Rescue (SAR), with
the primary focus of helping readers prepare for
issues in order to prevent them from becoming
major or life-threatening issues. In this series, I
am addressing preventative measures by exploring
the following topics: (1) Preparing for an outing;
(2) Don’t get lost — stay found; (3) What to do if
lost or hurt; (4) Track for fun while out and about;
and finally, (5) Natural navigation tips.

Part 1: Preparing for an Outing
You are already taking care of the first step toward
reducing the chances that you get in trouble …
you are reading this article. Most people who
are subjects of a search/rescue did not have
the foresight to plan for their outing — they
wandered off without sufficient preparation. In
my experience, a large number of those folks
are children, elderly persons with dementia, or
people with other mental inhibitions or issues
that prevent them from planning an outdoor trip. This article is not primarily for those individuals, though they, too,
would benefit from reading it.
For those interested in returning home safely, I want to share several recommendations that SAR responders call
Preventative Search and Rescue. These tips are intended to prevent an emergency or, in the case of an emergency,
to get resources to the scene as soon as possible. These suggestions include group size, communication, equipment,
technology and a bit of pre-planning.
The first recommendation is to travel with one or more companions. There is strength in numbers. Statistics in Lost
Person Behavior (the science of knowing where to search for someone based on which profile the subject fits into)
show that groups of people have better chances of surviving situations than individuals. If someone in the group gets
into trouble (disoriented, separated, injured, etc.), another person can notify emergency services quickly to affect a
faster response.
The second suggestion is to communicate the outing plan, along with expected return date and time, to people who
will not be participating in the event. As an example, when I go out in to the woods, I tell my wife where I am going,

what I am wearing (including footwear with tread pattern) and carrying, and when I expect to return. At
times, I have even left an aluminum foil impression of my tread pattern at home so searchers could identify
my exact track pattern. An alternative to this suggestion would be sending a picture of footwear and outsoles
to someone before the excursion.
The third tip is what to carry with you. That decision largely depends on weather, location, and trip duration
factors. At the very least, it is recommended that you pack the following items, known in the outdoor world
as the Ten Essentials: (1) Extra clothing layer, (2) Emergency shelter, (3) Two sources of fire, (4) Water, (5)
Whistle, (6) Knife, (7) Map and compass, (8) First aid kit, (9) Two sources of light with extra batteries and
(10) Snacks.
Fourth, there are myriad phone apps that can enhance safety. Some families have tracking apps for specific
members of their family. When utilized, any tracking app requires the GPS function on a phone be turned on
and for the phone to have cellular signal from the provider. However, when someone dials 911, all current
phones can access other networks to gain signal. There are other technologies, such as personal locator
beacons and satellite communication gadgets, that require a subscription to use but may be worth it if the
destination is a remote location, especially if traveling alone.
Lastly, communicate clearly with the people (or person) chosen to maintain your trip information. Have a
plan of what steps to take if you do not return at the expected day or time. In the example above, the last
thing shared with my wife was this: If I don’t return by a set time, call the Authority Having Jurisdiction
(AHJ) (e.g. sheriff’s office or park ranger) over the area I will be in (regardless if it is county property or
private land, state park, national forest or park, etc.). There is no reason or need to wait a certain amount of
time before efforts are put in motion to help someone who may be lost or injured. If a situation is emergent,
the sooner SAR resources are notified, the sooner help can reach those in need.
I hope these guidelines help you effectively prepare for your expedition and make you feel more confident that
help will arrive more quickly. Of course, the ultimate plan is that you enjoy your outing without the need for
assistance. Safe travels!
This article originally appeared on the outdoors and adventure website ActionHub.com and is republished here with
permission. More articles in Rob Speiden’s series will be published in upcoming issues of Waypoint.

Keeping you in the know

Here are 5 tips to prepare
for a wilderness outing —
so you return home safely

From the Specialties & More

E

specially at Black Diamond, mounted search teams (horse and rider) are becoming more
commonplace. But unless you’ve trained or deployed with these teams before, you may be
wondering exactly why we have this specialty, what the benefits are and how to explain them to
others in the statewide SAR community.
Mounted units are a specialty within a search and rescue team, using horses as transportation. A
mounted team consists of at least two riders and two equine mounts. In other words, the team always
deploys in pairs.

Tearsa Edwards

Search and rescue responders on horseback are utilized in many different aspects of a search, including
but not limited to, off-road logistics support, transportation of equipment and supplies, as well as
perimeter control. Effective use of appropriately trained mounted searchers can materially improve
both the rate and distance of ground-pounders, while still traveling at a speed where a mounted
team can effectively process visual clues and without constant engine noise (like what you’d get from
someone traveling by ATV).

tedwards@bdsarco.org

A mounted team is especially useful in hasty tasks and covering large areas. The riders have a vantage
point roughly 5 to 7 feet off the ground, which expands their view. Because a horse will react to
movements, sounds or smells not initially apparent to human senses, it enhances the search capability of the rider.
A mounted team has been trained to safely and effectively perform the search function. Horses used are expected to be sociable and
controllable in situations involving crowds, noise, traffic, other horses, dogs or any other situations that may arise on a search. All mounted
teams have successfully passed the state standards test set forth by VDEM to become an operational equine unit.

Common sense can help combat COVID-19

G

reetings to everyone from COVIDland … lol.

As you all know, things are still pretty much on lockdown for us. We have been fortunate
to not see the numbers that were initially predicted for our area. With that being said (and
without getting into politics), COVID-19 is still around, and we still need to be taking the proper
precautions.
Working in healthcare, we still see it on a daily basis and, like you’re starting to hear, it affects
everyone differently. Experts are starting to realize that a lot of folks infected have mild cold-like or no
symptoms at all.
With that in mind, everyone should have gotten a copy of the VDEM/COVSAR guidelines. For now,
those are still in place and should be followed when responding to missions.

Rob Blevins
rblevins@bdsarco.org

Speaking from the healthcare perspective, even though it is still out there and still a serious concern, a
little common sense and preventative measures go a long way. It’s kind of like universal precautions on
steroids. If you treat everyone like they have the potential to have COVID, then your chances of getting
it will be greatly reduced.

Anyway, that’s enough of that. We are all, myself included, getting really tired of hearing about COVID-19.
So, stay safe … think before you act … and remember that old saying from EMS … “if it’s sticky, warm, or wet, and not yours… don’t
touch it!”
Miss you all and can’t wait until we can all get together again.

“... That others may live.”

Spotlight on social media

Why does SAR have mounted teams?

