
discussed at length, as well as corporate and govern­
ment oversight of HEMS operations. 

As a result of the public hearing, in Sep 2009 NTSB 
issued 21 additional safety recommendations to FAA, 
the Federal Interagency Committee on EMS, Centers for 
Medicare and Medicaid (CMS), and to 40 publicly­
operated EMS organizations across the US. 

Among these recommendations were those calling for 
FAA to require scenario-based simulator training, safety 
management systems (SMS), installation of flight data 
recorder devices, and the requi rement for fl ight data 
monitoring programs. In addition, the recommendations 
called on FAA to require HEMS operators to report flight 
hours flown, improve weather data sources for HEMS 
operators and require use of (NVIS) equipment. For s~n­
gle-pilot operations, NTSB recommended FAA re.qUlre 
autopilots. Since the board felt that a low-altitude 
airspace infrastructure is severely lacking-thus hinder­
ing IFR operations-it issued a recommendation for FAA 
to study the feasibility of developing such a system. 

The board also felt that uniform standards were need­
ed to help state and local governments determine when 
helicopter transport is warranted versus using ground­
based ambulances. 

Testimony from the board's HEMS public hearing shed 
light on the fact that thf number of EMS helicopter.s has 
increased dramatically since 2002 when Medicare 
changed its reimbursement structure for HEMS opera­
tors. Currently the reimbursement rate is the same, 
regardless of how an operator is equipp~d. Thi~ mea~s 
that transport for a fully IFR-equipped tWin-engine heli­
copter is reimbursed at the same rate as a VFR-only 
operator flying single-engine equipment. 

Taking the approach of "follow the money," NTSB 
issued 4 recommendations to CMS. For example, the 
board asked eMS to evaluate the HEMS reimburse­
ment rate structure to determine if the rate should dif­
fer accordi ng to the level of HEMS transport safety pro­
vided, and establish a new rate structure if warranted. 
Also, reflecting that if federal (Medicare) dollars are 
being spent on reimbursement, the federal agency dol­
ing out those dollars should be able to set standards 
on how the money is being spent. With that, NTSB 
recommended that CMS develop minimum safety 
accreditation standards and then provide Medicare 
reimbursement only for HEMS transportation that 
meets accreditation standards. 

The day after these recommendations were formally 
issued-Sep 25, 2009-another fatal HEMS accident 
occurred, claiming 3 lives in South Carolina. In 
November there was another fatal accident, this one in 
California. 

In between these 2 accidents, NTSB deliberated the 
Sep 27, 2008 Maryland State Police HEMS accident 
which claimed 4 lives and resulted in 1 serious injury. 
Among the 9 safety recommendations issued from that 
accident was one to FAA to seek legislative authority to 
regulate HEMS operations conducted using go~ern­
ment-owned aircraft. Currently, FAA has no authority to 
regulate such operations. 

In summary, in a recent 2-month period, NTSB issued 
30 recommendations aimed at improving safety of 
HEMS operations. The board feels strongly that these 
recommendations and the 4 that emerged from the 
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N TSB has a longstanding interest in EMS aviation. 
In 1988 the board conducted a safety study of 

commercial EMS hel icopter operations. That study 
evaluated 59 EMS helicopter accidents and resulted 
in NTSB issuing 19 safety recommendations. After a 
decrease in accidents, they began to rise in the late 
1990s and early 2000s. That uptick prompted the 
board to conduct an SIR in 2006, which resulted in 
the issuance of 4 safety recommendations to FAA. 

Following the most deadly year in HEMS opera­
tions, in Feb 2009 NTSB conducted a comprehen­
sive 4-day public hearing, which resulted in the 
board adopting 21 safety recommendations. Most 
recently, 9 recommendations were issued as a result 
of NTSB's investigation into the HEMS accident 
involving a Maryland State Police Aerospatiale 
SA3,65N1 Dauphin. . 

In the past 7 years there have been 87 fatal accI­
dents in the US. There were 83 fatalities. 

2003- 19 accidents 7 fatalities 
2004- 13 accidents 18 fatalities 
2005- 15 accidents 11 fatalities 
2006- 13 accidents 5 fatalities 
2007- 12 accidents 7 fatalities 
2008- 13 accidents 29 fatalities 
2009­ 2 accidents 6 fatal ities 

Source: NTSB 

2006 SIR will go a long way in improving safety of this 
important industry. 

NTSB has done its job by investigating these acci­
dents, taking a comprehensive look at issues and issuing 
board-reached recommendations. It is now up to the 
recipients to implement these recommendations. The 
time to act is now! ~ 

Robert Sumwalt was appointed by 
'- President George W Bush to serve as a 

member of NTSB, where he served a 2­
year term as vice chairman. Prior to this 
he flew as an airline pilot for 24 years and 
was aviation manager for a Fortune 500 
corporate flight department. Sumwalt was 

__L--i....... a regular contributor to Pro Pilot from
)~ 
7985-2005 and served as chairman of the board of inquiry 
for NTSB's Feb 2009 HEMS public hearing. 
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