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Airborne Law Enforcement

by Mike Williams
ASTREA

In July I received a call from the staff of
The Silver Star telling me they would like 10
feature ASTREA in an upcoming edition
and asked if the deputies would write ari-
cles.

ASTREA (Aerial Support To Regional
Enforcement Agencies) began in 1971 with
three Bell 47 helicopters. The unit has evolv-
ed through the years to its present state of
five Bell 47 helicopters and two Hughes
500D turbine helicopters.

Thanks to the generosity of the Honorary
Deputy Sheriffs’ Association, we are in the
process of making another turbine helicopter
airworthy.

In addition to the helicopters, ASTREA's
inventory includes five fixed-wing aircraft.
All but one of the airplanes were seized
through cocperative investigations with fed-
eral agencies.

Currently, only two of these aircraft are
operated regularly for surveillance, prisoner
transport and transportation of law enforce-
ment personnel.

ASTREA is a unit of the Emergency Ser-
vices Division and is comprised of one lieu-
tenant, one sergeant, and ten deputy
sheriffs.

The unit is supported by one secretary and
three full-time contract mechanics. The facil-
ity is located at the southwest corner of Gil-
lespie Field in El Cajon.

Crews operate from the facility from 0730
to 0100 daily. In addition, a North County
crew operates from 1200 1o 2200 Thursday
through Sunday. During the shift, the North
County crew bases at Escondido Fire Depart-
ment No. | where we park a 1,200-gallon
fuel truck. At the end of the shift, the heli-
copter is returned to Gillespie Field. Afier-
hour requests for service are handled by call-
ourt.

ASTREA supports all law enforcement
agencies in San Diego County and is respon-
sible for a patrol area of 4,200 square miles.
The terrain ranges from 700 miles of coast-
line through 6,500-foot mountains to blister-
ing hot deserts.

ASTREA crews are responsible for know-
ing the entire county and being capable of
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Ready for lift off, Pilot Frank Bird
checks equipment inside the helicopter
while Mike Williams checks outside.
{Photo by Gus Martin del Campo)

flying directly 1o locations without following
roads to decrease response time.

In addition to the support of patrol,
ASTREA responds to basic life support med-
ical/trauma calls and serves as a back-up to
Life Flight on advanced life support calls,

ASTREA observers are required to obtain
and maintain an emergency medical techni-
cian certificate, “*“Medevacs™ are accomplish-
ed with the turbine helicopter which is cap-
able of transporting two patients inside at
160 mph to any trauma center while remain-
ing in radio contact with trauma personnel.

Search and rescue is another area of re-
sponsiblity of the unit. We currently use a
one- and four-man rescue net which attaches
to the cargo hook of the turbine helicopter.

These nets can be used in water, roof-top,
and mountainside and cliff rescues. The larg-
er net can accommaodate a “stokes™ litter for
injured persons.

A majority of the responsibility for large
area searches, and searches in Mexico, is
handled by the Sheriff’s Rescue Aero-Squad-
ron.

This squadron is probably the only organi-
zation in San Diego which can deploy imme-
diately to search for lost or injured Ameri-
cans in Mexico.

In addition, when operational needs ex-
ceed manpower availability, these unselfish
reserve deputy sheriffs, who volunteer their
aircraft and services as pilots, can be counted
on for transportation and surveillance pur-
Poses.

The helicopters are also used for fire sup-
pression. Poway Fire Department and San
Diego Fire Department have each purchased
a 120-gallon **bambi-bucket"" which attaches
to the cargo hook.

During fire season, ASTREA is used as a
back-up to California Department of Fores-
try air attack based at Ramona Airport.

Other duties of ASTREA include photog-
raphy flights for all law enforcement and
other government agencies, reconnaissance
flights prior to SWAT or warrant service op-
erations, familiarization Mights for patrol of-
ficers and deputies, training with SWAT
teams, fire departments, lifeguards, search
and rescue and recruit academy personnel.

Deputies assigned 1o ASTREA are requir-
ed to attend civic functions and present talks
about the unit and its functions. Reguests
for “fly-ins"* and demonstrations, for vari-
ous organizations, are frequent.

I can truthfully say that the assignment at
ASTREA is challenging, exciting, at times
frightening and most of all rewarding.

My hope is that this article has updated ev-
eryone on ASTREA's current operational
abilities,

Anyone having questions about the unit's
abilities, or ways to make our operation
more beneficial in support of yours, should
feel free to call us or stop by the unit facility.
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