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The busy summer period has given way to the cooler months, but there has been no let-up for the crew of 

Christchurch’s Westpac Rescue Helicopter Service. Autumn’s lower temperatures, high rainfall and changeable 

weather conditions have all played a part in keeping the Rescue Helicopter service busy over the last 3 months—and 

with this year’s early snow the service is gearing up for a very busy winter ahead! 

In the 3-months to 30 June, the Westpac Rescue Helicopter crew clocked up 127 Emergency Medical Service (EMS) 

callouts, flying in excess of 240 hours. The average mission time was 1.9 hours, however one of the longest rescues 

was a 5.5 hour effort to retrieve 3 female trampers from the Mueller Glacier; they were winched and flown to 

Christchurch Hospital after getting into difficulty in deep snow. Similarly, the rescue of 2 DOC volunteers who set off a 

locator beacon after becoming trapped in inclement weather in the Lewis Pass area was another 5.5 hour effort, 

which included winching the men from their location. Both winch rescues were completed with the use of Night Vision 

Goggles—35% of all EMS missions in the period were carried out after hours.  

Two separate incidents on fishing vessels offshore from Westport in June saw the Rescue Helicopter crew winching a 

53yo male with inferior STEMI and a 45yo male with serious facial burns. Both patients were transported to 

Christchurch Hospital for treatment. 

Just over half of all EMS callouts during the period were accident related; including motor vehicle accidents, farm and 

industrial accidents, accidents around the home and school, as well as a high number of sport and leisure activity 

related incidents. At this time of year we see the skiing and snowboarding accidents starting to occur, with job 

numbers to the ski fields anticipated to peak throughout July and August.  In July, members of the Westpac Rescue 

Helicopter crew will be participating in a large-scale avalanche response exercise near Mt Cheeseman Ski Area. Crew 

Chief, Rick Knight, comments “It is a multi-agency exercise directed at following the Canterbury Avalanche Response 

Plan, which will see Police, St John, ski industry personnel, multiple Land Search and Rescue teams, Alpine Cliff 

Rescue teams, and local helicopter operators, including the Westpac Rescue Helicopter, working together to test the 

effectiveness of the plan in a simulated avalanche situation with multiple casualties. It is particularly important to 

have this type of coordinated emergency response in our region.” 

Christchurch’s Westpac Rescue Helicopter setting up for a Search and Rescue operation in the Lake Coleridge area 
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It has been a dreadful few months on Canterbury’s roads, with 19 motor vehicle accidents around the region. In 

total the Rescue Helicopter service transported two x Status 1, seven x Status 2 and five x Status 3 patients 

from road accidents during the past 3 months. “These are terrible statistics, and we urge everyone to take care 

on the roads in winter driving conditions.” says Canterbury West Coast Air Rescue Trust CEO, Christine Prince.  

Medical emergencies and patient transfers also kept the Air Rescue crew busy, with 28 patients requiring 

urgent medical intervention for conditions including stroke, seizures, GI bleed, sepsis, ectopic pregnancy, post-

partum hemorrhage, STEMI, and other cardiac issues. Patient transfers from Ashburton (10), Timaru (12), 

Kaikoura (10) and the West Coast (2) to Christchurch included the transfer of 19 ICU patients, 1 Neonatal ICU 

patient as well as other patients suffering a range of conditions including diabetic ketoacidosis, abdominal 

bleeding, necrotising fasciitis (from a wild boar bite), cardiac issues, sepsis and oesophageal varices. In all, 

123 patients were transported by the Canterbury Westpac Rescue Helicopter during April-June. The youngest 

was a 1 day old baby girl with significant respiratory issues—she was transported in Status 2 condition from 

Kaikoura to Christchurch Womens Hospital with the Rescue Helicopter crew and CWH ICU team attending. The 

oldest was a 93-yo female stroke patient, flown from Hawarden to Christchurch Hospital in Status 2 condition. 

One of the more unusual callouts for the Rescue Helicopter crew in recent times, and one which captured the 

hearts and minds of many New Zealanders, came on the evening of 31 May, when the team was tasked to 

transport wounded Police Dog, Kosmo, and his handler to specialist care following a knife attack while on duty 

in North Canterbury. Kosmo received a stab wound to his neck; he lost a lot of blood and was rushed to after 

hours veterinary care for a dog-to-dog blood transfusion (Thank you Oza!). Without the swift actions of Kosmo’s 

partner, Constable Regan Turner, the Westpac Rescue Helicopter crew, and the team at Christchurch’s After 

Hours Veterinary Centre, the highly valued police dog would not have survived. We were very excited to meet 

Kosmo and Constable Turner at the Westpac Rescue Helicopter base on Kosmo’s first day back on the job—just 

3 short weeks after the attack!  

“The focus of every member of the team, whether operational crew, clinical team or our dedicated fundraisers, 

is to deliver the highest possible level of service and improve patient outcomes. We are committed to ensuring 

the Westpac Rescue Helicopter is available 24/7 to meet the needs of our communities.” Christine Prince, CEO 

Canterbury West Coast Air Rescue Trust. 

 

For more information, contact Christine on (03) 358 8244 or 021 900 519 or by email to christine@airrescue.co.nz  

Constable Regan Turner and Police Dog Kosmo visit the 

Westpac Rescue Helicopter base. 
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The Westpac Rescue Helicopter at the scene of a Motor Vehicle Accident near Hanmer in April 
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