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After a record-breaking summer period, which saw the West Coast’s NZCC Rescue Helicopter respond to an 

average of 31 Emergency Medical Service (EMS) missions per month, the Rescue Helicopter crew is 

appreciating a reprieve from the hectic pace before the winter months set in, bringing with them the anticipated 

increase in medical retrievals and patient transfers. 

In the 3-months to 30 June, the NZCC Rescue Helicopter crew responded to 43 EMS callouts, flying  over 110 

hours. The average mission time was over 2.5 hours with three of those missions exceeding 5 hours duration. 

The longest retrieval flight in the service’s history saw the Rescue Helicopter crew dispatched to a motor vehicle 

accident on the Haast Pass Highway on June 2nd. A Status 2 patient with multiple leg fractures was flown to 

Dunedin Hospital; the round trip Greymouth-Haast-Queenstown-Dunedin-Greymouth took just on 8 hours to 

complete, and was a huge effort by everyone involved. 

Several other memorable jobs during the last few months have served to highlight the importance of the Rescue 

Helicopter Service for  West Coast communities. On 24th April a 58yo male went into cardiac arrest while 

cutting firewood near Franz Josef. The man was able to make it to a neighbor’s property to raise the alarm and 

the Rescue Helicopter was dispatched. Duty Crewman, Tim Robins, recalls “The gentleman suffered multiple 

cardiac arrests that afternoon; the immediate intervention of the attending Prime nurse, and the expedient 

medical evacuation by the NZCC Rescue Helicopter crew to Christchurch Hospital were both critical factors to 

the patient’s well-being that day”.  

Earlier in the month, the Rescue Helicopter crew was dispatched to retrieve an Australian tourist from Koropuku 

Hut, in the Arthurs Pass National Park. The 31yo male injured his knee while tramping in the area; his tramping 

partner was able to make it out and raise the alarm. Because of the man’s location and lack of landing site, the 

NZCC Rescue Helicopter crew winched the man out and he was flown to Greymouth Hospital for treatment. “This 

is a prime example of the need to be fully prepared when going into such a challenging and remote alpine 

environment. The party’s lack of PLB (Personal Locator Beacon) meant that rescue helicopter assistance was 

significantly delayed. Had the man’s tramping partner also been injured while trying to get help, the pair could 

both have faced a potentially dire situation.” said Duty Crewman, Tim Robins. 
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In June, a logging accident in the Mawhera Forest resulted in a young male with a crush injury being flown to 

Christchurch Hospital in Status 2 condition. The remote location of the incident, and the severe nature of the 

man’s injuries necessitated his urgent retrieval by the NZCC Rescue Helicopter crew to ensure timely treatment. 

“The sooner a patient receives the specialist medical attention they require, the greater their chance of survival 

and full recovery. In emergency services we refer to this as the ‘Golden Hour’ and it is what we all strive to achieve 

in order to improve outcomes for our patients.” says Canterbury West Coast Air Rescue Trust CEO, Christine 

Prince. 

Patient transfers continue to make up a significant portion of the Rescue Helicopter’s workload each month. As 

hospital services become more centralised and local medical facilities come under pressure with lack of staffing 

and specialised services, the need to transfer patients to tertiary hospitals for treatment becomes ever greater. 

This is especially evident on the West Coast, with almost 45% of missions in the last 3 months being the transfer 

of patients from Westport to Greymouth, and from Greymouth to Christchurch. 19 patients with a range of medical 

issues, including cardiac, respiratory issues, stroke and hematuria were transferred for specialised treatment, 

while a further 10 patients with medical issues including seizures, PR bleed, unspecified abdominal pain, cardiac 

and stroke all required emergency retrieval and transport to hospital. 

In addition to patient transfers and medical retrievals, the Rescue Helicopter crew were dispatched on 5 Search 

and Rescue operations (including 3 beacon searches), and several accidents resulting from leisure activities, 

including tramping/hiking and mountain biking. 

The youngest Rescue Helicopter patient was a 13yo female who required urgent medical attention following a 

quad bike accident. She was flown to Greymouth Hospital in Status 1 condition. The oldest Rescue Helicopter 

patient was a 91yo man with severe abdominal pain. He was flown from Karamea to Greymouth Hospital in the 

very early hours of the morning for investigation and treatment. 

40% of EMS missions in the last 3 months have been completed with the use of Night Vision Goggle (NVG) 

equipment. The Canterbury West Coast Air Rescue Trust is currently fundraising, with the help of Greymouth 

Mitre10, to replace and upgrade NVG equipment for the West Coast Rescue Helicopter crew. “In the longer term, 

we will need to replace and upgrade all existing NVG equipment to the new white phosphor technology to improve 

visibility and safety for our crews at night.” says Ms Prince. “With an increasing number of jobs being flown at 

night, it is very important that we ensure the crew is properly equipped to be able to respond at any hour of the day 

or night. Please contact the Trust office if you can help.” 

 

For more information, contact Trust CEO, Christine Prince, on (03) 358 8244 or 021 900 519 or by email to 

christine@airrescue.co.nz  
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The NZCC Rescue Helicopter at the Waitangitaona River Mouth 
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