Minister for Emergency Services; Corrective Services

Our Ref: 65-14932
Your Ref: Petition No. 155

Hon Matthew Swinbourn MLC
Chair
Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs
Legislative Council Committee Office
Parliament House
4 Harvest Terrace

WEST PERTH WA 6005

Dear Hon Swinbourn
Thank you for your correspondence dated 13 August 2020 regarding Petition No. 155
- Midwest region-based Rescue Helicopter Service.

I appreciate the opportunity to provide the Committee with a greater level of
understanding of emergency services delivery, which is an extremely complex area.
The State Government is committed to enhancing emergency services capability.
However, it is imperative that any investment and resource allocation in emergency
services is considered in the context of delivering the best possible service to the
whole State. Any expansion of the Emergency Rescue Helicopter Service (ERHS) will
be considered as a part of this Government s commitment to long-term planning in
emergency services.

By way of background, the Department of Fire and Emergency Services (DFES) is
responsible for managing the ERHS. This service is the State s only dedicated 24hour Search and Rescue (SAR) service operating from Jandakot and Bunbury
Airports. . The ERHS provides advanced paramedical critical care directly to an
incident and if required, transports the patient to a definitive care hospital. Refer to
Appendix 1 - State Emergency Rescue Helicopter Service (RAC Rescue) Facts Sheet
2019 which provides details of the ERHS capability, mission types, and operational
range.

The current ERHS responds to major trauma incidents operating within 250km from
their respective base. The current ERHS covers approximately 90 percent of the
State’s population, providing a highly responsive service to critically injured, and
sometimes otherwise inaccessible patients within WA. The current ERHS aircraft can
fly a straight-line distance of approximately 450km directly to an incident scene, but
would require refuelling prior to returning the patient to one of Perth’s trauma centres.

DFES manages the ERHS contractual service agreements for the provision of
helicopters, crews and critical care paramedic services which are scheduled to expire
in June 2021. The next generation of helicopters is currently being considered in the
context of building capacity and providing a responsive emergency service to the
community. The review of the next generation of the ERHS beyond 2021 is underway
in consultation with key stakeholders, including the Department of Health, WA Police,

and the Australian Maritime Safety Authority. DFES are looking to align the next
generation fleet of rescue helicopters to the national standard currently used across
Australia.

There are many factors, including resource to risk modelling that are considered when
determining the most appropriate ERHS locations to deliver an optimal service to the
whole community.

These include:
• population density and growth centres;
• number of regional ambulatory Priority 1 and search and rescue incidents that

meet ERHS tasking criteria;
• aerodromes with established jet-aviation infrastructure, as the ERHS helicopters

require jet fuel;
• availability to aircraft maintenance facilities at aerodromes;
• aerodrome proximity to regional receiving hospitals for patients that do not require
a tertiary, trauma centre; and
• requirement for overlapping flight coverage of current ERHS helicopters to provide
redundancy and dual helicopter response.
In 2017 and 2019, DFES undertook service reviews of the ERHS. This assessed
operational data, including regional response; identification of suitable aerodromes
around regional response hot-spots; and data from St John Ambulance and the

Australian Maritime Safety Authority for incidents meeting ERHS tasking requirements
within a 350km flight range of the identified aerodromes. This review included national
rescue helicopter network coverage.

The information gathered from the service reviews were evaluated to determine the
need for future ERHS aircraft fleet and bases, while considering the strengths and
opportunities that exist in and around regional communities. This information is
informing the current procurement process.
I am aware of an election promise of $30 million from Royalties for Regions funding to
establish a Midwest ERHS based at Geraldton. It is premised on delivering:
• the rescue helicopter service with flight crew and critical care paramedics;
• new infrastructure of a Geraldton Rescue Helicopter Base at the Airport - to be
approved by the City of Geraldton as the airport s managing authority;
• new helicopter landing site at Geraldton Hospital - to be approved by Geraldton

Hospital / WA Country Health Service; and
• fund a feasibility study into extending the rescue helicopter network into other
regions.

This only addresses short term capital funding and does not address recurrent
operational funding for the service into the out years.

While the Royal Flying Doctor Service of WA (RFDS) aircraft does not directly respond
to incident scenes as referenced in the petition. The RFDS does provide transport of
hospital patients from regional medical facilities to Perth-based tertiary hospitals
(trauma centres) upon landing at Jandakot Airport with the use of road ambulance
transfers.

The McGowan Government is investing $73.3 million for the redevelopment of the
Geraldton Fiealth Campus. I also understand that the Department of Health, WA
Country Health Service would be responsible for hospital infrastructure including the
development of a helicopter landing site (HLS). As the primary users, DFES has
provided consultation for a new HLS being built at Jurien Bay, Narrogin, and Royal
Perth Hospitals.
While I acknowledge the petition and appreciate that there is a genuine desire for a
Midwest based ERHS, resource allocation in emergency services must be considered
in the context of delivering the best possible emergency service to the whole State.
The next generation of helicopters is currently under review with the most appropriate
experts, including the Department of Health and the Department of Fire and
Emergency Services.

As demonstrated by the 2017 and 2019 service reviews of the ERHS, I submit that
DFES and other relevant stakeholders have the appropriate expertise to consider the
ERHS operational needs and service delivery model for the whole State. This
expertise has been incorporated in the procurement process for the next generation
of the ERHS. It is vital that any investment in emergency services is properly
considered in the context of long-term service delivery. Any departure from proper
process could deliver suboptimal outcomes to the community.
Thank you again for bringing the petition to my attention. I trust my feedback will
enable you to evaluate the petition with further clarity.
Yours sincerely
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