FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

U.S. COAST GUARD

RELEASE DATE: December 11, 2003, 09:35 EST

AIR STATION SAVANNAH PRESS RELEASE

Air Station Savannah crew returns home after very successful deployment

Release #: 04-04

Release Date:  December 11, 2003

Contact:  LTJG Matt Sanford

=========================================================================================
U.S. DEPARTEMENT OF HOMELAND SECURITY

SEVENTH COAST GUARD DISTRICT

Air Station Savannah Crew Returns Home From A Very Successful Deployment

*Pictures Available*

     Savannah, Ga., -A Coast Guard Rescue helicopter crew from Air Station Savannah returns home after a 38 day deployment where they interdicted 10 illegal migrants from entering the United States illegally, conducted a medical evacuation for a 48 year old male 60 miles off-shore, rescued 2 men from a damaged sail boat, located a missing diver, and detected 2 men in a “go fast” boat that were on parole.

     The first deployment in over a year was highlighted by the search and rescue case involving the damaged sailboat.  The crew from Savannah was having a successful deployment in Key West, Florida when a job well done turned into a rescue that will not be forgotten.  On Tues the 9th of December the CG6523 received a call that a 27 ft sailing vessel “JADA” was in distress 47 nautical miles off Key West .  The crew arrived on scene to a small sailboat getting pounded by the 10-15 ft seas.  After radio communications was established with the “JADA” over a hand held radio, it was evident that the two men on board had a strong desire to get off the boat with a fear the vessel would soon sink.  Normally, a rescue swimmer would be deployed down to assist the survivors into a rescue device, typically the rescue basket, but in this case that was not an option.  The rescue helicopter did not have a rescue swimmer on board due to the nature of deployment they were on, so the crew had to improvise.   Due to the high sea state, the mast of the sailboat was swaying too much to lower the basket to the deck, so the two men were instructed to don their life vests, abandon the “JADA” one at a time and get into the water.  The first of the two men climbed into the basket with out any difficulty and was hoisted to safety into the helicopter.  The second man (the 81 year old father of the first survivor) was having difficulty getting to the basket.  The man lost his life jacket when he entered the water and the 25-knot winds blew it away.  It became apparent after several attempts that the man was unable to get into the basket.  Due to severe exhaustion the gentleman gave up and struggled to get back on board the “JADA”, but the waves were slamming him against the boat.  He started to go under and it was evident the man could drown.  The Aircraft Commander, LT Dale Taylor, made the decision to climb out of the left seat and be deployed down into the water to assist the gentleman into the basket.  The First Pilot, LTJG Bill Strickand, along with the Flight Mechanic, AVT2 Brian Jerritt, maneuvered LT Taylor into position and hoisted the father into the safety of the helicopter.  LT Taylor then inflated his emergency life vest while waiting for the helicopter to reposition to pick him up.  The subsequent hoist went without incident and the survivors were transported to awaiting medical personnel.

     The other notable events were a medical evacuation of a 48-year-old male sixty miles off shore.  The gentleman had pneumonia and was coughing up blood.  The gentleman was hoisted into the helicopter and transported to awaiting medical personnel.   The crew of the CG6523 also interdicted 10 migrants that were trying to reach the United States on a raft that was on its last leg.  The floatation devices uses for the raft were deflating and no longer providing sufficient float for the raft that was supporting the 10 people.  CG cutters supporting the mission picked up the migrants.

The crew of the CG6523 will be arriving back at Hunter Army Airfield at approximately 12:00- 1:00 on Friday afternoon, the 12th of December.  A welcome home party will be held at the USCG Air Station for the return of this courageous crew.  Any members of the media that would like to participate are encouraged to attend.  Interviews with the crew of the CG6523 will be made available at the Air Station.  

     We ask that the maritime industry, boaters, and the general public to remain alert to help fight the war on terrorism by notifying the Coast Guard of any unusual or suspicious activity in the ports and waterways by calling the National Response Center at 1-800-424-8802.  As always, the Coast Guard urges all boaters to keep proper safety equipment on board their vessel.  Life vests, flares, fire extinguishers, and a VHF-FM radio are just a few examples of life saving equipment every boater should have on board.  It is always advisable to file a float plan prior to taking to the waterways.  

Any members of the media who would like additional information about this case should contact the Staff Duty Officer (SDO) at Coast Guard Air Station Savannah at (912)652-4646.  Thanks!
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