
12

Remote Area Search and Rescue 
By Lesley Cassidy

 We rarely think of safety as a spe-
cific item on our checklist when we are 
planning to play outside, but what hap-
pens if someone or multiple people in 
your party are injured? What happens if 
someone in your group becomes lost and 
doesn’t show up at a meeting point? In 
Ontario in 2016, there were 382 callouts 
for search and rescue and year to date 
there have been 294. Safety is not just 
carrying a first aid kit, but includes prop-
erly planning the trail adventure, know-
ing the terrain, weather, and estimated 
time it will take. As well, having sufficient 
supplies depending on your recreational 

activity is important; this could include 
additional layers of waterproof or warm 
clothing, extra spark plugs and gas, and a 
fire-starting kit.
  One of the first challenges when 
something unexpected happens on a trail 
in the Ottawa Valley, is the remoteness. 
Communication devices such as cell 
phones or small portable laptops rarely 
work. Unless your group is carrying a 
satellite phone, it is difficult to contact 
help. Usually, a member of the group will 
have to leave and locate a cottage or hunt 
camp with access to a landline or cell 
phone service.

  Once a 911 call is made, first 
responders mobilize to address the situ-
ation based on information obtained. In 
remote environments, there may be mul-
tiple organizations involved including 
the police, paramedics, search and rescue 
volunteers, and firefighters. The Ontario 
Provincial Police (OPP) are the police of 
jurisdiction in rural and many smaller 
urban areas in the Province. They have 
ERTs (Emergency Response Teams) that 
respond to many different types of situ-
ations, however, search and rescue ac-
tivities are a major part of their mandate. 
Approximately 250 uniformed patrol 
officers located in detachments across 
Ontario are trained to be part of these 
response teams. The OPP have the lead 
role in responding to these types of calls, 
however all first responders work to-
gether to coordinate the response on the 
ground. As Constable MacInnis from the 
OPP states, “it is one big team environ-
ment”. This integrated team approach is 
based on lessons learned over the years.
  Urgency and size of the initial 
OPP response to the call depend on the 
situation. As an example, a lost hunter 
who is well equipped and prepared for 
the bush and weather, and does not have 
medical issues, will most likely have a 
different number of resources initially 
deployed than a lost child or a senior 
with dementia.
  An important component of 

search and rescue response these days is 
technology. Advancements have helped 
searches become more effective.  The 
OPP have navigation systems, onsite 
laptops and UAS (Unmanned Aerial Sys-
tems) that are all part of the tools they 
can deploy to assist in searches, in addi-
tion to a helicopter and canine units.
  If an ambulance is required, a 
911 operator dispatches the closest avail-
able ambulance. If this accident occurred 
on a trail or in a difficult to access envi-
ronment in Renfrew County, a special-
ized team is dispatched as well.
  The SIERRA paramedic team 
can respond and transport medical 
equipment to the patient(s) in all kinds 
of rural terrain and weather across the 
County. These team members assess the 
situation, travel to the patient and treat 
them. The Renfrew County Paramedics 
have portable equipment such as ultra-
sounds and fluid warmers, which in par-
ticular are very beneficial in treating hy-
pothermic patients. Paramedics may use 
an off-road vehicle (Polaris UTV) to ac-
cess the site and transport the patient out 
to a less isolated location. At times, On-
tario’s air ambulance service (ORNGE) 
or Trenton’s Search and Rescue Helicop-
ter may be required. This highly special-
ized team is also trained in reading maps, 
using navigation systems and are fully 
prepared to spend the night camping if 
required.

HAPPY TRAILS

With so much rugged terrain to cover and so many visitors to the great outdoors, search and rescue teams in the region are leading the way with technology and systems to get you out safely. 
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  Part of the response team may 
also involve search and rescue volunteers, 
particularly if a person(s) is missing or 
lost. The police will decide if they require 
additional people to help, particularly for 
a multi-day search, and contact the lo-
cal search and rescue team. Search and 
Rescue organizations in Canada number 
over 300 and have over 12,000 volun-
teers. These organizations complete over 
1500 searches across Canada every year. 
Closer to home, the Sauvetage Bénévole 
Outaouais - Ottawa Volunteer Search 
and Rescue (SBO-OVSAR) has been 
serving the Eastern Ontario and Western 
Quebec region since 1996. It has over 100 
members that are trained in navigation, 
search techniques, wilderness first aid, 
survival skills and removing a patient(s) 
from a remote environment.
  Volunteer search and rescue 
teams also use advanced technology to 
support their work. As Michael Chris-
tensen, the President of the SBO-OVSAR 
indicates “a search is an emergency”. 
They use both Geographic Information 
Systems (GIS) online mapping technol-
ogy and GPS technology. If the volunteer 
team is searching for a missing person, a 
handheld GPS allows searchers to down-
load the search patterns created by the 
teams onto a map using the computer. 
This allows the searchers to clearly iden-

tify any locations they may have missed. 
The team has several computers onsite 
when they are called in to assist.
  Aerial devices that are similar to 
drones, known as UAS, are new technol-
ogy that support first responders’ work. 
Both the OPP and the Renfrew Para-
medic team have these tools that aid in 
searches for people or help paramedics 
deliver equipment, such as a defibrillator, 
to the scene prior to arriving.
  As much as technology to sup-
port search and rescue has improved 
over the past 15 years, the terrain is still 
a significant challenge. As an example, 
mapping software, remote sensing im-
agery and Google Earth maps may show 
a field the first responders need to cross 
to access the scene, but the reality when 
they arrive on the ground to search is that 
the field is now overgrown and a tangle 
of vegetation, which slows progress.
  Numerous websites and pro-
grams exist that share sound safety ad-
vice for those who enjoy trail adven-
tures. Both the Ontario Federation of 
Snowmobile Clubs (OFSC) and Ontario 
Federation of ATV Clubs (OFATV) have 
detailed information on safety. For ex-
ample, the OFSC has a section on what 
items should be in your emergency kit 
and the OFATV has numerous safety 
videos. A popular program in Canada, 

How often when we are heading 
out on a trail do we think of the 

unexpected happening? Whether 
you are a hiker, all-terrain ve-
hicle (ATV) rider, snowmobile 
enthusiast or cyclist, we head 

out focused on enjoying the day 
and arriving at our destination. 
Your preparation checklist might 
sound something like this: Do we 
have enough water? Check. Food 
and snacks? Check. Extra layer or 
raingear? Check. Helmet? Check. 
Does someone back home know 
what the group’s planned route 

is? Possibly. First aid kits? Maybe. 
So what happens if we do get into 

trouble?

the Hug-a-tree program, helps children 
who become lost know what to do. Sur-
vive Outside is another program offered 
in Canada for all ages that provides edu-
cation on trip preparation for outdoor 
activities.
  Unexpected weather, dehydra-
tion, water and ice crossings, navigation 
issues, or a minor accident can quickly 
change what might seem like a small 
problem into an emergency. The Ottawa 
Valley is well known for its numerous 

trails, its bush and rocky terrain, lakes 
and its remoteness. That is part of the 
reason we enjoy its trails so much!

 So next time you head out to enjoy your 
favorite trail, include safety on your 
checklist. Remember to let people know 
what your destination is, when you will 
return and carry a little extra gear and 
first aid in case the unexpected happens. 
Safe travels!

It’s nice to know we have great search and rescue teams, but not needing them makes a much better adventure. One slip or a sudden change in 
weather and you’ll be glad you brought your backpack with you.


