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Otago Rescue Helicopter Trust is alive in your community
Nearly 400 people have been rescued by the Otago Regional Rescue Helicopter in the past year. The chopper flew 634 hours of emergency missions in the lower South Island in the 12 months to March 31 this year, slightly higher than the previous year (612). 
Those 600-plus mission hours rescued 388 seriously or critically ill patients. 

Figures released by the Otago Rescue Helicopter Trust, which operates the rescue helicopter on behalf of the community, show an increased incidence of emergency calls in the region. ACC accident call-outs rose from 269 in the 2008-9 year to 290 last year, while medical emergency call-outs rose from 142 to 159. There were also slightly more intensive care hospital transfers; 148 in the last year, compared with 140 the previous year. Search and rescue operations dropped from 61 to 37.
Both the youngest and oldest patients flown were from Dunstan Hospital. The youngest was a five-day old baby and the most senior was an 87-year old man suffering from a stroke.
Essential for the high number of night missions being flown – 25% of the total – latest generation night safety radio altimeter systems have been installed in the rescue helicopter during the last year, along with upgraded intensive care life-support systems. 
Emergency response times have also improved thanks to basing a second St John advanced paramedic at Taieri, available for immediate response. Previously, a second paramedic or registrar had to be collected from Dunedin Hospital en route to the emergency, potentially slowing response times. Serious accident victims especially have a greater chance of survival by receiving treatment within 60-minutes of being injured.

Ross Black, the trust’s chairmen, says: “The Otago Rescue Helicopter Trust manages a service that we all hope we will never need…but in our time of need, we can be assured that one of the country’s most capable rescue helicopters will be there for us.”
Financial status

Despite rising costs and the effects of the recession, the Otago Rescue Helicopter remains in a sound financial position, according to the Trust’s annual report. This is due to the low spending on administrative costs. In an industry where NGOs routinely spend upwards of 25-percent of their income on administrative costs, the Trust spends only four percent. This means that 96c of every dollar donated or earned goes directly to operating the rescue service and crew safety training.

The Rescue Helicopter’s principal sponsor is the Otago Regional Council, which annually donates $250,000. The other three top donors are Bendigo Valley Sports and Charity Trust ($100,000), Westpac Chopper Appeal ($62,744) and BP, with sponsorship of $10,000. Generous private donations amount to $40,660.

Because the Trust only receives income from Government agencies when it is called to fly an actual rescue mission, it relies on community support and donations to cover the high fixed costs of maintaining the rescue helicopter, pilots and paramedics on permanent 24-hour standby. This makes community support critical to the continued operation of the rescue helicopter in the lower South Island.
ENDS

About the Otago Regional Rescue Helicopter
The Otago Rescue Helicopter Trust holds the head ACC contract for all air rescue services in the lower South Island and operates this contract through its operating company Otago Rescue Helicopter Limited.
The contract covers the intensive care Otago Regional Rescue Helicopter plus the regional primary response helicopters operating in the Queenstown Lakes and Te Anau areas which are supported by the separate Lakes District Air Rescue Trust. 
The Otago Rescue service is highly regarded nationally as a successful operation with an impressive track record. The service involves a significant level of coordination and cooperation, often in stressful circumstances, between pilots, St John emergency operators, paramedics, hospital staff, regional medical practitioners, police and search and rescue staff.

Photo caption: Otago Rescue Helicopter rests high amongst the tussocks.

