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Subject: Search and Rescue in Wilderness    

  
To: Regional Foresters, Station Directors, Area Director, IITF Director, Deputy Chiefs 

and WO Staff    

  

In February 2005, the Western States Sheriffs Association (WSSA) contacted Forest Service 

representatives in the western states seeking resolution of issues concerning search and rescue 

(SAR) operations in wilderness.  The WSSA is an association of County Sheriffs within the 

States of Arizona, California, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Oklahoma, 

Oregon, Texas, Utah, Washington, and Wyoming.  The sheriffs voiced concerns about the 

approval process for motorized equipment and mechanical transport during wilderness SAR 

incidents.   

 

Good working relationships at the local level are critical to successful SAR operations.  

Documentation in a well-crafted Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) is a tool for effective 

SAR, while assuring protection of the wilderness resource.  On February 23, 2006, the WSSA 

membership reviewed the enclosed MOU template, developed collaboratively by a team of 

Forest Service personnel and WSSA members, and endorsed it as a measure that can help 

strengthen SAR at the local level.   

 

Many local MOUs or operating procedures have been developed and are currently in use.  Where 

existing MOUs and procedures are working well, no actions are needed.   In cases where units do 

not have an MOU in place or the MOU is not working satisfactorily for both parties, the enclosed 

template can serve as an example for consideration.  This template does not include all aspects of 

normal SAR items included in an MOU, but those deemed key to a cooperative relationship 

surrounding motorized/mechanized uses in wilderness. 

 

I encourage you to make the enclosed MOU template available to forest supervisors for their use 

in working with their local county sheriffs in conjunction with area Law Enforcement and 

Investigation personnel.  An MOU will only be effective to the extent that solid local 

relationships are in place.  To that end, annual meetings, after-action reviews, and joint training 

are encouraged. 

 

 

 

 

/s/ Gloria Manning (for) 

JOEL D. HOLTROP 

Deputy Chief for National Forest System

/s/ John C. Twiss 

JOHN C. TWISS, DIRECTOR 

Law Enforcement and Investigation  

 

Enclosure 

 

cc:  Don Fisher, John C Twiss    


