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WILDERNESS SEARCH AND RESCUE POLICY 

Purpose and Scope 

This document establishes guidelines for Search and Rescue (SAR) operations in the Jedediah 

Smith and Winegar Hole Wilderness areas.  The objective of this policy is to meet the intent of 

the Wilderness Act and to be responsive to public needs for protection of life and property, with 

an emphasis toward cooperation. 

Definitions 

The term "Sheriff's Department" refers to the respective elected County Sheriff and Sheriff's 

Department Employees. 

The term "Forest Service" refers to the USDA National Forest and Ranger District employees. 

The term "SAR Operation" refers to any search, rescue, or emergency medical search and rescue 

situation. 

The term "Emergency" refers to any situation where delay will result in unnecessary danger to, 

further injury of, unnecessary suffering by or death of a person. 

The term "Liaison" refers to the Forest Service personnel assigned to the Sheriff's Department 

Incident Command Team during a SAR operation. 

Responsibilities and Authorities 

Cooperative law enforcement agreements between the Targhee National Forest and local law 

enforcement agencies define working relationships and cost and equipment sharing 

responsibilities. 

The Wilderness Act states that wilderness is a place where the imprint of man's work is 

substantially unnoticeable, there are outstanding opportunities for solitude, and there is no use of 

motor vehicles, motorized equipment, or other forms of mechanical transport.  The Wilderness 

Act also makes clear that we will take measures in emergencies to protect the health and safety 

of persons within wilderness areas. 

The Forest Service will take a temporary lead role in any search and rescue emergency in which 

immediate and quick response will reduce suffering or save lives.  The concept of closest forces 

must be used and the lead role maintained only until the Sheriff's Office is available to assume its 

leadership.  After transferring the leadership role, the Forest Service will resume a supportive 

role and provide assistance to the fullest extent possible. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The Sheriff's Department is responsible for media information releases, determining areas of 

limited access, logistical support (including air SAR Operations) and for the safety of all 

personnel involved. 

The Forest Service will designate a person to act as the Liaison between the Forest Service and 

the Sheriff's Department during SAR Operations.  The Liaisons role will be to assure the safety 

of Forest Service employees involved, provide requested logistical assistance to the Sheriff, and 

insure that SAR Operations comply with Forest Service policy.  The Forest Service liaison is 

jointly responsible for review of media information releases. 

Operating Procedures 

SAR practices must reflect knowledge of the Wilderness Act, current wilderness policies and a 

knowledge of SAR risks and procedures.  Our practices must also demonstrate our combined 

ability to react quickly and skillfully in a coordinated manner. 

Targhee National Forest field personnel will be responsive to public needs, particularly the 

protection of life and property.  The appropriate line officer may approve the use of motorized 

equipment or mechanical transport in Wilderness for emergencies where the situation involves 

an inescapable urgency and temporary need for speed beyond that available by primitive means.  

Motorized and mechanical access will be approved following the attached guidelines. 

The Sheriff's Department may request logistical assistance from the Forest Service in terms of 

personnel, equipment and supplies.  This assistance can include providing communication 

through the Forest Service communications system, furnishing qualified personnel and 

experienced guide service, providing transportation equipment, providing pack stock, and 

furnishing maps and aerial photos. 

It may be useful to place a Forest Service employee at the location of the SAR operation to 

inform the general public about the situation and why non-primitive methods are in use. 

A yearly coordination meeting between the Sheriff's Department and Forest Service will be held, 

preferably in the spring before heavy visitor use of National Forest System lands. 

Approval Guidelines 

These guidelines pertain only to those items requiring Forest Service approval, i.e., air drops, 

landing of aircraft in wilderness, use of motorized or mechanical equipment (generators, wheeled 

litters and carts) and installation of permanent anchors for climbing and caving in the wilderness.  

Over-flights above the FAA 2,000 feet advisory do not require approval, but low elevation aerial 

search should be discussed with the Forest Service liaison assigned to the incident. 

• Contact should be made to the Forest Service or Sheriff's Department by either party as soon 

as possible when a SAR Operation is imminent or occurring.  The Forest Service must be 



 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

   

 

   

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 
 

 

notified as soon as possible for any search and rescue in a wilderness.  Specific approval 

must be given for use of motorized and mechanical equipment within wilderness. 

• As a rule, no mechanical or motorized equipment (including helicopter landing) is allowed in 

wilderness areas.  Exceptions are made for life threatening conditions or death, determined 

on a case by case basis by the Forest Supervisor or delegated District Ranger using the 

approval guidelines. 

• SAR Operations should be as unobtrusive as possible to minimize any potential degradation 

of the resource or the visitors experience.  The preferred mode of travel is by horseback or 

foot. Where motorized equipment is approved as being necessary, the Forest Service and 

Sheriff's Department should be sensitive to potential impacts on natural resources and 

recreational experiences. 

• The Sheriff's Department and Forest Service liaison will re-evaluate the need for motorized 

or mechanized operation in the wilderness immediately following the initial effort and again 

every 12 hours until SAR operations are complete.  The Forest Supervisor or delegated 

District Ranger will approve each decision to continue motorized or mechanized operations. 

SEARCH  

Always Approve 

• There is good reason to believe that the person being searched for has a life threatening 

injury. 

• There is good reason to believe the lost person will be placed in a life threatening situation as 

a result of a predicted adverse change in the weather, i.e., person was lightly dressed and 

snow storm is predicted. 

• Where, because of terrain limitations, no type of ground coverage is safe or feasible. 

• The search for those persons (young children, elderly persons, persons with disabilities, etc.) 

who by virtue of their age, physical condition, mental condition, health or mental ability are 

in a life threatening situation and may be at extreme risk to serious injury or death because 

they cannot take care of themselves and/or make the rational decisions in the way that could 

be expected of a healthy adult. 

Case by Case Basis 

• When there is serious doubt concerning whether or not the situation is life threatening. 

• A close relative has died and the family has requested the person be located so they can 

perform a necessary function within uncontrollable time constraints. 



 
 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

  

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

  

 

• When there is an external situation requiring immediate location of a person within the 

wilderness that has to do with an emergency situation (normally life or death); i.e., signed 

affidavit in which parent has to give written permission for surgery. 

Never Approve 

• There are no real indications that the person is in a life threatening situation, i.e., person in 

good health, dressed for the situation, is slightly overdue. 

• Outside request is made to locate a person for non-critical external reasons, i.e., attend 

funeral of a friend, to make financial decisions, to see if a person is okay. 

• The specific requested method will result in serious physical impact to the wilderness and 

there are alternate methods that accomplish the objectives of the search without the impacts. 

RESCUE  

Always Approve 

• Removal of people with obvious life-threatening injuries; i.e., heart attack, stroke, serious 

bleeding, fractured skull, etc. 

• Whenever there is real doubt as to whether or not the injury is life-threatening, or situation 

where there is likelihood individual may face a life-threatening situation, i.e., unusual 

snowfall, winter storm approaching, etc. 

Usually Approve 

• Injury is not life threatening, but delay in rescue or rescue transportation by hand litter or 

stock may result in additional injury or serious complications resulting from the initial injury, 

i.e., a broken leg where the pain resulting from the primitive transportation would put the 

person into shock. 

• Injury is not life threatening but it is serious and the present and/or predicted weather would 

likely cause delays in travel that would make the injury life threatening. 

• Where the topography, footing or weather conditions (snow and avalanche potential) are so 

hazardous that it will expose the injured person or the rescue team to a very high probability 

of additional or new serious injury or hazard; or the physical condition of the victim does not 

allow for non-mechanized transport. 

Case by Case Basis 

• Removal of deceased persons where conditions may present risk to rescuers. 

• Logistical support (food, supplies, equipment) for catastrophic rescue   i.e., multiple victims, 

avalanche rescue, plane crash, cave rescue. 



 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Never Approve 

When the injury is not life threatening and the person can transport him or herself or be 

transported by non-motorized or non-mechanical means to the nearest logical point of rescue, 

e.g., simple fracture of arm, sprained ankle. 

Removal of equipment that has been stranded because of weather.  No sling-loading of 

equipment out of the wilderness. 

Retrieval of dead or injured livestock or pets. 

Wilderness SAR Contacts (as of 7-15-98) 

Name  Position  Work Phone  Home Phone  Responsibility  

 

Jerry Reese  Forest Supervisor  208/624-7635  208/624-0955  Jedediah Smith and  

Winegar Hole  

Wilderness Areas 

approval  

 

Patty Bates  District Ranger  208/354-2312  208/787-9043  Jedediah Smith  

Wilderness, south of  

Bitch Creek approval  

Cell Phone:  208/390-3745  

 

Adrienne Keller  District Ranger  208/652-7442  208/624-2855  Jedediah Smith  

Wilderness, north of 

Bitch Creek; and 

Winegar Hole  

Wilderness approval  

Cell Phone:  208/558-7301  

 

Megan Bogle  

liaison  

Wilderness Manager  208/354-2312  307/353-8109  Primary wilderness 

 

Teton County, WY Sheriff's Office  

               Dispatch        307/733-2331             Lead responsibility for SAR  

in Jedediah Smith and Winegar  

Hole Wilderness Areas  

                                                        

                                                        

 

Teton County, ID Sheriff's Office  

               Dispatch        208/354-2323             Often initial responders to  

SAR in  Jedediah Smith  

Wilderness  

                                                        

                                                        

 

Fremont County, ID Sheriff's Office  



                

                                                         

                                                         

 

 

 

                                                          

                                                         

                                                         

                                                         

 

 

 

                                                         

                                                         

Dispatch        208/624-4482             Provide support on SAR in 

Jedediah Smith and Winegar 

Hole Wilderness Areas. 

Eastern Idaho Interagency Fire Center, Idaho Falls, ID

               Dispatch        208/524-7600 after hours 208/529-1020 or 800-438-8160 

24 hour Dispatch Service for 

the Targhee and Caribou 

National Forests and Idaho 

BLM. 

Interagency Fire Center, Moose, WY

               Dispatch        307/739-5580             Central Dispatch Center for 

Grand Teton National Park and 

Bridger-Teton National Forest 


