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“HELICOPTER SHOPPING” 

What hospitals & first responders need to know 
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Most hospitals and first responders do not realize the  

criticality of sharing information regarding flight request  

turndowns with subsequently called air medical providers. 

 

 

Its 2:00 a.m. and 

you have a 

critical patient in 

your ER.  They  

need to be 

transported to a 

higher level of 

care and it needs 

to happen right 

away.  You  do what hundreds of hospitals and first 

responders do every day; you call for an air medical 

helicopter.  The nurse opens up the rolodex and 

calls the nearest program.  When she gets off the 

phone she tells you that they are sorry but they can’t 

fly, the weather is below their required minimums.  

So you tell her to try  another program.  She turns to 

the next card in the rolodex and makes another call 

but you get the same response as the first, “we’re 

sorry but we can’t come the weather is too bad.”  

Your patient is starting to deteriorate rapidly and you 

really need to get them headed to the regional 

medical center soon.  Its 50 minutes by ground but 

only 10 by air, s o you have the nurse call another 

program, but when they say the same thing you start 

to get worried.  Y ou need to get your patient out of 

there and soon.  You get frustrated and say, “Just 

find me a helicopter that will come get this patient.”  

Finally on the fifth call you get a program that says 

they can come and 

will be on their way 

in a few minutes.  

You finally relax; 

everything should 

be fine now that 

the helicopter is on 

the way.  T hirty 

minutes later 

though you get a 

phone call that sends an icy chill down your spine.  

It’s the helicopter’s communication center and they 

say that they have lost contact with their aircraft and 

are asking if you have heard from them.  At the 

same time the emergency tones go off on the radio 

in the ER.  I t’s the local EMS department; t hey have 

just been dispatched on a possible helicopter crash 

just outside of town.  You start to feel a knot form in 

the pit of your stomach and turn to say something to 

the nurse but she is already franticly on the phone 

trying to find out more information. 

 

 

…thirty minutes later you get a phone call 

that sends an icy chill down your spine.   

 

 

This scenario, 

although fictitious, 

has played out in 

real life all too often 

over the past few 

years and has been 

a significant factor 

in the deaths of 

several air medical 

teams and their patients.  So what really is 

helicopter shopping and why is it such a big deal?  

“Helicopter shopping” 

refers to the practice of 

calling, in sequence, 

various operators until 

an operator agrees to 

take a flight 

assignment, without 

sharing with 

subsequent operators 

the reasons the flight 

was declined by the previously called operators.  

Now the calling of subsequent helicopters for air 

medical transport in and of itself is not a problem.  

The transporting of patients via helicopter takes 


