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WHITE HELMETS SYRIA CIVIL DEFENCE 

DISASTER RESPONSE - SYRIA
TEAM MEMbER - NAME WITHHELD

Petzl Duo Headtorch (Petzl Nao also issued)

Clip-on Ear Defenders

Petzl Vertex Best Helmet

Safety Goggles (in pocket)

Whistle to call for assistance or for attention in  
case of personal entrapment (in pocket)

Mobile (Cell) Phone Pouch

Ballistic Nylon or canvas Jacket with  
SCD Shoulder Flash

Rear: Some jackets have 'WHITE HELMETS' decal

Petzl Cordex Lightweight Rigging Gloves

Field guide overing USAR, UXO and 
Medical subjects (in pocket)

Heavy Canvas trousers with reinforced knee and rump

Rubber Knee Pads (Not Shown)

Shin Pads (Not Shown)

Personal choice boots - Trekking or military, 
mostly non-steel toecap.

WHITE HELMETS SYRIA CIVIL DEFENCE 

UNExPLODED ORDINANCE OFFICER 
TEAM MEMbER - NAME WITHHELD

Security Devices (Zimbabwe) Ltd Helmet with Full Visor
The visor sits behind the blast collar when kneeling  

to deal with a mine so that any blast is deflected  
away from the face

Blast Deflection Baffles

Security Devices (Zimbabwe) Ltd Mines Clearance Apron
(not generally used for IEDs or booby traps)

MineLab F3 Mine Detector

Schonstedt 72cd Magnetic Locator

   Heavy Canvas trousers with reinforced knee and rump

Personal choice boots - Trekking or military, 
mostly non-steel toecap.

              USAR               WHITE HELMETS           WHITE HELMETS                 UXO
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For some time, Urban Search and Rescue search methods 
have been broadly confined to the line and hail and 
technical search and although effective may not 

always be used in the right circumstances or at 
the right time. Often there is a conflict 
between carrying out the line and 
hail search thoroughly 
and the speed required to 
locate casualties quickly. A line and 
hail carried out in full and thoroughly will 
take some time and that time may make the 
difference between a casualty surviving or bleeding out 
and there are other considerations.

The Syria Civil Defence organisation (known as The White 
Helmets) know only too well that standard techniques like 

'line and hail' are not possible in the midst of an attack when 
their window for rescue is severely curtailed due to the risk of 
a “double tap”. They may have 5 minutes or less to search and 
carry out a rescue before the initial attacking aircraft completes 
a circuit and returns to bomb the original target while first 
responders are in attendance.

The tactics used to search a collapsed structure cannot be 
confined to one single method and must always take  

into account the need to avoid risks where possible.  
      This may be achieved by the application of certain  

search methods or specific equipment use with 
each incident producing different priorities and 

challenges. This article sets out to inform the reader of 
the options they may take in formulating a search strategy at 
collapsed structures in an actively hostile area.

USAR Search Techniques
by Daryl Ashford-Smith
on behalf of MayDay Rescue    www.maydayrescue.org

Daryl is a specialist consultant and recently retired as London Fire Brigade 
Instructor and National Resilience USAR Capability Officer

are you seeing it clearly?

[ED: We bite our tongues on political and religious issues but shortly after this article 
was written the White Helmets were again in the news with yet more anti-White 
Helmet sentiment from the Syrian and Russian governments. For years now they 
have tried to promote the 'idea' that the White Helmets are a terrorist organisation 
masquerading as humanitarian. I worked with a brilliant paramedic in Gaza during the 
2nd Intifada there who was a paid up member of Hamas, as many of the emergency 
services were - it was the ruling political party. In western eyes that would equate to 
'terrorist' rather than a political viewpoint but he didn't have a violent bone in his body. 
When you spend every day responding to extreme violence wrought by a powerful 
outside government, it's little wonder that any political affiliation that opposes 
such outrage would seem reasonable. The white Helmets are no more a terrorist 
organisation than the Red Cross so to associate the entire organisation with resistance 
rather than humanitarian action is nonsense. Whatever their personal views, members 
of the White Helmets do a great job under very, very trying conditions, day-in, day out 
- there's no 'off-duty' when you live in the middle of the mayhem pictured in the next 
two spreads. In fact, the rigorous training pictured in the second part of this article, is 
undertaken outside of Syria and is as close to R&R as these folk ever get.]
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Bombing in Aleppo. The problem with 'waves' of bombing is that there is no time for the 
normal rudimentary treatment and packaging. The trauma protocol borrowed from the 
military that put catastrophic bleeding ahead of Airway in the ABC's has been usurped 
further by the addition of E for evacuate ahead of treating catastrophic blood loss or any 
injury on scene because the next bomb could already be inbound.
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Some areas of Syria are 
luckier than others in terms 
of intact infrastructure 
allowing use of heavy 
machinery. More often 
than not, this still requires 
'hand-draulic' intervention 
rather than using more 
sophisticated equipment 
that is becoming more 
available to White Helmet 
crews but often not where 
and when it's really needed. 
The chaos of this type of 
war continues to mean that 
rescuers have to think on 
their feet and do the best 
they can with what they 
have in the immediate 
vicinity of the explosion 
and/or collapse.
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InforMATIon gAThErIng 
The following list details the information specific to the search 
that should be gathered before committing personnel;

•	 Is there a reason to commit personnel  
(is anyone missing?) 

•	 Reason for collapse and associated risks (earthquake/
terrorism/conflict/explosion caused by gas or other 
hazardous materials etc.)

•	 Likelihood of further collapse
•	 Status of utilities (gas/electric etc.)
•	 Information on the structure, the contents and 

processes carried out in the premises
•	 Are there any building plans available or  

a responsible person?
•	 What is the search area? Time should not be wasted 

searching areas that have no reason to be searched
•	 Information on the casualties such as numbers/Last 

Known Point or Point Last Seen /any identification  
that may aid searchers such as colours of clothing  
and mobile phone number(s)

•	 Awareness should be maintained on observation of 
casualties showing signs other than trauma such as  
the effects of biological agents.

STAnd-off SEArch
If the situation dictates that it is too dangerous or not enough 
information has been gathered to confidently commit 
personnel safely, a stand-off search may have to be performed. 
The following tactics may be adopted if this is the case;

•	 Commit a canine search team ensuring the handler 
remains out of the risk area

•	 The use of aerial appliances to extend above the 
structure and search downwards or laterally with 
search cameras on reach poles or suspended  
listening devices 

•	 The use of rope access/rescue equipment combined 
with search equipment to search the structure 
remotely (see image above right)

•	 The use of drones may be effective (particularly if 
fitted with thermal imagery) to locate casualties that 
are on or near the surface but not able to be seen by 
responders at ground level

•	 A search from the perimeter of the collapse structure 
using search cameras on extendible reach poles, 
binoculars or thermal image cameras.

A method, similar to the line and hail may be carried out but 
from a static position surrounding the collapse area. The search 
team position themselves along the perimeter of the collapse 
area at an appropriate distance apart (see image right). A call 
for silence will be made and each responder will call out in 
turn leaving about 10-15 seconds between each call to listen 
for a response. If a response is heard, each responder points 
to the noise and it may be possible to intersect the collective 

directions identifying an approximate position. At least with  
this method, a search has commenced even though it may be 
too dangerous at this stage to commit responders to a rescue.

If it is deemed relatively safe and responders are going to 
be committed, all measures should be taken to ensure that 
everything has been done to maintain their safety. The LAcES 
mnemonic can be followed as an easy way of remembering  
the necessary measures to implement before committing 
personnel to the risk area;

LookouTS  Post lookouts to observe for further
    signs of collapse
AwArEnESS   All personnel briefed with enough   
   information to get in and out safely
CommuniCATionS   Communications plan in place.  

All personnel informed of  
evacuation signal

EScApE rouTES  Identified and kept clear at all times
SAfE zonES   Identified and kept clear at all times

The above is particularly critical where there is the potential 
for aftershocks, further collapse or where rescue teams are 
working in hostile environments.

The following may be considered in hostile environments where 
there is the potential for further targeting;

•	 On the approach, the adjacent streets should be 
observed to confirm which may act as escape routes 
for vehicles if further bombing is expected and a rapid 
evacuation is required

•	 On arrival, vehicles are parked in such a position to aid 
rapid withdrawal

•	 An additional safety officer may be appointed to 
observe just for hostile action

•	 The structures are quickly sectorised and personnel 
are deployed to search their respective areas before 
moving along to the next area of search. A ‘leap 
frogging’ technique may be used if searching along  
a street with multiple damaged properties for  
example with a search coordinator directing  
personnel on the move

It is critical that the search is managed by having a  
dedicated search co-ordinator appointed. They should  
ensure the following;

•	 All necessary resources available
•	 Emergency procedures in place
•	 Search area identified and personnel working within 

that defined area
•	 A search leader should be appointed to lead and 

control the physical search
•	 The search team should search the area according to 

the space required between each searcher to search 
effectively and should not spread the resources out 
to fit the search area. The space between searchers 
should be constantly evaluated (see above right)

•	 Search operations are managed in conjunction with 
concurrent rescue operations

•	 If there is any doubt about the thoroughness of  
a search, the area should be re-searched

•	 Personnel accountability managed at all times

InITIAL SEArch
Rather than carrying out a full line and hail search as the first 
option for the initial search, a rapid search technique may be 
required to ensure a timely response to any casualties requiring 
immediate treatment bearing in mind that a physical search 
over the debris will normally only yield casualties that are 
either visible, or beneath the surface but able to respond. 

An option for a rapid, initial search may consist of the following;

Wi-fi listening sensor deployed 
remotely by rope system

SEARCH AND RESCUE CAMERA 

Faster Visual Search  |  Wireless Connectivity 
Mobile Integrated  |  Two-Way Audio  |  GPS / Mapping 

S e e  t h e  f u t u r e ,  E x p e r i e n c e  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e !  

www.agilitycorp.com

FL360 Vimpex C71

360° 

ABOVE: Searchers should not spread out to fit the search  
area but should remain at a distance from each other to  

search effectively. The outside edge of each search sweep 
should be overlapped (shown in grey). The White Helmets  

often have to search open areas as well as collapsed  
structures. The principles of searcher spacing remain  

the same for search at both types of incident.
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•	 The structure and sequence of events of the initial 
search replicates the line and hail with regards to the 
briefing, searcher spacing and call for silence

•	 The main difference is that searchers will progress, 
loosely in line, moving forward but calling out and 
observing whilst on the move

•	 The search will not be as effective as the line and hail 
however, a relatively easy to locate casualty will be 
accessed much quicker than if the line and hail is  
used which may make a critical difference to the 
casualty’s condition.

LInE And hAIL
The line and hail is a physical extended line search which  
relies on responders, observing, listening and calling out for  
a response form casualties. The process is as follows;

•	 A briefing is given
•	 The search team is lined up a distance from the area 

that is to be searched so they are observing at the 
perimeter and not past it (see image above)

•	 The space between searchers will depend on the 
density of the material within the collapse but 
generally about 2-3 metres will suffice

•	 The call for silence is given
•	 Each responder, in turn, calls out (“search and  

rescue can you hear me”) into the debris to try and  
provoke a response

•	 After each call, a short amount of time (approximately 
10-15 seconds) should be left to listen for any noise 

All responders must remain still and quiet during this 
period otherwise to continue to shout or move along 
will render the search ineffective

•	 Once each responder has taken their turn to call  
out, the team leader will move forward into the 
position where the responders will again take up  
the line. The distance between each line position  
will be approximately the same as the distance 
between each searcher

•	 The responders will search during this period looking 
into voids and spaces as they move forward step by 
step. It must be noted that searching a collapsed 
structure whilst on the move 
is ineffective so observation 
should be carried from a  
static position 

•	 The process is then repeated 
until the search limit has  
been reached

•	 The area covered is then 
searched again but in the 
opposite direction

•	 If the search area has been 
segmented, subsequent 
searches should overlap  
the previous

It is easy to see from the structure and 
sequence of events of the line and 

hail that to carry it out fully and correctly will take time and 
to short-cut any sequence or progress too quickly will render 
the search less effective. The search should be supported by 
a technical search team which follow up at a distance where 
it will not affect the line and hail. A variety of equipment 
should be used such as listening devices, search cameras and 
thermal image cameras. The line and hail team can identify 
any potential voids or areas of interest for the technical search 
team to investigate.

Thermal imaging cameras (below) should be deployed with the 
technical search team. A high quality thermal image camera will 

detect a live casualty even though buried under a few inches 
of dust/dirt. The camera will have to be held reasonably close 
(within about 6 feet depending on heat signature present on 
surrounding debris) to the heat source to detect through the 
debris. Cameras that have a range of modes available will be 
more successful. Red as warm and “predator” mode may show 
better results than black and white modes.

Above: The responder may miss a casualty if starting the 
search too close to the debris as their focus is ahead

From the relative calm 
of training to the reality of 

a post-explosion line-search 
in Syria although clearly not an 

immediate aftermath search.

A technical search team supporting 
a line and hail team
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TrIAnguLATIon or cIrcLE And hAIL
Similar to the line and hail, the circle and hail is carried out 
when a responder has detected a noise or area of interest. 
The structure and process is similar to the line and hail except 
that responders will form a circle around the responder that 
identified the noise or area of interest. As in the line and hail, 
each responder takes their turn at calling out and listening for  
a response. If nothing is heard then the circle closes in to form  
a tighter circle on the original responder.

All of the physical methods of search detailed above rely  
on the casualty either being seen or being able to respond  
and make a noise. Success is also dependent on team and 
individual discipline.

IndIvIduAL SEArch dIScIpLInE & TEchnIquES 
Physical search can be carried out by first responders and 
takes just a small amount of training to be effective. Again, 
success relies on discipline and effective management. When 
individuals are carrying 
out search within the 
team they should adopt 
the six-sided (or cubed) 
approach of searching 
in the direction of all 
six sides of their cube. 
Search is most effective 
when the searcher is 
stationary as they will 
be concentrating on 
footing and where to 
step next rather than  
on searching.

Searchers should scan the area ahead ensuring that the areas 
scanned overlap. When scanning it may be beneficial to scan 
the opposite way that the searcher reads. For example, if 
a responder reads from left to right, their eyes are used to 
scanning quickly that way but when scanning the opposite way 
take more time and catch more detail.

Also, when scanning, the eyes will see less when they are 
constantly moving so it may be more effective to scan by 
moving from one point to another in the given direction, 
leaving a couple of seconds in between each glance. Looking 
straight ahead with the eyes is more effective than looking  
to the side with just the eyes so keep the head facing the 
direction of observation.

Searchers should keep low, shouting into voids and spaces as 
their voice sound will ‘bounce’ off the surfaces of the rubble 
and they will hear a casualty better if their ears are closer to the 
voids and spaces that the casualties voice may be carried along.

It should also be considered that if a casualty is making a noise 
by tapping on a solid object that the noise may travel through 
it leading the responder into thinking that they are closer than 
they really are.

In summary, each incident will bring up their own particular 
challenges and a combination of techniques may have to be 
employed. A risk based approach should be taken as to which 
method is employed with responder safety remaining the 
highest priority. The White Helmets have had to adopt differing 
methods than the traditional line and hail to search in order 
to locate the casualties quickly and to ensure that responders 
remain safe. Although most search and rescue teams operate in 
an environment with less risk than the White Helmets, we must 
strive to develop and adapt to locate casualties in the least 
amount of time.                            

dmmwales.com

REVOLVER
RIG

 › Revolver Rig  › Revolver Rig 
Twin

Integrating a highly efficient sheave 
into a connector with a becket 
increases the rigging options and 
reduces the number of devices the 
user needs to carry.

- Becket orientation allows
correct configuration of textiles
or connectors

- Removable captive bar

- Single and twin sheave version for 
compact mechanical advantage 
systems

- Locksafe, screwgate and Durolock 
gate options

Taking our innovative 
Revolver connector 
a stage further.

MADE IN WALES
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