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Firefighters Flying Drones at Night Time and in Close 

Proximity to Helicopters in the same Air Space 
 

Members of the Menlo Park Fire District’s Unmanned Aerial Systems (UAS) Drone Team were 

practicing a simulated search operation along the San Francisco Bay near the Dumbarton Bridge 

Friday night, working in close coordination with the United States Coast Guard (USCG), 

Fremont Fire Department and with the help of Drone manufacturer DJI. 

 

The Fire District and Fremont Fire are part of a small group of public safety agencies using 

Drones nationwide that can not only fly at night but that are also closely working together to 

coordinate, practice, test, train and collaborate on complex search operations with other partners 

like the Coast Guard to safely integrate Drones into search and rescue operations involving 

aircraft, watercraft and ground assets in vehicles or on foot. 

 

The group first conducted day time search operations several months ago working through FAA 

approvals, “anti-confliction strategies” and critical communications challenges between aircraft, 

boats, ground assets, Drone Teams and a Command Post in one of the busiest air corridors in the 

world over the San Francisco Bay. 

 

Fire Chief Harold Schapelhouman said “most of the stories people have read, or heard, are about 

civilian Drones causing aircraft to be grounded, or close calls that disrupt critical public safety 

operations and critical life safety missions from fires to rescues. That’s unfortunately cast a long 

shadow over acceptance, adoption and integration of these amazing tools by many emergency 

agencies, but we’re tipping that on its head by not only saying it can safely, effectively and 

responsibly be done but proving it and breaking new ground in the process working in 

partnership with many different agencies to write the next chapter in the integration of these 

highly effective flying tools”. 

 

Battalion Chief Tom Calvert, Menlo Fire’s UAS Program Manager, explains to the joint group 

the added concerns of night time operations where the Drone can be almost invisible to the Coast 

Guard Helicopter circling overhead. So the DJI Matrice Model 210 Drone, selected for the search 

operation is equipped with an FAA approved DS30 Strobe Light that can be seen by the 

Helicopter. The Drone is also equipped with a new Streamlight Spot Light that is used to light up 



the ground below from the Drone and a night vision camera that can pick up a heat signature. 

 

Captain Tony Eggimann, one of the Fire Districts most experienced pilots, who has flown at 

night during Forest Fires in Yosemite and over the flood waters of Hurricane Harvey, guides new 

pilots through the challenges of visual operations, situational awareness and communications 

with the Helicopter Crew, Water Craft and Ground Assets. Elevation thresholds, area boundaries 

and location are key to developing trust, confidence and mutual respect that honors the safety of 

the flight crew in the Helicopter above all else. 

 

Earlier in the week, Menlo Fire Engineer/Paramedic Matt Menard attended the first Statewide 
Fire Service committee meeting on typing Drones, airspace integration, developing training 
standards and certifications that will be needed to officially operate in larger, dynamic field 
operations across California. “Acceptance and excitement is spreading across the State and 
Country as Fire Agencies are coming to understand the positive benefits and efficiencies 
Drones are bringing to emergency and non-emergency operations and our Team members are  
proud to help make that happen” Chief Schapelhouman said. 
 
Later in the month, the Fire Districts sponsored regional Urban Search and Rescue Team, will 
be participating at a statewide readiness and response exercise in Sacramento that will involve 
a simulated radiological element.  
 
While Drones are not part of the current inventory of National FEMA equipment, the Fire 
District plans to send a UAS/Drone Team that is currently working through the logistics of 
mounting and carrying of radiological sensors, decontamination procedures and the potential 
challenges of working in a “dirty and contaminated environment” coupled with a collapsed 
structure(s) scenario.  
 
“The main priority is to keep our people safe while attempting to complete our mission or Task 
order. Using a Drone to look, observe and monitor is both a game changer and in the best 
safety interests of our first responders who could be asked to respond to this type of complex 
situation” the Chief said. 
 
The Fire District provides essential fire and emergency services to its areas in the Town of 
Atherton, Cities of East Palo Alto and Menlo Park, Unincorporated County Areas and on 
contract to the SLAC National Accelerator and Laboratories as well as the State of California 
Governor’s Office of Emergency Services (Cal-OES) and Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA/DHS) for Water and Urban Search and Rescue. 
 
The Fire District has multiple UAS/Drone platforms, cameras and sensor packages and six fully 
trained and certified pilots along with fifteen more in training. The UAS Program was started in 
2014 and the District has achieved an FAA Certificate of Waiver or Authorization (COA).  
 
The program was authorized by the Fire Board and enjoys sponsorship and support of the Fire 
Chief and the entire organization. 


