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Firefighters and U. S. Coast Guard Practice Airspace  
Management between Helicopters and  

Drones in Search & Rescue Exercise on the Bay 
 

The Menlo Park Fire Protection District and the United States Coast Guard regularly 
work together on water and mud rescues and recoveries in the southern part of the San 
Francisco Bay. The Fire District has operated a unique and specialized Air Boat needed 
for shallow water or mud conditions as part of their mission for almost thirty years. 
 
The Fire District’s Unmanned Aerial System (UAS)/Drone program was started in 2014 
and since July of 2016 the Fire District and the Fremont Fire Department have both 
used drones to assist with Water Rescue and Recovery Operations in the South Bay. 
 
On Wednesday, November 29, 2017, beginning at 9:30 am, the U.S. Coast Guard and 
Menlo Park Fire District will hold a three-hour exercise to practice the safe and efficient 
integration of a bay water and air Search & Rescue effort, using water rescue craft, 
drones and helicopters. Public safety partners working effectively together in the same 
airspace requires continuous refinement of standards for deconfliction (airspace 
management) and regular exercising of emergency scene integration and 
communication processes. 
 
Fire Chief Harold Schapelhouman notes “this is one of the busiest air corridors in the 
world and we want to show and prove that Public Safety Drones, Helicopters and Water 
Craft can all safely and effectively work together in the same space, complementing each 
other’s essential and time sensitive life-saving efforts”. 
 
Commander Brian Potter of the U.S. Coast Guard added, “Partnerships like this ensure 
we remain at the leading edge of integrating unmanned technology into maritime search 
and rescue. UAS/Drones are a tremendous asset for searching the confined areas around 
bridges and powerlines and, when combined with manned helicopters, provide a more 



complete and effective maritime rescue package for the Bay Area public. Tomorrow’s 
exercise will further refine our protocols to ensure these collaborative manned-
unmanned search efforts are done safely.” 
 
“Integration is key for the safe and effective use of public safety assets in a common  
airspace, but equally important is refining and advancing UAS aircraft, software and 
sensor technology capabilities, which in turn continuously improves our situational 
awareness, timeliness, and effectiveness. Through our innovative public-private 
partnerships, with industry leaders such as DJI and Intel, we are able to help put the 
right technology and innovations in the hands of our responders” said Michael Ralston, 
who leads the Crisis Technology & Innovation development efforts for Menlo Fire. 
 
In the last year the Fire District has established collaborative agreements with drone 
manufacturers to cooperatively advance the specific needs of public safety, and has 
flown its drones nationwide during floods, after hurricanes, and during and after major 
fires like those in Yosemite and Santa Rosa. In all cases “air space confliction” was cited 
as the primary hurdle in maximizing the benefits and adoption of this emerging and 
potentially game-changing technology.  
 
The goal of this exercise is to safely integrate communication and airspace management 
processes, to gain experience working with new technologies, such as thermal imaging 
cameras and search software, and to refine relevant standards for critical public safety 
assets to co-exist and effectively work together – all supporting the agency’s collective 
life-saving missions. “We see this as yet another step forward and we’re very excited and 
happy to be working with our partners at the US Coast Guard” the Fire Chief said. 
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