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Section 1 What is search? 
 
 
A definition of Search and Rescue 
 
“To locate a person or object and ensure removal to  a place of safety” 
 
 
Why do you want to join a Search and Rescue Group? 
 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 
…………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
Some stock answers: 
A desire to help others 
Love of the outdoors 
Adventure 
Prestige 
Friends  
 
Do not do it for personal glory, because there isn’ t any!
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We search for Vulnerable Missing People: 
 
People graded as high risk, or ‘Level 1’, by the Po lice 
 
·  Children 
·  Elderly 
·  Despondents 
·  Mental Heath Patients 
·  Dementia sufferers 
·  All other persons who may be in need of emergency c are or protection 

from themselves or the environment 
 
We also sometimes participate in searches for other  items 
 
We use specialist techniques developed for the lowl and environment 
which are very different to traditional Police sear ch techniques. 
 
Before joining a Search and Rescue organisation you  should think about: 
 
·  Your family 
·  Your employer 
·  Your other responsibilities 
·  Your physical and mental fitness 
·  Your abilities and your limitations 
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UK SAR Committee Structure  
 
 
 STRUCTURE 
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Section 2 Equipment 
 
 
Good equipment is essential for effective searching .  However, it does not 
need to be expensive.  Talk to more experienced sea rchers about what 
they use, but bear in mind that what suits one pers on will not necessarily 
suit another. 
 
You require: 
 
A note book or pocket book, and a pen and pencil.   These 
are essential and must be carried at all times. 
 
 
Boots.   Get the best you can.  Look for something that is  lightweight but 
provides good ankle support, and has a sewn in tong ue.  Good walking 
socks are as important as good boots. 
 
Hi Viz Jacket.   This must always be worn on searches. 
 
Jacket.   Consider hard and soft shell systems and use what  suits your 
physique type and budget. 
 
Trousers.   Never wear jeans or shorts.  Jeans become very 
uncomfortable and energy sapping when wet.  Shorts do not suit 
searching through dense undergrowth.  Walking trous ers or military style 
‘lightweights’ are ideal. 
 
Torch.    Find what suits you best.  Battery life and brig htness are traded 
off against weight.  LEDs are more expensive but sa ve a lot in battery 
costs.  Your torch needs to be rugged, and you need  to carry more than 
one. 
 
Gloves 
 
Rucsac, webbing or bum bag 
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County A-Z 
Record here which map your unit uses, as they may i ssue page numbers and grids 
during callouts: 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
Personal First Aid Kit 
 
Grab bag  To keep your search kit and equipment in 

 
Change of clothes and shoes  It is good to be able to change if you get 
wet and muddy during the search 
 
Food and Water   
 
Your Search and Rescue kit needs to be ready to go at all times.  It needs 
to be kept in an accessible place, and be resupplie d promptly after 
searches.  Your ID card should be kept with your ki t. 
 
List here other items that your unit ask you to car ry: 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
The additional items that you carry is up to you.  However, you should not 
carry anything that is dangerous, illegal, or could  harm the reputation of 
your unit.  The way that you carry your search kit is a very personal 
matter.  What suits one person will not suit anothe r.  Ask the instructors 
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and other operational searchers on your course what  they carry and how 
they carry it.  If you think a particular system mi ght suit you then ask to 
try it on.  Make notes on systems and search kit it ems that you want to 
consider. 
 
Equipment Notes: 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Section 3 The Principles of Search 
 
 
All search activities, and decisions that you make,  should be based on 
these principles.    
 

�   Search is an emergency 

�   Time equals survivability 

�   The Misper always comes first 

�  Availability   

    time  

  =   and number of resources 

    at a given location 

�   Always respect the misper’s emergency 
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Search is an emergency 
 

We must never lose sight of this.   A vulnerable mi ssing person is often in 
urgent need of help.   
 

       
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 



          
© 2009 – UKLSI 

 

Time equals survivability 
 

 

                               
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Missing persons become less 
responsive as time passes.  
This makes them harder for 
the search team to detect.   
The effects of illness, injury, 
or environment worsen over 
time.  Therefore, as time 
passes, the chances of the 
missing person surviving 
decrease. 
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The Misper always comes first 
 

Everything we do is geared towards the welfare of t he missing person.  If 
a course of action is not in the best interests of the missing person, it is 
not the right one.   Anything that unnecessarily en dangers a searcher or a 
search team does not put the misper first. 
 

 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Availability equals time, and number of resources, 
at a given location 

 
The availability at a search greatly affects the se arch plan.  It is essential 
that the Search Controller understands how many peo ple they have 
available, at a given location, and for how long.   
 
For example, availability could be 25 searchers at the RVP (TQ 255 355), 
from 2200, for eight hours, with a further eight ar riving at 0000 available 
for six hours. 
 

 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Always respect the Misper’s emergency 
 
        

     
 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

To the missing person, 
and their family and 
friends, the situation they 
are in is hugely 
significant.  We respect 
their emergency by 
responding promptly, 
behaving professionally, 
and doing the job to the 
very best of our ability. 
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Dangerous rationalisations 
 
 

‘By the time I get there it will all be over’ 
 
 

‘Someone else will find him, so I needn’t bother’ 
 
 

‘She won’t be in there’ 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 
Are you respecting the Misper’s emergency? 
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Health and Safety 
 

Health and Safety is everybody’s responsibility.   We must behave in a 
safe and sensible manner at all times.   
 
If you become injured or lost, you will divert the Misper’s search effort.   
Therefore, by always considering our own safety we are putting the 
Misper first.  If you are seriously injured, you wi ll prevent subsequent 
search effort. 

 
If you are not properly equipped and fit to carry o ut your role you will not 
be allowed to search.  If you are under the influen ce of drink or drugs you 
will be sent home. 
 
As part of a Search and Rescue organisation your ac tions will affect 
everyone else involved in Search and Rescue.  This responsibility must 
be taken seriously. 
 
 

Section 3 Summary 
 

Search is an emergency 

Time equals survivability 

The Misper always comes first 

Availability  = time, and number of resources, at a  given location 

Always respect the misper’s emergency 

You have a responsibility to yourself, your unit, a nd the search and 

rescue community to behave safely and sensibly 

Safe working puts the Misper first 
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Section 4 Detection and Recognition  
 
 

Detection 
Seeing, hearing, smelling an object 
 

Recognition 
Recognising the thing you detect as an item being s ought (ie, the misper 
or a clue significant to finding the misper) 
 
The likelihood of detecting an object is improved b y using good search 
technique, and by keeping focused.  The size, colou r, and contrast of the 
item affect how easy it is to detect.  The type of terrain, the weather and 
the time of day also greatly affect detectability. 
 
Recognition is improved if searchers understand cle arly what it is they 
are looking for.  Taking notes during briefings and  staying alert improve 
the likelihood of recognition. 
 
It is quite possible to detect an item and not reco gnise it as the item 
being sought.  Detection without Recognition is of little value. 

 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Section 5 Clues  
 
A clue can be a fact, an object, information or evi dence.   

 
Clue detection can provide information about the mi sper such as state 
of mind, medical conditions and direction of travel . 
 
Clue Consciousness describes a state where searcher s are aware of 
clues and their value, yet still focus their search  on the missing person 
rather than a ‘hunt for clues’.  In vulnerable miss ing person searches (as 
opposed to evidence searches) we are searching for a human sized 
object.  
 

 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Excessive focus on clues can slow 
the search down to an unacceptable 
degree.  Time equals survivability.  
Be Clue Conscious, not Clue 
Obsessed. 
 
 
…………………………………………… 
 
 
…………………………………………… 
 
 
…………………………………………… 
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Section 6 The Search Team 
 

A search team usually consists of a minimum of thre e people (for 
searching routes and paths and bike teams) up to a maximum of 6.  
Every team will have a Team Leader, a First Aider, and someone looking 
after Communications (Comms or Radio Operator). 
 
Team Leader 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
Radio Operator / Comms 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
First Aider 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Section 7 Search Techniques  

 
Searcher Cube  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
The searcher cube is the most important search tech nique.  If you 
visualise yourself within a cube, you can then ensu re that you look at 
each of the six directions; up, down, left, right, forward and back. 
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Searcher Spacing 
 

Searcher spacing is dependant on the object being s ought, the 
environment, and the resources available 
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Visible Length 
The average maximum distance within the search envi ronment that the 
sought object could be seen from is the visible len gth 
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Northumbrian Rain Dance 
 

 
 
 
Visible length can be determined with a Northumbria n Rain Dance.  An 
article of similar size, colour and shape to that b eing sought is placed in 
the terrain to be searched.  Searchers move around the object, getting 
closer and then further away without staring at it.   Occasionally they 
glance at it, trying to determine the distance at w hich the item can just 
be seen.  The searchers discuss what they believe i s the visual length, 
and reach a consensus value, which the Team Leader will consider when 
determining the search tactics. 
 



          
© 2009 – UKLSI 

 

Line Search 
 
 

 
 
 
 
A line Search moves across a search sector.  At the  sector boundary, the 
team move across maintaining the same position, so that the team order 
pivots on the searcher at the end of the line (who simply turns round).  It 
is essential that the team search the boundary befo re moving for the 
next sweep.  A team should never pivot while search ing as this leaves a 
section of the sector unsearched.   The team using a line search will 
move across the search sector in a direction perpen dicular to the 
direction of the searchers.  Although search teams should attempt to 
move at a reasonably consistent pace, the straightn ess of a search line 
and the spacing between searchers at any given mome nt is not key to 
the integrity of the search. 
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Purposeful wandering 
 

 
 
Within this corridor the searcher can disregard sea rcher spacing to 
search around, through, and under obstacles. 
 

 

When searching uneven terrain, or terrain 
with obstacles such as trees, bushes, 
buildings etc, it does not make sense for 
searchers to maintain the same searcher 
spacing.  In these conditions, searchers 
use a technique called purposeful 
wandering.  Each searcher is responsible 
for a search corridor, which is the width of 
a searcher spacing. 
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Route and path searches 
 

Route and path searches are, as the name suggests, searches of routes, 
tracks and paths .  Mispers are often found on, or close to, tracks and 
paths, and therefore they need to be searched rapid ly.  The 
recommended team size for a route and path search i s three. One 
searcher (usually the team leader) will be on the p ath and the others will 
be on the sides, checking into the adjoining underg rowth.  Searchers off 
the path will move into, and out of, the undergrowt h as terrain dictates, 
and so searcher spacing is very flexible. 
 
The maximum distance that team members search from the path (the 
maximum width of the sector) is determined by the T eam Leader.  This 
decision will be based on factors such as misper ty pe, misper 
intelligence, and terrain.  For example, when searc hing for a misper with 
a dementia, a ditch running alongside a path would be searched even if it 
was quite a distance into the undergrowth.  A barri er such as a wall or 
waterway may restrict the size of the sector on one  side, while searchers 
could penetrate far deeper into the undergrowth on the other.  
 
The Team Leader will take guidance from the Search Controller when 
defining their search tactics.  However, regardless  of the depth of search 
from the path, as in all vulnerable missing person searches, haste is very 
important. 
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Road Searches 
 
Road searches are some of the most dangerous search es ALSAR units 
will be asked to perform.  As such, Search Controll ers will usually ask 
for either road closures, or Police vehicles to pro vide traffic calming.  
Team Leaders must carry out dynamic risk assessment s before deciding 
whether a road search can be carried out safely. 
 
During a road search when the road is open, lookout s in both directions 
are essential, and on roads with poor visibility mo re than one lookout in 
each direction may be required.  This may mean the majority of the team 
will be ‘looking out’, with only a couple of search ers actually searching. 
 
The way a road is searched will depend hugely on fa ctors such as the 
type of road, the environmental conditions, and the  traffic flow.  
However, regardless of how quiet a road may seem, s afety must be of 
paramount importance.  
 
 
 

Building Searches 
 
Searching buildings effectively can be very difficu lt.  At all times search 
teams must consider that a Misper may not wish to b e found, but with 
building searches it is particularly important to a llow the misper an 
escape route.  Multi storey buildings must be searc hed top down. 
 
Searched areas, such as rooms, can be marked with t ape or chalk. 
 
Areas searched and not searched should be recorded,  particularly 
things like roof voids and secured rooms. 
 
The effect of the search on the residents of a buil ding must be 
considered. 
 
The use of communications equipment in hospitals an d other specialist 
buildings may cause issues.    
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 Water courses 
Searching alongside watercourses can also be very h azardous, and 
these dangers are greatly increased when there has been flooding.  
Searchers operating within 2 meters of the water’s edge should be 
wearing buoyancy aids, and the team should be equip ped with throw 
lines (and be trained in how to use them!) 

 

 
 
To ensure that searchers do not get too close to th e edge, we always 
search the OPPOSITE bank, and rely on teams on the far bank to search 
the side we are on.  Communication between searcher s, which is always 
important, is particularly vital when searching wat ercourses, and 
communication with the searcher closest to the bank  must be 
maintained constantly. 
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Night Searching 
 

Vulnerable missing person searches are very often l aunched at night.  
This is because people are often not reported missi ng until nightfall 
descends. 
 
The techniques used when searching at night are the  same as those 
used in daylight.  However, special care is needed,  particularly to ensure 
safety.  Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) is alw ays vital, but the 
need is never greater than at night.  Decent torche s are essential, both 
for safety and to allow effective searching.   Memb ers of a search team 
should never wander off on their own, but again thi s becomes even 
more important in the dark. 
 
When searching your cube in the dark, you need to b e particularly 
careful not to shine your torch into the eyes of ot her searchers.  Head 
torches can be very useful for navigation and other  tasks, but should not 
be used for searching. 
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Types of search 
 

Hasty Search 
Efficient Search 
Thorough Search  
 

Hasty Search 
The initial response to a search; a hasty search is  a fast initial look at 
high priority routes, paths and tracks, and specifi c areas. Characterised 
by its speed the hasty search may provide fast find s but also gives 
immediate reassurance that something is being done and provides the 
search management team with valuable feedback on th e search area. 

 

Efficient Search   
A search that is planned in such a way as to maximi se the chances of 
finding the misper/object quickly.  They require tr ained and experienced 
search resources to carry out effectively.  Traditi onally referred to as a 
Critical Separation search. 
 

Thorough Search 
A search that maximises the POD (Probability of Det ection, or likelihood 
of finding the object), thorough searching involves  close line grids 
(searchers shoulder to shoulder) and is the type of  searching usually 
shown in the media.  Thorough searches often involv e other agencies 
and the public, and are used as a last resort.  The y are destructive to 
clues and tracking signs, and are usually inappropr iate for vulnerable 
missing person searches. 
 
 

ALSAR units specialise in hasty and efficient searc hes.
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Section 8 Debriefing 
 
Debriefing is carried out to evaluate how thoroughl y a particular task has 
been carried out, and to identify tasks that need c arrying out or repeating 

  

A debrief should be: 
·  timely 
·  accurate 
·  entirely honest  
·  self critical if necessary 
·  focused on individual belief 
·  a fair reflection of ALL views 
·  recorded  
 

It should Include: 
 
Terrain 
·  Type & Density 
·  Special Hazards 
·  Draw map if necessary  
 
Tactics 
·  Tactics used 
·  Search difficulties 
·  What was searched 
·  What wasn’t searched and why 
 
Clues 
·  What was found 
·  Where, specifically, was it found 
·  Who found it 
·  What did you do with it 
 
Other relevant information 
·  Communication difficulties (dead spots) 
·  Suggestions, ideas, recommendations 
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Section 9 The Callout 
 
The callout is the process used by the Police or ot her agencies to contact 
the Search and Rescue group for assistance during a n emergency.  It also 
includes the process used by the SAR group to conta ct its members to 
determine availability.  This section will explain how a callout takes place 
and what you need to do. 
 
A callout starts with a person being reported missi ng, usually to the 
police.  An investigation commences, and if necessa ry the Search and 
Rescue group is contacted by a specific callout num ber.  If appropriate, 
the Search and Rescue group will call out its membe rs. 
 
ALSAR units respond positively to all calls for ass istance, although this 
does not mean we will necessarily provide on the gr ound resources.  
However, our decision to attend is not based on ass umptions of what may 
have happened to the missing person. 
 
The callout of members takes place via one of the f ollowing methods: 
 

·  Telephone cascade 
·  Pagers 
·  SMS (Text) messages 

 
Once you have been called out you should always rep ly, regardless of 
whether or not you can attend.  You should be reali stic about your 
availability, and should only attend if it is safe to do so.  The information 
you must provide is: 
 

·  Your identity 
·  Are you available? 
·  From what time will you be available? 
·  For how long will you be available to search? 

 
If you are going to be unavailable for a period of time, due to illness, or 
absence, you should let your unit know. 
 
Time, and number of resources, at a given location = Availability 
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Rendezvous (RV) you should park safely.  From the m oment you get the 
callout you are representing your unit, and volunte er Search and 
Rescue.  Everything you do, and how you are equippe d, affects their 
reputation. 
 
The RV may be a Police station, car park, village h all, or anywhere 
suitable for the group to meet.  Keeping sufficient  fuel and maps in your 
vehicle ensures you can reach a callout promptly. 

 
When you get to the callout, SIGN IN, and then TUNE  IN.  Sort your kit 
and listen for instructions or search information. 
 
The search base may or may not be at the initial RV .  It should be divided 
into a muster area and a control area.  As these ar eas are normally in 
close proximity it is important to remain quiet and  behave professionally 
within the muster area, and to ensure that you are ready to go as soon 
as you are deployed. 
 
The initial planning and intelligence gathering sta ges of a search are 
vital.  Get ready to deploy with haste but then be patient.  You will be 
deployed as soon as effectively possible. 

 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

When driving to a 
callout you must 
obey all road 
traffic laws and 
access 
restrictions.  Your 
car should be 
road legal and 
you should not 
use horns or 
flashing lights.  
On arrival at the   
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Section 10 Command Structure 
 

The police have overall responsibility for land bas ed Search and Rescue 
in the UK.  As such, the Police Officer in charge h as overall authority 
during any incident, regardless of rank or service.   This is known as 
Police Primacy.  There are three levels of Incident  command, Gold 
(strategic), Silver (tactical) and Bronze (operatio nal).  Gold will be a very 
senior officer who in most cases will have very lit tle involvement in the 
search.  Silver will be a senior officer at a remot e location, and Bronze 
will be the senior officer on the ground; often a P olice Search Advisor 
(PolSA).  Search Controllers can operate as Bronze command. 
 
The search controller is responsible for planning t he search, and 
deploying the available resources as they see fit. 
 

 
 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Team leaders are operationally 
in charge of a search team.  
They are responsible for the 
team’s welfare, managing 
crime scenes and incidents, 
and determining search tactics.  
Though suggestions and 
alternative strategies are 
welcome, the team leader is in 
charge and their decisions are 
final. 
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Section 11 
Preservation of Evidence and Scenes of Crime  

 
Crime scene preservation is important in Search and  Rescue.  Sadly we 
do find deceased mispers, and consequently anywhere  we search may be 
a potential crime scene.   Furthermore, the person being sought may be 
missing as the result of a criminal act.  On occasi ons searchers are 
required to attend a Coroners Inquest. 
 
 
If possible only one person should approach the sce ne.  However, the 
safety of the searchers and the welfare of the misp er is of prime 
importance.  Crime scene preservation is of little regard where life and 
limb are concerned.  However, it is good practice w henever dealing with a 
misper to limit access to only those who are needed .  Every contact 
leaves a trace, but Scenes of Crime Officers (SOCOs ) are extremely good 
at separating searcher and criminal evidence. 
All searchers should carry barrier tape, a note pad  & pens and pencils.   
 

Cameras 
Disposable Cameras are a good idea but not all Poli ce Services like 
searchers to carry them.  Check with your unit.  Do  not use your camera 
phone to record a crime scene unless you are happy with it spending a 
year in an evidence locker. 
 
Record your unit’s camera policy below: 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Scene Preservation 
 
The Team Leader is in charge of the crime scene unt il relieved by the 
Police.  They are responsible for: 
 
• Documenting the scene and access 
• Securing the scene 
• Protecting the scene 
• Informing authorities (via control) 
• Critical Incident Stress Debriefing  
 
Safeguard the scene using barrier tape to contain i t.   
 
Define a Common Access Path (usually the route you have used to get to 
the object or misper) and ensure that anyone enteri ng the scene is aware 
of it.  Record the names of everyone who come into contact with the 
scene. 
 
You should note any vehicles and people in the imme diate area, but DO 
NOT approach anyone.  Crime scenes are by their ver y nature dangerous 
and it is not your role to investigate. 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Section 12 Misper Behaviour  
 

Analysis of previous searches enables us to form a picture of what the 
misper might do, where the misper might go, and whe re the misper 
might be.  This information is used by search contr ollers to determine 
where and how to search.  As a searcher, knowledge of misper 
behaviour will improve your search effectiveness. 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

Children (1 – 3 years) 
 

·  Unaware of the concept of being lost  
·  Their sense of direction is practically non-existen t  
·  Tend to wander aimlessly 
·  Do not respond to calls or whistles 
·  Will seek out place to lie down and go to sleep  
·  Difficult to detect 

 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Children (3 – 6 years) 
 

·  More mobile - will try to find themselves  
·  Interest in exploring 
·  Led away by other interests 
·  When tired will look for a place to rest 
·  May not answer and will avoid strangers  

 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 

Children (6 – 12 years) 
 

·  Navigational skills more developed 
·  May become confused & distressed in strange environ ment 
·  May not run away 
·  May not answer to name 
·  Darkness brings on a willingness to accept help and  be found 
·  Same fears and problems as adults but more helpless  

 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Youth (13 – 15 years) 
 

·  Navigational skills more developed than 6 – 12 year s 
·  Will usually respond to calls and whistles 
·  Often resort to looking for a familiar place or lan dmark 
·  Will attempt to find themselves though often lack a dult tactics 
·  May panic and resort to irrational tactics to find themselves 

 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 

Elderly (above 65 years) 
 

·  Don’t always rely on age alone for behaviour 
·  Similar to young children  
·  May over extend themselves  
·  May be forgetful and think you are a relative  
·  May be hard of hearing  

 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Mentally Handicapped  
 

·  Similar to children 6 to 12 
·  May not respond to name 
·  Will hide and seek shelter 
·  May stay for long periods in the same location 
·  Will do little to help themselves  

 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 

Mental Health Patients 
 

·  May be impulsive  
·  May have no inhibitions  
·  Movements may be spasmodic & pronounced  
·  Will probably go toward people and well lit areas  

 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Despondents/Psychiatric Patients 
 

·  Often seek solitude  
·  Rarely respond to calls and whistles 
·  May hide to avoid searchers 
·  Will generally be within sight or sound of civilisa tion  
·  Generally found near prominent locations (lake, sce nic hilltop etc) 

and like boundaries e.g. the edge of a wood.  
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

 

Walkaways 
 

·  Rarely understand they are lost 
·  May wander non purposefully  
·  May be unpredictable or irrational 
·  May be dressed inappropriately 
·  Rarely respond to calls and may hide from searchers  
·  May attempt to return to a place known to them 
·  Often walk in a straight line or follow directions not appropriate to 

their location 
 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Section 13 Additional Search Resources 
 
A vulnerable missing person search can involve vari ous different search 
resources.  Police services utilise air units, dive rs, specialist search 
teams, and various types of air scenting and tracki ng dogs. 
 
In additional to foot searchers, ALSAR units can pr ovide bike searchers, 
kayak searchers, trackers and search dogs. 
 
 

Trackers 
 

 
 

 
Trackers can either be deployed within search teams , where their 
tracking skills can help them spot signs left by th e misper that would not 
otherwise be obvious, or as specialist tracking tea ms.  An 
understanding of tracking techniques are very usefu l to a searcher, and 
can help either to direct the search effort or on o ccasions to directly 
track and locate the misper. 
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Kayaks  
 
Kayaks are used to better search water courses, par ticularly where 
vegetation prevents effective searching of the oppo sing bank.  This type 
of searching is potentially very dangerous and so t horough training is 
essential.  
 

 
 
As with bikes, Kayaks are usually deployed as teams  of three, and they 
can be deployed to search a sector with a foot team .
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Bike Searching 
 
Bikes can be deployed to search routes, tracks, pat hs and open areas.  
They can also be used to provide reconnaissance, de ploy trackers, 
courier equipment, provide area confinement and for  traversing to a 
search sector.  On bikes the searcher cube cannot b e utilised, and they 
are unsuitable for many types of terrain.  They are  usually deployed in 
teams of three, and a very fluid team structure is required. 
 

   
 
It is very important that an effective service sche dule is in place and all 
necessary Health and Safety processes are followed when utilising bikes 
within Search and Rescue. 
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Search Dogs 
 
Air scenting dogs can be used very effectively to f ind missing people.  
Often, dog and foot teams are deployed in close pro ximity to each other, 
so it is important for all searchers to understand how dogs operate.  It is 
also not unusual for dog units to provide additiona l foot resources for a 
search, or for foot searchers to be asked to offer dog support.  This 
involves accompanying the handler and providing sup port with 
communications, navigation, and first aid. 
 
You should not distract or attempt to pet the dog w hen it is working 
(wearing its coat), and must be careful not to shin e a torch at or near a 
dog when he is working.  A torch beam can be very d istracting. 

  

     

 
 
Nearly always the dog handler will be the team lead er.  However, in the 
event of a find, the handler will play with the dog  and allow the support 
to deal with the misper.  It is essential that the dog views search as a 
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game, and as such the handler will be playing with the dog to reward 
him for the find.  This can seem strange in the eve nt of a deceased 
misper, but the dog must still view this as a happy  result, or he will not 
work effectively again.  For their mental well bein g, it is important that 
human searchers emulate this mindset, and take prid e in having done 
their job well, whatever the outcome. 
 
Air scenting dogs find all people, rather than trac king the scent of a 
specific misper, so it is important that dogs are d eployed in areas that 
do not contain other searchers.    
 
When working with dogs, (or providing debriefs on s ectors) it is 
important that you consider the things that could b e hazardous to them.  
Electric fences, farm equipment, proximity to roads , vermin traps, etc. 
can all harm a dog and any risks should be reported  to the team leader. 

 
If there are members of dog units on the staff of y our course, talk to 
them about the requirements of assisting with dog s earches. 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Section 14 Searcher Welfare 
 
Search and Rescue is by its very nature a stressful  activity.  Every 
search is an emergency.  However, after a search, y ou will return to your 
everyday life, and will not be surrounded by people  who have the same 
experiences.  This can cause problems, but there ar e well known and 
effective methods to help you deal with them.  
 
Search activities that can often cause ill being in clude: 
 

·  Being part of a team that discovers a deceased or i njured misper 
·  Not finding a misper 
·  Not attending a shout where a misper is not found o r is found 

deceased 
·  Finding a misper alive and well (what if…… ?) 
·  Contact with misper’s families 

 
Signs of ill being after a traumatic event can incl ude changes to 
personal habits such as eating, sleeping, and drug and alcohol misuse.  
Weight change, an increase in irritability and ange r, and any signs of 
depression could all indicate post traumatic stress , as could 
unexplained physical symptoms such as; headaches, m igraines, skin 
complaints, stomach disorders, allergies, sweating/ clamminess.  

 
Re-experiencing a traumatic event is not unusual, b ut if this continues, 
or you suffer with nightmares or intrusive images a nd thoughts, you 
should seek guidance. 
 
The National Institute of Clinical Excellence (NICE ) estimates that 25-30% 
of people experiencing a traumatic event may develo p Post Traumatic 
Stress Disorder (PTSD) but the condition is frequen tly unrecognised.  
They concluded that with a little effort, steps can  be taken to minimize 
the effects of stress. 
 
CISD (Critical Incident Stress Debriefing) and TRiM  (Trauma Risk 
Management) techniques are extremely valuable in he lping Search and 
Rescue personnel manage the effects of the stresses  associated with 
their role. 
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Talking to others who understand search and its ass ociated pressures is 
very valuable.  It is useful to meet with members o f your unit outside of 
live searching. 
 

 
 
 
Record here who you can speak to in your unit if yo u have any concerns 
about your welfare: 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
Note here the contact details of any services avail able to you through 
your unit: (e.g. your Police Service’s welfare depa rtment) 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Section 15 Basic SAR Management 
 

The role of the Search Controller includes: 
Police Liaison 

Callouts 
Resourcing  

Health & Welfare 
Interviewing 

Phase Planning 
Task Allocation 

Mapping 
Intelligence & Information management 

Communications 
Debriefing 

Future planning  
 

Search plans are based on Scenario Based Planning.   
 
The bicycle wheel model is used to define and secto r the search area.   
 
This model consists of: 
 

 A Hub , usually of 300m radius around the Last Known Posi tion (LKP) 
or Place Last Seen (PLS).  This is searched very ca refully because of the 
very high probability of all misper types being in this area. 
 

A Rim , which is the outer perimeter of the search area.  This is 
determined by the search controller using missing p erson statistics and 
misper specific intelligence 
 

Spokes , which are the Routes and paths within the search area 
 

Reflectors , which are areas identified by analysis of missing  person 
behaviour and misper specific intelligence which co uld particularly draw 
the misper. 
 
Areas should be searched more than once!
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………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Section 16 Glossary of terms 
 

This is a list of some of the SAR terms you should be aware of.  They are often used 
by those trying to impress, and usually achieving t he opposite effect. Only use terms 
you understand. 
 
ALSAR  
Association of Lowland Search and Rescue 
 
AMDR / Visible Length   
Average Maximum Detection Range. Roughly how far aw ay from an object you can 
see it. 
 
Availability  
Defined as Time and Resource at a Given Location. W hen you will get to the location 
of the callout and how long you will be staying. Th is is extremely important for the 
Search Coordinator to be able to effectively plan t heir search. 
 
Briefing  
During the briefing you will be given information a bout the misper and your tasking. 
Briefings may be given by a member of the search ma nagement team to everyone, or 
to Team Leaders who would then brief their team mem bers. Many teams are moving 
towards standardised briefings where you will alway s be given the same information 
in the same order. 
 
BST  Basic Search Technician 
The minimum standard of training for any ALSAR oper ational member. (The word 
Basic is sometimes dropped from the title) 
  
Callout  
1. The method of informing team members of a search  incident. Most teams now use 
SMS text messaging. 
2. Refers to the search incident itself – i.e. We h ad a callout in Anytown. 
 
Clue Conscious  
A state of mind where searchers will notice potenti al clues in an area, but do not 
actively search for them (slowing down the search.)  This involves noticing things 
that are out of place, or objects that have been me ntioned in briefings, whilst 
searching at normal searcher spacing and speed for the object being sought. 
 
Control  
The area set aside for the search management team –  if invited into this area you 
should remain quiet and listen carefully to your br iefing.  
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Coverage  
A term used in the mathematics of search theory to calculate the effectiveness of a 
search prior to calculating the POD. It should neve r be used to describe how much of 
a sector has been searched. 
 
Critical Separation   
The search technique where searchers are spaced out  in such a way that each could 
just about see the object at its AMDR/Visible Lengt h (or the edge of their vision.) 

 
De-Briefing  
1. Feeding back information about your search area to either the Team Leader or the 
search management team. 
2. Carrying out an evaluation at the end/suspension  of a search in order to improve 
upon everyone's performance at the next incident. S hould always be a “no-blame” 
session where constructive criticism is given.  
 
Efficient Search   
A search that is planned in such a way as to maximi se the chances of finding the 
misper/object quickly.  Traditionally referred to a s a Critical Separation search. 
 
Gold, Silver, Bronze  
Levels of Command and Control, which can also be te rmed; Strategic, Tactical and 
Operational.  
 
Hasty Search 
The initial response to a search; a hasty search is  a fast initial look at high priority 
routes, paths and tracks and specific areas. Charac terised by its speed the hasty 
search may provide fast finds but also gives immedi ate reassurance that something 
is being done and provides the search management te am with valuable feedback on 
the search area. 
 
IPP Initial Planning Point   
The location the search management team is using to  start their planning. May be the 
PLS, LKP or another location. 

 
LKP Last Known Position 
A hypothesised location based on “clues”. His/her c ar was found in this car park, 
assuming s/he was driving this is their last known position. 
 
LSDogs (LSD)  
Lowland Search Dogs 
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Misper   
Abbreviation of Missing Person – Can be used in con versations with SAR/Police 
personnel but should be used sparingly when talking  with members of the Public. 
 
MRE&W  
Mountain Rescue, England and Wales  
 
Misper Stats (Statistics)  
There are a number of sources of misper stats – MR,  Grampian, ISRID. These give the 
search management team, team leaders and searchers some initial ideas as to what a 
“typical” misper of this category does, where and h ow far they go, and where they 
are likely to be found etc. They are used to help i nform decisions, but it should never 
be assumed that they show exactly what this individ ual misper will do. 
 
Muster Point   
The area set aside for preparing kit/ waiting for t asking.  
 
Northumbrian Rain Dance   
A valuable field technique which provides an easy m ethod of estimating the 
AMDR/Visible Length.  
 
NSARDA   
National Search and Rescue Dogs Association  
 
Pden Probability Density  
the POA of an area divided by its size gives its Pd en. This is used in search theory to 
help prioritise search areas along with several oth er factors. 
 
Purposeful Wandering  
The search technique whereby searchers wander throu gh their specific search area 
searching areas which may hide the search object – i.e. the clump of bushes, the 
fallen tree trunk, etc. 
 
PLS Place Last Seen 
The location of the last confirmed sighting of the misper. 
 
POA Probability of Area 
An estimate of the likelihood that the object is in  a given area. 
 
POD Probability of Detection  
An estimate of the likelihood of finding an object if it was in the area searched. 
Cannot be subjectively found (i.e. by asking the te am leader) 
 



          
© 2009 – UKLSI 

 

POS Probability of Success  
An estimate of the likelihood of finding the object  through all search efforts so far, 
either in that search sector or overall. 
 
Route and Path   
The search of a route, path or track. Typically don e as part of a Hasty search 
(although can be carried out at the start of an Eff icient search of a sector.) Searchers 
will quickly move along the R&P searching either si de of the track. Whilst 
traditionally defined as “up to 5 metres either sid e” modern thinking allows Team 
Leaders greater flexibility to search potential are as whilst maintaining the pace of the 
search. 
 
RVP (RV) Rendezvous or Rendezvous Point 
The place where team members are asked to go when c alled out. On arrival you must 
sign in immediately.  
 
SAROG  
SAR Operators Group 
 
Search Kit  
Can be used to refer to all search equipment a sear cher has in his/her vehicle or the 
kit s/he carries on an individual search. This will  vary from unit to unit and individual 
to individual. However, torch, notepad and pencil, high visibility jacket and ID card 
are pre-requisites for everyone. 
 
Searcher Cube   
The search technique of looking all around whilst s earching – i.e. Up, Down, Left, 
Right, Forward and Backward. Using a searcher cube has been proven to improve a 
searchers ability to find the sought object. 
 
Searcher Spacing  
Refers to the distance between searchers. During Cr itical Separation searches this 
will be twice the AMDR/Visible Length. Team Leaders  or the search management 
team may want the searcher spacing to be closer to give a higher POD (or likelihood 
of finding the object) or in order to safely contro l the team.  They may also use a 
searcher spacing greater than the critical separati on to allow more areas to be 
searched at a lower POD. 
 
Scenario (Based Planning)   
Planning a search around potential scenarios. For i nstance – the misper may have 
walked towards town but slipped and become incapaci tated. Therefore search 
tasking – do a R&P towards town.  
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Standby  
A unit's state of readiness for a Callout. The poli ce or Search Coordinator may put 
unit members on Standby whilst they carry out initi al investigations and 
preparations. During this time team members should inform their team of their 
availability. 
 
Stand Down   
The end or suspension of a search or search period.  A search is only ended when the 
misper is located. In any other case, the search is  suspended.  
 
Sweep Width  
A term used in the mathematics of search theory to define the ability of a search 
resource to find an object in a given environment o r terrain. It can only be found by 
experimentation and whilst it is given as a unit of  length this does not refer to an 
actual distance 
 
Thorough Search  
A search that maximises the POD (or likelihood of f inding the object). Typically this 
involves shoulder to shoulder, grid searching. It i s manpower intensive, time 
consuming and clue destructive. 
 
TL Team Leader  
Someone who is trained to lead a team during a sear ch incident, providing a link 
between the search management team and the ground, and making decisions based 
upon the reality of the terrain/search sector. 
 
UKSAR  
UK Search and Rescue Committee 
 
Vulnerable Missing Person   
A Missing Person whose health or life is believed t o be in danger. This may be due to 
despondency, mental health or age. Whilst the polic e will use this term 
communicating with the Public they define mispers a s having either Low, Medium or 
High Risk (The definitions of which can be found in  the ACPO Guidance) 
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Terms you should never use 
 

 
Cleared  
A Search Sector is cleared if it has been searched to 100% POD and has been sealed 
to ensure no one can re-enter that area. This is po ssible during explosives/evidence 
searches in limited areas/buildings with sufficient  manpower. It is not possible 
during missing person searches and should therefore  never be used. 
 
Senile 
This term was used in the past to describe people s uffering from various different 
dementias.  It is both misleading and offensive. 
  
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 



   

     
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
              
          

    


