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FOREWORD

Fifteen years ago, I first met Kevin Means through our mutual affil-
iation with the Airborne Law Enforcement Association.

Immediately I was impressed with his professionalism, passion for air-
borne law enforcement, and hunger to learn of more effective and effi-
cient ways of catching crooks from the air. I knew right away that we
shared common interests: Aviation safety and professionalism, a
strong desire to advance the mission and capabilities of airborne law
enforcement, and taking great pleasure from putting bad guys in jail.

Since Kevin and I met, technology has played a major role in evolv-
ing the use and tactics of airborne law enforcement. Prior to 1990, and,
of course, prior to the release of several hundred military surplus air-
craft, airborne law enforcement outside of major metropolitan areas
had not fully matured. In fact, very few agencies throughout the
United States even had an aviation unit. Thermal imagery and night
vision goggles were in limited use, traffic enforcement was one of the
primary missions, and the air unit was always under the budget knife.
Unfortunately, the latter fact hasn’t changed.

Today, over 400 law enforcement agencies in the U.S. alone employ
aviation units, with many more in Canada, Europe, and Australia. The
technological evolution has advanced airborne tactics and placed
greater emphasis on night vision devices, making thermal imagery a
mainstay while expanding the use of night vision goggles in many
urban cities. Now, with such technological advances, air unit tactics
can focus more on force protection, crime suppression and suspect
searches and captures, with vehicle pursuits being a primary air sup-
port mission. Multiband digital communications, moving maps, and
GPS tracking devices all have greatly assisted in making air support an
indispensable crime fighting resource.

In this book, Kevin captures the intricate nuances of the unique and
specialized profession of airborne law enforcement. He successfully

vii



summarizes the tactical excellence needed to transform the science
and technology of police air support into a masterful art.  

Kevin’s subject matter expertise comes after many successful years
of experience as a tactical flight officer, pilot and flight instructor,
along with some rather unsuccessful episodes of misinterpreted ther-
mal images, losing crafty crooks, and enduring a few tough breaks, all
of which served as valuable lessons. In writing this book, Kevin has
shared each of these experiences, good and bad, and has provided a
textbook by which all of us in this profession will benefit and become
much better at what we do. For this, we are most grateful.

Captain Jim Di Giovanna
Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department, Retired 
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PREFACE

Awell-trained aircrew that is proficient with their tactics, technolo-
gy, and each other will significantly enhance the safety, efficien-

cy, and effectiveness of officers on the ground. When an aircrew is
overhead, providing patrol support, suspects are much less likely to
continue their criminal activity or escape. The missions that aircrews
perform, however, are only part of the equation; how they perform
them is what makes the difference between an effective aircrew and
one that is less effective. This book is about law enforcement heli-
copter tactics and strives to explain why certain tactics and procedures
are safer and more effective than others.

It would be easy to use words like “right” and “wrong” when des-
cribing different tactics, but “safe” and “effective” are words that more
accurately describe what we’ re trying to accomplish: the safe and suc-
cessful completion of our missions.

Most law enforcement helicopters are equipped with similar tactical
equipment, but the tactics of aviation units often vary, sometimes sig-
nificantly. After years of studying the tactics of various agencies, it
became apparent that in some cases, crewmembers performed mis-
sions a certain way for one reason: “Because we’ ve always done it that
way.” Tactics were handed down from generation to generation and
nothing ever changed—even with the acquisition of new technology.

It is unrealistic to assert that only one specific tactic would apply to
all airborne law enforcement missions under all conditions. There are
too many variables that might affect how a specific mission should be
performed. The tactics described in this book, however, have proven
to enhance the effectiveness, and in many cases the safety of aircrews
and ground units. Some require a greater degree of crew coordination
than others and a higher degree of technical proficiency, but the pay-
off is a safer and more effective aircrew.
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It is no secret that suspects study the tactics of law enforcement,
including airborne law enforcement. Criminals are aware of thermal
imagers and other airborne technology, so it is incumbent upon air-
crews to employ tactics that make it difficult or impossible for suspects
to defeat that technology.

The duties of pilots and Tactical Flight Officers have become tech-
nical in nature and can be very demanding. It is impossible to know
what skills each reader has, but make no mistake about it, when an air-
crew is proficient with their tactics, technology, and each other, they
are much more likely to be safe and more effective.

K.P.M.
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Chapter 1

CREW QUALIFICATIONS AND
TACTICAL EQUIPMENT

CREW QUALIFICATIONS

Tactical Flight Officers

Helicopter cockpits have traditionally been designed with only the
pilot in mind. In the early days of airborne law enforcement, the

crewmember who sat next to the pilot was essentially a passenger with
a badge. They were often referred to as “spotters” or “observers” or
occasionally by less flattering titles such as “self-loading baggage” or
“mindless light shiners.” Their duties were generally limited to look-
ing outside and telling ground units what they saw.

For the most part, those titles have been replaced with “Tactical
Flight Officer” (TFO), a title which more accurately reflects the duties
performed. Those duties are substantially more difficult than they
were years ago. While it is still necessary for them to look outside and
relay what they see, TFOs are also tasked with operating some very
sophisticated equipment. They must work closely with pilots, monitor
and operate multiple radios, operate and interpret thermal imagers,
and coordinate the activities of ground units. They must be able to
perform those duties quickly and effectively while applying good offi-
cer safety tactics during the day and night and oftentimes under
intense pressure.

Some Law enforcement agencies rotate their TFOs in and out of the
aviation unit with little understanding of how difficult their job can be,
or how long it takes for them to become proficient. For the most part,

3



that practice is a holdover from the early days of airborne law enforce-
ment, when crewmembers simply looked outside and observed.
Essentially, if they didn’t get airsick, anyone could do that job. Today,
however, it takes a dedicated individual a considerable amount of
time, effort and skill to become a good Tactical Flight Officer.

When an agency creates an air support unit, they invest a significant
amount of money in aircraft, training, and technology, and the TFO is
the link between those expensive resources and the officers on the
ground. If the TFO is not technically proficient, or cannot communi-
cate effectively, or apply good officer safety tactics, the potential ben-
efits of the aircrew will be lost.

Pilots

Pilots who fly airborne law enforcement missions can be civilians or
sworn law enforcement personnel. Some feel that law enforcement
officers have an advantage when flying certain missions, because their
law enforcement experience gives them additional insight when assist-
ing ground units.

No matter who flies the aircraft, the most important prerequisites
are that they possess the necessary skills and qualifications and fly pro-
fessionally. Professionalism equates to safety. Just as the TFO’s duties
have become more complex, so have those of the pilot. The integra-
tion of new technology affects not only how TFOs do their jobs, but
how pilots fly missions.

Crew Seating Arrangements

Unlike police cars, crew seating arrangements in law enforcement
helicopters differ significantly. The most common seating arrangement
is right-seat pilot and left-seat TFO, but some airframe manufacturers
build helicopters that are flown from the left seat.

There is no overwhelming benefit of either design, because the
mathematics and tactics of flying missions are the same. However, the
direction the aircraft turns when orbiting a call is immensely important
to the overall effectiveness of the aircrew. The aircraft’s seating
arrangement is the primary factor to consider when determining
which direction to orbit.
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To be as effective as possible, pilots flying from the right seat must
turn to the left when orbiting calls, and pilots flying from the left seat
must turn to the right. Orbiting calls in this manner is safer and more
effective because both crewmembers will have a better view of the air-
craft’s instruments and direction of flight, as well as the tactical envi-
ronment and tactical displays.

These concepts are explained in-depth throughout this book. Can
an aircrew ignore this recommendation and reverse the direction of
their orbits? Yes, and they can even operate safely when doing so, but
they will not be as effective as they could be. Remember, the goal is
to be safe and effective.

The Tactical Environment

The term “tactical environment” is used throughout this book and
refers to the location of a call or incident. In residential areas, for
example, the tactical environment is the area around the house where
the call originated. It is the area where suspects will likely be, or where
activity related to an incident is likely to occur.

The size of a tactical environment will vary, depending on the type
of call. If it is a traffic stop, for example, the tactical environment will
be relatively small. If it is a foot pursuit through a shopping mall, how-
ever, it is going to be much larger.

TACTICAL EQUIPMENT

Airborne law enforcement has experienced a technological revolu-
tion. Missions that used to be flown with only a searchlight and a
police radio are now flown with thermal imagers, night vision goggles,
and a variety of advanced avionics and sensors. Certain pieces of
equipment have become standard in the industry and almost manda-
tory for effective airborne law enforcement operations.

Some of the most common technology found in law enforcement
helicopters is discussed in this book. The use of that technology, in
conjunction with good law enforcement skills, tactics, and judgment,
are what enables an aircrew to provide effective air support to officers.
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