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The patient movement community at Ramstein Air Base Germany successfully met the challenge of managing its mission while the runway was closed for repairs from 13 to 18 Sep 2004.  During that time, the 435th Contingency Aeromedical Staging Flight (CASF) moved 209 patients, including six urgent and 38 priority patients, to and from the alternative runway at Rhein-Main Air Base and the supporting medical treatment facility at Landstuhl Regional Medical Center (LRMC).  

All aeromedical evacuation missions, including two outbound missions with patients heading to the United States, were affected during the five-day closure.  Planning for ongoing operations involved everyone from the Aeromedical Evacuation crews, the Critical Care Air Transport Teams, the staging personnel, patient regulating centers, crew management personnel and the medics at the Air Mobility Operations Control Center and Tanker Airlift Control Center.  All organizations came together to coordinate the needed closure during the ongoing activity of OIF/OEF.   

“The success in managing the clinical and operational risks started with solid planning.  All scenarios were taken into consideration in the planning phase,” stated Major Jeffery Knight, Theater Patient Movement Requirement Center – Europe.  Although most patients were categorized for movement as routine and required minimal medical care during ground transport, the patient safety issues for the urgent, priority, critically wounded and ill patients were of great concern.  The alternate location, 80 miles away, increased the customary travel time by two hours.  The CASF concerns included  “Autobahn stau” which is German for traffic jam on the expressway, potential vehicle maintenance problems, aircraft departure delays (after transporting patients out of the hospital it would be difficult to return them for the wait), and finally clinical problems developing enroute.  

Enough medical manpower, medical equipment and vehicles had to be available and positioned to accommodate additional workload and locations.  Contingency planning of this nature required a cooperative effort between the CASF, 791st Aeromedical Evacuation Squadron, and medical representatives from the Rhein-Main Clinic.  

For those most critical patients who could not be transported to LRMC by ground or rotorwing transport, arrangements were made with the emergency response service at Frankfurt International Airport and the local German hospitals with ICU and trauma surgery capabilities.  The 159th MEDICAL COMPANY from Wiesbaden Army Airfield eagerly helped by moving six patients on three separate missions.  UH-60 Blackhawk helicopter pilot Captain Jeffery Davis of the 159th stated his unit would have been there for every inbound mission if requested.

Another concern was finding housing for in-transit patients at Rhein-Main Air Base, should the missions be delayed.  Fifty NATO-standard beds and medical equipment from the CASF were relocated into a hanger at Rhein-Main as a temporary patient holding facility.  Three CASF members deployed to Rhein-Main to staff the temporary facility.

The remaining CASF personnel, equipment and vehicles remained at Ramstein Air Base.  For every mission, medical crews, medical equipment and vehicles were sent from Ramstein for recovery or launch. “Everyone was flexible and made the mission happen no matter what was needed.  It was a great team effort by all,” Captain Mark Reitter, a 435th Contingency Aeromedical Staging Nurse, said.   

The CASF was fortunate enough to not face any major events due to design or default.  The weather even cooperated, which allowed safe conditions to travel and also accelerated the timeline for repairs, cutting the closure from a planned ten to five days.  

On Saturday, the missions returned to Ramstein as the first flight from the area of responsibility touched down on the repaired runaway.  The patients were taken directly to LRMC from the flightline.  The aircrews positioned at Rhein-Main were ground transported to Ramstein to meet up with the patients and aircraft for the outbound flight to the United States.  “Better us than the patients to travel the two hours” said a 791st Expeditionary Aeromedical Evacuation Squadron technician.  This was a sentiment shared by everyone involved. 

In the end, all contingency scenarios were exercised.  Excellent teamwork and deliberate planning were key to the successful and safe movement of all patients involved.

