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A one-of-a-kind operation in Iraq is
now the largest unit of its type in the
world, making the 64th Expeditionary
Rescue Squadron the largest combat
search and rescue unit since the Vietnam
conflict.

The squadron bolstered their assets to
accommodate an expanded mission,
adding five additional HH-60G Pave
Hawks to their inventory, which nearly
tripled the squadron's number of aircraft.
Crews, consisting of aircrew, pararescue
and combat rescue officers known as the
“Guardian Angels,”  grew in number from
five to 12, and the squadron's manning
doubled to support the mission.

Before the expansion, the 64th ERQS
solely supported the combined Air Forces
component; their business relied on the
misfortune of downed aircrews. Now
with added aircraft and crews, they pro-
vide combat search and rescue support to
Special Operations Command Central,
which plans special operations in Iraq. 

What these additional missions mean

to the squadron is a bigger role in combat
while maintaining the current combat
search and rescue capability. 

The squadron is on high-alert status
and operates 24 hours a day, seven days a
week. Additional manning, however,
means there are enough crews to pull day
and night shifts, without pulling a crew
out of bed, said Lt. Col. James
McElhenney, 64th ERQS commander.
“These crews mean we have the flexibili-
ty to support all of our customers,” the
colonel said.

The special operation forces-designat-
ed component of the 64th ERQS will
allow for a faster response time as crews
stage at forward areas to support SOF
missions.

Staff Sgt. Jason Parker, an aerial gun-
ner with the squadron, believes the
expansion is a force enabler for the 64th
ERQS.

“The more people we have, the better,”
said Sergeant Parker, who is deployed
from Nellis Air Force Base, Nev. “It
means more work, but the extra help is
better for flying and accomplishing the
mission.”

The integration of additional Airmen
and aircraft took six weeks from the ini-
tial request of forces to their arrival at
Balad Air Base. 

“We worked closely with our home
unit to determine what would meet the
need,” said Colonel McElhenney, who is
deployed from Nellis Air Force Base,
Nev. “It definitely takes the right combi-
nation of people and aircraft; you can't
use one without the other.”

The Air Force, designated by the
Defense Department as the lead service
for combat search and rescue missions,
provides the Defense secretary's office
with military planning options for person-
nel recovery. 

Airmen from the 64th ERQS comprise
the only CSAR unit in the country. They
are a highly-specialized field, made up of
an extremely small community of highly-
trained professionals who save the people
no one else can reach, Colonel
McElhenney said.

“It's all part of our mission,” said Maj.
Kyle Cowherd, 64th ERQS Pave Hawk
pilot. “We come in the dark, alone and
unafraid, to deliver life.”

AF’s largest deployed rescue squadron now in Iraq

Members of the 64th
Expeditionary Rescue
Squadron cover a HH-60
Pave Hawk helicopter
here Wednesday. The 64th
ERQS recently expanded
their mission, making
them the largest combat
search and rescue unit
since the Vietnam conflict.
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more than 2,000 special equipment loaders and vehicles across 14
locations. Also, the maintainers use the database to schedule and per-
form all required inspections on the equipment 14 days prior to
assigned due dates.

Not to be out done, the logistics plans and aerial port team
received an honorable mention from the evaluators for the combined
passenger and cargo movement operations. By creating a seamless

team from various wing operations and setting up a standardized
process, the logisticians "slashed delivery time 30 percent."

Working together, the 332d ELRS logisticians have moved near-
ly 141,000 passengers and about 85,750 short tons of cargo from
January to August 2006, averaging about 55 missions a day.

"While areas for improvement were identified by the team,"
Colonel Fitch wrote in the report, "… it was clear these profession-
als are making continual improvements and adding to the 332d
AEW's distinguished history."
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