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DOCTORS WITH WINGS

By Staff Sgt. Claudette Hutchinson

ROYAL AIR FORCE STATION LAKENHEATH, Suffolk – When most people feel sick they go to the doctor. Most doctors are trained in their specialties to treat people for whatever ails them. However, when it comes to flight medicine, just an ordinary medical practitioner won’t do.

That’s why military flight surgeons are unique. Most military physicians practice of medicine do not differ greatly from their civilian counterparts. However, there is certain knowledge that is particular to the medical needs of military units. 

As an integral part of the 48th Aerospace Medicine Squadron, flight surgeons perform three main functions: medical readiness, flight safety and patient care. 

According to Dr. (Maj.) Frank Lorch, 48th AMDS flight surgeon, flight medicine evolved after World War I to address flight safety issues. The U.S. Army Medical Corps used airplanes to transport flight surgeons to the site of airplane accidents to assist in the ground transportation of casualties. 
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However, the job has changed since then. Now, rapid, short-duration, high-intensity combat has resulted in casualties with very little time to set up contingency hospitals, and critically ill patients frequently have to be evacuated. This requires flight surgeons to stabilize patients for movement during evacuation. 

“We’re the primary care providers for the fliers and their families, and we do our best to keep them happy. The number one concern of the pilots is that their family members are taken care of,” said Lorch. 

Flight surgeons are not necessarily pilots. As a matter of fact, there’s only about 10 pilots who are also doctors in the entire Air Force, according to Dr. (Maj.) Johann Westphall, 48th AMDS flight surgeon. However, they’re the only rated officers qualified to fly in any aircraft.

“What makes us unique is that we fly with the pilots. We experience the same physiological stresses they do, that goes along with flying,” said Westphall. 

This experience allows flight surgeons to make aeromedical diagnoses more effectively, as well as make recommendations on flying the aircraft and requirements needed to fly patients safely. 

“We build a rapport with our patients. Our main job is to keep them in the cockpit, therefore we educate them on operational medicine from an aviator’s scope,” said Lorch. 

Typically there is one flight surgeon and two medical technicians assigned to each flying squadron.
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“Our emphasis is on preventative care. We often go out to our patients for consultations. We do a lot of care and problem solving at the squadron level…what we refer to as ‘forward care,’” said Lorch. 

“With preventative care, we know we are doing a good job when our patient flow is very low,” added Westphall.

Lorch credits military medical care as a great asset, and said it could be use as a force retention tool.

“We have the best job in the Air Force because we get to fly with our patients. No other air force in the world has doctors that fly with their people,” he explained.

When the squadron deploys, the squadron medical element deploys with them. However, at a deployment location, they take care of everyone.

While patient care is an important part of a flight surgeons job, it’s one aspect of their responsibilities. As part of the initial responder team to an accident scene, they add the human element to an investigation.

“We look at the human factors in an accident report, such as position of a body when found, interviewing family members, preserving evidence and checking life support equipment,” said Westphall, who was an initial responder on-scene of the two 48th Fighter Wing F-15Cs that crashed in the Scottish Highlands. 

Also, in the case of a mass casualty accident, as first responders, flight surgeons are responsible for coordinating emergency on-scene treatment. 
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“We’re there to make sure the right people get the right treatment on time, and thus ensuring that the greatest number of people survive,” explained Lorch.

As part of the AMDS the mission of the flight surgeons is vast and varied, which allows them to interface with other units in the hospital. Besides having technical competence in general medicine, they must have additional skills and knowledge in the areas of public health, bioenvironmental, behavioral sciences, and trauma management. They must be aware of any particular medical problems to the unit, and provide medical recommendations to unit commanders. 

Lorch summed up their unique mission in one statement.

“Most doctors treat abnormal people in a normal environment, however we have to treat normal people in an abnormal environment,”

he said.

“We have to educate the fliers on ways to stay safe in this abnormal environment.”

A flight surgeon must be knowledge of operational environments, military operations, and military organizational structures.

Westphall said, this is what sets them apart from other military and civilian doctors, because, they mainly treat patients.

“We have a variety of things that we must know. We feel like we are really a part of every aspect of the mission,” he said.
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