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When the Met’s Air Support
Unit (ASU) was launched in
1980, the idea of carrying

officers and equipment and capturing
the most accurate and detailed evidence
was but a distant vision. 

Indeed, had an event such as the
Olympic Games come to the city in those
days, the ASU would have been available
simply as a pair of eyes in the sky to
support officers on the ground.

But the arrival in 2007 of three
Eurocopter EC145 helicopters changed
everything. 

Sgt Andy Hutchinson, based at the
ASU in Lippitts Hill, Loughton, for seven
years, said his team’s role today is to
assist in incidents at height, on the water
and on railways. He said: “We are able to
search dangerous places from a safe
distance, as well as managing vehicle
pursuits, firearms incidents, gang-
related incidents and violent crime.

❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑

“As knowledge of the capabilities of our
aircraft spreads, we are getting more and
more requests for help from across the force.
We are budgeted for nine hours in the air
each day. Financially, it doesn’t make sense
to go up for everything instantly but we log
each request and many can be dealt with at a
later date when we’re already in the air. 

“Each day we go to different boroughs
to carry out pre-planned proactive work.
Once we are airborne, we will take three
or four jobs as it takes a matter of seconds
rather than minutes to get from one place
to another once we’re already up.”

Last year the ASU undertook more
than 700 pre-planned tasks, from
monitoring properties during drugs raids
to photographic tasks capturing images
of scenes ahead of events such as the
Royal Wedding.

The growth in the ASU’s work is purely
down to the leap in capabilities that came

with the highly technical fittings on the
EC145s, which allow trained officers to
capture clear footage and images and beam
them down to the handsets of officers
handling the incident on the ground.

For the first time, ASU officers are
now trained and able to be winched out
of the aircraft down a rope on to rooftops
when necessary, although this training
has not been put into action yet. On
board, they carry all the necessary police
equipment for an officer to leave the
helicopter and make an arrest.

The Eurocopters, now also chosen by
Devon and Cornwall Police and the
Police Service of Northern Ireland, are
flown by former military pilots, who each
have more than 2,000 hours in the sky
before joining the Met. 

One police officer in the front seat is
responsible for navigating and capturing
evidence on camera, while an officer in a
rear is the tactical commander, on board
to make decisions about what the aircraft
does and does not do while in the air,
how each job is tackled, managing
vehicle pursuits and search patterns.

Sgt Hutchinson said: “These medium-
sized helicopters allow us to carry up to six
specialist or firearms officers if needed,
whether it be for pre-planned proactive

The technology the ASU now has available includes:
■ A television broadcast-quality three-chip daylight video camera
fitted in a moveable ball giving a 360-degree view. The ‘spotter
scope’ has a x200 zoom facility and an additional lens set with
x1,000 zoom, allowing officers to check out objects in detail several
miles away. The ball is fitted with stabilising gyroscopes to cancel
out the vibration of the aircraft and produce crisp images.
■ A thermal image sensor fitted next to the video camera to enable
officers to detect the heat from hidden people or objects during
searches and chases.
■ A downlink, enabling officers in the aircraft to transmit live
images all over the Met to portable receivers. The digital footage,
encoded to prevent interception, is useful in crowd situations when
officers on the ground can only see the front line of a crowd. An
overhead image beamed to their handset gives them vital
information of potential trouble-makers out of sight.
■ A Nitesun searchlight, which can be steered by the officers or
pilot on board to light up an area the size of a football pitch or
pinpoint a single suspect in the darkness.
■ Tactical radios, enabling the crew to monitor and talk to units on
numerous emergency service channels as well as Air Traffic Control.

ASU TECHNOLOGY

The Olympics brings with
it a huge security
challenge for the
Metropolitan Police but
its fleet of high-tech
Eurocopter EC145
helicopters are on 
top of the situation. 
Kelly Clark reports.
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operations or to deliver them through
gridlocked roads quickly. We can also
transport search dogs. It’s like going from
a Ford Fiesta to a people carrier; it just
allows us to do and carry so much more.

“On top of that, our old helicopters
could only fly for one hour at a time.
With these, we can fly for two-and-a-half
hours without stopping.”

One job the Eurocopters brought to
the ASU is the pre-planned security
searches. The Olympics may be some
weeks away yet, but work started to
capture images of the Olympic site more
than two years ago. And with the
constant changing scenery there, the
work will continue right up to the event
itself to ensure all emergency services
have the very latest information about
access points and potential hide-aways.

Sgt Hutchinson said: “When planning
for big events such as this, it’s impossible
to guess things like how the trees will grow
and what natural hide-outs may be
created. Until the week of the event, we
will not know exactly how the site looks.
By taking these regular images from the
skies, we can have up-to-the-minute
information available for the search teams. 

“The biggest event we have planned
for like this was the Millennium with the

Dome being built. Back then, we could
only carry one officer in the helicopter,
who had to furiously take notes to brief
out to his team later. With the
Eurocopters we can now carry several
officers at once as well as taking clear
images for reference. All Met call centres
and borough supervisors have access to
our photographic and live pictures.

❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑

“The imagery we took ahead of the Royal
Wedding last year was such great quality.
We could see much more detail. In the
past, we would have had to have sent our
images down to officers on the ground to
physically check if there was anything
suspicious. We can do it all ourselves now
with our range of cameras, lighting and
video management system.”

The officers within the aircraft are able
to use a quad split screen to see actual,
telescope, mapping and thermal images,
all of which have touch-screen technology. 

All this extra technology, of course,
means more maintenance. While two are
in use, the third helicopter has five weeks
of checks carried out. Ahead of the
Olympics, all three will be checked so the
full set will be in operation.

Sgt Hutchinson said: “The Eurocopters
have taken us a massive step forwards. Not
that long ago, we had to hold a camera out
of the helicopter to capture less-than-ideal
quality images. Everything we do now is of
such a quality it can be used successfully in
court. We can provide DVDs of everything
we look at, which speeds up the briefing
process for officers.”

One such success came when ground
officers and search dogs had lost sight of
an armed robber, who had disappeared
into a north London allotment. Thanks
to the thermal image camera on board
the Eurocopter, officers on board were
able to see a heat spot on the door of a
shed where the culprit had been resting
his foot. This small sign enabled a
message to be communicated to the
ground so officers could locate and
capture the robber in his hiding place. 

Sgt Hutchinson said the decision to
invest millions into these helicopters was
justified by the sheer scale of work they
can now undertake. 

He said: “Yes, these helicopters are
more expensive to buy and more
expensive to fly, but we are getting so
much more out of them. We get a lot
more jobs completed per flying hour than
ever before. ”     ■

The Met Police
Eurocopter 
EC-145 will play a
vital role during
the Games and
other events this
summer.


