
The WEMSI WEMT cur ricu lum is competency- based
rather than hours- based, but can be com pleted in

roughly five in ten sive days. There is plenty of prac ti cal
time, in clud ing a long out door ex er cise. Here are the
twenty sec tions of the Cur riu cu lum:

Introduction to WEMS, the WEMT, and the
WEMSI Curriculum

The first sec tion gives his tori cal back ground to make
sense out of the ideas of “Wil der ness EMT” and “Wil -

der ness Com mand Phy si cian.” It also re views those
medico- legal prin ci ples that are of par ticu lar in ter est to the 
wil der ness EMT. We re view the vari ous roles of the
WEMT. This in cludes not only care of res cued pa tients,
but in ci den tal care of SAR team mem bers when in the wil -
der ness, and wil der ness medi cine edu ca tion for team
mem bers and oth ers.

The Wilderness Environment: Hazards,
Safety, and Patient Care Implications

The sec ond sec tion looks at the wil der ness en vi ron -
ment and its in ter ac tion with the pa tient and with the

wil der ness EMT. We re view the dan gers of the wil der ness
en vi ron ment for both res cuer and res cuee. Pro tec tion
against sun burn, pro tec tion against blood- sucking ar thro -
pods, and re moval of ticks are im por tant points dis cussed.

Patient Assessment

The third sec tion goes be yond EMT train ing to teach
the ru di ments of a full “H and P,” which is ap pro pri ate

for many wil der ness pa tients. We re view the prin ci ples of
the pri mary sur vey as adapted to the haz ards of the wil der -
ness en vi ron ment. We ex pand the “sec on dary sur vey” to
in clude a neu ro logi cal exam. We dis cuss in de tail the sin -
gle vi tal sign most ne glected on the street and most im por -
tant in the wil der ness: tem pera ture.

Scene Management, Communications,
Reporting, and Documentation

The fourth sec tion deals with the me chan ics that sur -
round and per me ate ac tual wil der ness medi cal care:

scene man age ment, com mu ni ca tions, re port ing, and in -
ter ac tion with an on- line Wil der ness Com mand Phy si cian.

Wilderness Surgical Problems

This sec tion dis cusses which dis lo ca tions to re duce in
the wil der ness and why, when to sus pect a sub cap su -

lar hem or rhage of the spleen, how to man age wounds in -
clud ing open frac tures, how to drain a subun gual he -
matoma, how to deal with a team mem ber who hurt his
back lift ing the lit ter, and how to “clear the C- spine” in the
field when nec es sary.

Thermal Regulation
Heat-Related Disorders
Burns and Lightning
Cold-Related Disorders

Ther mal Regu la tion, Heat- Related Dis or ders, and Cold-
 Related Dis or ders go into de tail on these im por tant

top ics. Care of frost bite and hy po ther mia is con tro ver sial
even in the hos pi tal. There fore, we’ve gone to great
lengths to re search these con tro ver sies, even search ing
out un pub lished re search when we needed it to clar ify an
im por tant point. We think we’ve given the best pos si ble
rec om men da tions on treat ing these cold- related in ju ries,
and back it up with 200 spe cific ref er ences. For in stance,
we rec om mend the use of pro phy lac tic bre tylium but not
lido caine for hy po ther mic pa tients. We also rec om mend
the use of low- molecular- weight dex tran for frost bite and
hy po ther mia for long evacua tions. Even if later re search
gives us new in sights, the in for ma tion should pro vide a
good back ground to build on. Burns and Light ning ex -
pands on the EM T’s ba sic train ing in these ar eas. It em pha -
sizes prob lems that are sel dom rele vant to the “street”
EMT, such as how to pre vent myo globin uria from caus ing
acute re nal fail ure.

Altitude Illness

Sec tion Ten, on al ti tude, gives the lat est de vel op ments
on acute moun tain sick ness, high al ti tude cere bral

edema, and high al ti tude pul mo nary edema. There is not
much con tro versy here, but the in for ma tion may be new
to many pre hos pi tal pro vid ers.

Bites and Stings

Sec tion Eleven dis cusses the proper field treat ment of
spi der bites, bee and wasp stings, and snake bite. Since 

snake bite first aid is so con tro ver sial, the dis cus sion is
lengthy, and is very well ref er enced. This sec tion has been

re viewed by ex perts in the field, such as Mi chael Cal la han, 
Find lay Rus sell, and John Sul li van.

Wilderness Medical Problems

In the Wil der ness Medi cal Prob lems sec tion, we pres ent
a précis of the ac cepted treat ment of many com mon

medi cal prob lems. This ma te rial is not rou tinely cov ered in 
EMT and para medic classes. How ever, it’s all com mon
knowl edge to medi cal prac ti tio ners; you’ll find lit tle con -
tro ver sial ma te rial in this sec tion. We cover dis eases such
as ra bies, hepa ti tis, and teta nus. We ex plain how to deal
with com mon eye prob lems such as a cor neal abra sion,
snowblind ness, con junc ti vi tis, and sub con junc ti val hem -
or rhage. Colds, ear and si nus in fec tions, cys ti tis, and den -
tal prob lems all oc cur in the back coun try; they are of ten
treated with medi ca tions from a SAR team mem bers’ own
medi cal kit. We dis cuss the proper man age ment of each
of these with com mon over- the- counter or pre scrip tion
medi ca tions from per sonal wil der ness medi cal kits. We
de scribe how to ap ply the tech niques of Ba sic Car diac Life 
Sup port when far from a road, and cite the medi cal lit era -
ture to back our rec om men da tions.

Wilderness Trauma

Wil der ness Trauma stresses the dif fer ences be tween
“street” and wil der ness trauma man age ment. In

this sec tion, we cover the epi de mi ol ogy, eti ol ogy, and
mecha nism of in jury for wil der ness trauma (or at least the
lit tle that we know). We re view Ac ci dents in North Ameri -
can Moun tain eer ing, Ameri can Cav ing Ac ci dents, search
and res cue team data, and the few pub lished stud ies of
wil der ness trauma. We also dis cuss the gen eral ap proach
to the wil der ness trauma pa tient, which is very dif fer ent
from ur ban and ru ral trauma. The Ad vanced Trauma Life
Sup port, Pre- Hospital Trauma Life Sup port, and Ba sic
Trauma Life Sup port courses are de signed for the criti cally
in jured pa tient who must have im me di ate sur gi cal in ter -
ven tion to sur vive. In the wil der ness, trans port is by defi ni -
tion de layed and such in jury is not sur viv able. Un for tu -
nately, stan dard ATLS, PHTLS, and BTLS train ing is of very
lit tle use to the wil der ness res cuer. There fore, the Wil der -
ness EMT must not “scoop and run,” but must take the
time to ex am ine or prob lems that might be come life-
 threatening dur ing a long evacua tion.

We in clude op tional sec tions on the mecha nism of in -
jury for wil der ness trauma, ex tend ing the type of analy -
sis pro vided in BTLS/PHTLS and some EMT/para medic
courses. There are also op tional sec tions on the physi ol -
ogy of trauma, shock, and blood pres sure. Though the
sec tion on Pa tient As sess ment re views the physi cal
exam in de tail, here we re em pha size spe cif ics that are
im por tant in the trauma pa tient.

Un like on the street, in ter ven tions such as in tra ve nous 
fluid may be life sav ing for wil der ness trauma pa tients.
We stress fluid man age ment; though ba sic EMTs can’t
start IVs, they may need care for the pa tient af ter the
EMT-P is gone or in ca paci tated. Or, ba sic EMTs may
need to choose the flu ids to carry into the site for an
EMT-P who is al ready there. (This is es pe cially true in
cave res cue.)

Per haps most im por tantly, we pres ent com pli ca tions
of trauma that are likely to oc cur while the Wil der ness
EMT is car ing for the pa tient. Com pli ca tions such as re -
nal fail ure, crush in ju ries, myo globin uria, hy perka lemia,
ileus, gly co gen de ple tion, com part ment syn drome,
ARDS, and fluid over load are re viewed. Some of these
com pli ca tions can be treated by a Wil der ness EMT, oth -
ers can be rec og nized and evacua tion plans changed:
for ex am ple, a sur geon can come into a cave to per -
form a fas ci ot omy dur ing a lengthy evacua tion.

Pharmacology

Sec tion Four teen, Phar ma col ogy, pro vides the Wil der -
ness EMT (EMT- Basic, EMT- Paramedic, or in be tween) 

with an over view of phar ma col ogy ori ented to com mon
oral pre scrip tion and over- the- counter medi ca tions. This
causes some to ob ject: they find it im moral to teach phar -
ma col ogy to EMT- Basics, who can not ad min is ter medi ca -
tions to oth ers. We dis agree. Most of those in the out -
doors for rec rea tion take a medi cal kit with them. This in -
cludes mem bers of wil der ness search and res cue teams.
And, since WEMTs will need to deal with team mem bers’
medi cal prob lems, the more they know about the medi -
ca tions mem bers are tak ing, the bet ter. (Hav ing WEMTs
edu cated to care for their own mi nor medi cal prob lems is
an added bene fit.) Some wil der ness search and res cue
teams’ medi cal di rec tors pro vide mem bers with pre scrip -
tions for a per sonal wil der ness medi cal kit simi lar to that



de scribed in this sec tion. And in some wil der ness EMS sys -
tems,  WEMT- Basics may give oral medi ca tions.

And, the naysay ers go on, EMT- Ps al ready know all
about phar ma col ogy. But what we are teach ing is, for
the most part, as new to EMT- Ps as to EMT- Basics. (A
quick com pari son of this with the phar ma col ogy sec tion 
of the EMT-P cur ricu lum should con firm this. ) 

Let it not seem that we are train ing EMTs to go out to
play doc tor in dis crimi nately. We train WEMTs about
medi ca tions they will en coun ter in wil der ness pa tients,
and to use over- the- counter medi ca tions to care for
them selves only while in the wil der ness. We firmly fa vor 
each WEMT hav ing a fam ily doc tor for rou tine medi cal
prob lems.

Immobilization, Packaging, and
Transportation of Wilderness Patients

Pack ag ing and Trans port re views the ba sics of pa tient
pack ag ing as pre sented in search and res cue courses.

It then goes on to as sess ef fects on the pa tient of vari ous
types of pack ag ing and splint ing over the course of a wil -
der ness res cue. (How long can a per son stay on an un pad -
ded back board bef ore (1) de vel op ing pres sure ne cro sis,
or (2) at tempt ing to get out of the pack ag ing and kill the
res cue team?) We pres ent  im pro vised splint ing and
evacua tion meth ods, and evalu ate their safety and ef fec -
tive ness. A se ries of pack ag ing prob lems guides the
reader through the kind of thought pro cess that WEMTs
must go through when se lect ing pack ag ing and trans por -
ta tion meth ods. This sec tion does not ex plain wil der ness
res cue; we leave that to wil der ness res cue texts.

Disasters

Sec tion Six teen is about dis as ter op era tions. Wil der -
ness EMTs are ide ally trained for a cata strophic dis as -

ter. Lack of food, lack of wa ter, lack of shel ter, lack of trans -
por ta tion: these are eve ry day oc cur rences for the Wil der -
ness EMT. Deal ing with trau matic and en vi ron mental in ju -
ries, with pa tients with acute stress re ac tions, with pa -
tients over an ex tended pe ri od, with pa tients with im pro -
vised equip ment: this too is the prov ince of the WEMT.
Sur viv ing in a hos tile en vi ron ment and at tend ing to the
medi cal needs of a res cue team when re mote from a hos -
pi tal: all part of the WEM T’s job. So, you see, a Wil der ness
EMT is al ready suited for first- in emer gency care dur ing a

cata strophic dis as ter. Our pur pose in craft ing this Cur ricu -
lum is not to make it into a “Dis as ter EMT” course. But, we
rec og nize that, when a cata strophic dis as ter oc curs,
some one may no tice that the lo cal WEMTs are an ideal re -
source to im me di ate ly drop into the dis as ter site. There -
fore, we want to pre pare Wil der ness EMTs for the haz ards
and spe cial con sid era tions of such a situa tion. We can en -
vi sion this WEMT course be ing used to train Dis as ter
EMTs. For such a class, we would ex pect to have an other
add- on mod ule with more in- depth cov er age than pro -
vided in this sec tion. This sec tion starts by de fin ing: multi-
 casualty in ci dent, single- casualty/mul ti ple re source in ci -
dent, and cata strophic dis as ter. It then com pares and con -
trasts these dif fer ent types of incident, focusing on the
"true" catastrophic dis as ter, and re views the prin ci ples of
tri age with spe cific modi fi ca tions for wil der ness dis as ters.
The sec tion then dis cusses po liti cal, lo gis ti cal, pub li c
health, and medi cal as pects of dis as ters. Then, we cover
medi cal and sur gi cal prob lems that are likely to be as so ci -
ated with dif fer ent types of cata strophic dis as ters, and
how to ap ply Wil der ness EMT train ing to each.

Orientation to/Review of Advanced Medical 
Skills

The sec tion on Ad vanced Skills has dif fer ent goals for
EMTs and for para med ics. For EMTs, it teaches how to

as sist para med ics per form ing Ad vanced Life Sup port type 
skills, and how to man age the pa tient when the para medic 
is no longer there. (E.g. , how to pull back an en do tra cheal
tube that has slipped into the right main stem bron chus,
and how to check an IV. ) For the para med ics, the sec tion
teaches how to per form skills in the wil der ness.

Principles of General Medicine

Prin ci ples of Gen eral Medi cine is sec tion Eight een. Part
of the prob lem of train ing WEMTs is that we must

train the WEMT to deal with situa tions that we have not
imag ined; of ten these situa tions oc cur when they have no
com mu ni ca tion with a medi cal com mand phy si cian.
There fore, we have cho sen to teach the WEMT the most
ba sic prin ci ples of medi cine and nurs ing in this sec tion.
The psy cho logi cal sec tions of the sec tion are of bene fit in
all pa tient care. The prin ci ples of in fec tious dis eases,
wound care, and con va les cence are of less di rect ap pli ca -
bil ity for the WEMT, but are im por tant parts of ba sic medi -
cal knowl edge. None the less, we felt the book in com plete

with out this ba sic in for ma tion. We dis cuss the types of mi -
crobes that cause dis ease, re lat ing them to dis eases al -
ready dis cussed in other sec tions. We re view germ the ory
and the prin ci ples of asep sis. We re view medi cal coun ter -
mea sures for in fec tious dis ease, in clud ing im mu ni za tions
and an ti mi cro bi als. We pay care ful at ten tion to wound in -
fec tions and their pre ven tion. A sec tion dis cusses nu tri -
tion, con va les cence, and re cu pera tion, in clud ing the
prob lems of pres sure ne cro sis and the need for good pul -
mo nary toi let. A sec tion re views how to con trol pain with -
out medi ca tions, in clud ing the use of sug ges tion and im -
agery. A dis cus sion of the psy chol ogy of wil der ness pa -
tients brings the sec tion to a close.

Stress Management and Critical Incident
Stress  Debriefing

The sec tion on Stress Man age ment and Criti cal In ci dent
Stress De brief ing is, we think, unique. It re flects the

grow ing un der stand ing of the ef fects of stress on SAR
team mem bers and Wil der ness EMTs, and shows how to
mini mize these ef fects. Though it draws on the ex per tise
of Task Group mem ber Dr. Jeff Mitchell, the “fa ther” of
Criti cal In ci dent Stress De brief ing in the U. S., it is leav -
ened with the ex pe ri ence of those with years of wil der -
ness search and res cue ex pe ri ence. The re sult is tailor-
 made to fit the needs of wil der ness res cu ers.

Emergency Veterinary Medicine for Dogs
and Horses

Sec tion twenty ap plies the WEM T’s medi cal knowl -
edge to the care of dogs and horses. (Dogs and horses 

fea ture promi nently in SAR mis sions, and WEMTs will be
ex pected to help care for them when in jured or ill.)

We also pro vide an out line of rec om mended clini cal
train ing in the Emer gency De part ment.

The fol low ing ad di tional free bro chures are avail able
from the Cen ter for Emer gency Medi cine of West ern
Penn syl va nia, 230 McKee Place, Suite 500, Pitts burgh,
PA  15213- 4904, 412- 578- 3203, wemsi+@pitt.edu:

❏ a cur rent sched ule of WEMSI- Recognized classes

❏ “The Wil der ness EMS In sti tute”

❏ “Wil der ness EMT Docu ments” (or der form)

❏ “Wil der ness EMT and Wil der ness Com mand Phy si -
cian Classes”
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Wil der ness EMT
Cur ricu lum
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and the
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