
Basic Survival

When The Life You Save Is Your Own

 

 

Any search can turn into a survival situation.  The better prepared you are mentally, physically and 
equipment-wise the better your chances.  We always need to remember and apply the priorities of a 
First Responder which are: 
 

• YOU 
 

• YOUR TEAM 
 

• THE SEARCH SUBJECT 
 

• THE REST OF THE WORLD 
 
 

  



Your Problem To Solve

◼ Where it happens

◼ When it happens

◼ How it happens

But in a SAR environment your survival situation is

very likely to be short

 

 

When, where and how your survival situation arises will not be something you have control over.  
Having a positive, problem solving attitude is critical to success in any survival situation.   
 
Your head is your best survival tool, so use your brain! 
 
We tend to be creatures of comfort who will seek comfort above common sense at times.  We are 
creatures who like to be in control and feeling out of control is a big challenge to overcome with a 
survival situation.  It is easy to get out of the problem solving mode because we have no control of 
where, when or how it happens and we can get frightened, frustrated, or angry. 
 
The primary difference between SAR and civilian survival situations will be one of time for arrival of 
assistance.  In Vermont it is highly unlikely that you will have to wait more than 12 hours for 
assistance to reach you if you are in your assigned search area. 
 
 

  



Key Elements

◼ Scene Safety

◼ Maintain body temperature 

◼ Shelter

◼ Signaling

◼ Water

◼ Food

 

You need to get your priorities right if you are going to effectively solve your survival problems. 
  
A safe scene from above and around you is critical and your first priority. 
  
What are some things that could represent dangers to you? 
Lightning, flash flooding, dead trees, animal trails, snow slides or avalanche 
  
Dangers can be avoided, removed, or worked around depending on the specific situation.  The trick is 
knowing when to apply each solution. 
  
Maintaining proper body temperature is next, and is generally related to warmth in the northeast.  
Shelter, at a minimum, involves the clothing you have and its condition (insulating, wet, wind blocking, 
etc.).  It is better to over protect than to underestimate your needs in a survival situation.  This can 
include building a shelter if you need more protection than your clothes can provide.   
  
Signaling may be interchangeable in priority with water or shelter depending on your situation. 
Finding a safe water supply is crucial as you do NOT want to ration water in a survival situation if at 
all possible;  the order of shelter, signaling, and water might be less important than signaling if 
signaling may bring quick assistance.  Signaling may be no more complicated than a call on the 
walkie-talkie or cell phone or blowing a whistle. 
  
  



Food is not an urgent need.  It’s our “comfort” selves that make us think it is critical.  Food is clearly 
of benefit when it adds to available energy to do tasks that MUST be done to survive, or in winter 
when it is necessary to keep the body’s furnace energized.  Food can provide a psychological value 
in survival but generally we will survive without food for up to 3 weeks. 
  
RULE OF THREES: Generally one can survive: 
-3 minutes without air 
-3 hours without shelter in bad weather 
-3 days without water 
-3 weeks without food. 
  
This concept helps guide the priorities as listed above. 
 
  



 

S.T.O.P.

◼Stay

◼Think

◼Observe

◼Plan

 

This acronym provides four key steps to apply to your survival thought process. 
 
Stay - in one place since this represents your best chance at being found in the event that a search is 
deployed.   
 
Think - Take a deep breath, stay calm and consider what your priorities are right now for improving 
your situation.   
 
Observe - stay alert to your surroundings, be on the look out for hazards, be aware of changes in the 
weather, listen out for voices.   
 
Plan - form a strategy to tackle the short and longer term challenges in front of you. Staying actively 
engaged with your situation will help you cope. 
 
Remembering it will help not only in a survival situation but when anything unplanned for occurs, to 
settle any uneasiness or fear, and to allow you to use your brain (remember it is your most 
valuable survival tool). 
 
 

  



If You Are Lost Or Not Sure

◼ Travel is your last choice

◼ Stay put

◼ Travel requires the most thought and the 

most energy resources!

 

There are usually two things that pressure us to want to travel to solve our survival problem: promises 
and “comfort”.  A promise to be home by 10 pm from the search mission one way or the other so you 
can start vacation in the morning with your significant other is a good example.  Do not underestimate 
the potential pressure these two factors can bring to bear on your decision-making. 
 
In making the decision you need to consider several factors: 
  

• Are you reasonably sure of your direction and distance to get out? 
• Is your physical condition such that you are sure you can make it to your goal (are you tired, 
injured, etc.)? 
• Do you have the capacity to make it to your goal (snowshoes in deep snow, etc.)? 
• What will be the weather and will it be a limiting factor? (An impending storm may mean 
seeking shelter is the better immediate action.) 
 

When you have a lost person or an injured person with you the decision becomes even more 
complex. 
 
The default if there is any question is NOT to travel. 
 
 

  



Safe Scene

That means from above and around you!

That means under current conditions and for likely 

changes!

 

 

Can you think of potential dangers from above and around you? 
 

• Lightning can strike near taller trees, caves, or out in open fields. 
 
• Stream beds and adjacent flood plains may flood if there is rain upstream. 
 
• Dead trees or tree branches may fall, especially during high winds. 
 
• Wasps, bees, and ants can make for a very uncomfortable spot to camp. 
 
•Cliffs: the top of a cliff would be a dangerous night-time hazard while the foot of a cliff holds 
the potential for rock fall. 
 
• If you are going to have a fire, ensure you have a safe place (e.g., open dirt or rock to build 
the fire on, no trees overhead to catch fire). 
 

 
 



Investments & Trade Offs

◼ Safety

◼ Maintaining body temperature

◼ Maintaining positive attitude

◼ Dealing with injury & illness

◼ Communicating your dilemma

Every investment has a Cost – your limited 

energy reserves !

 

 

In survival situations two things are important:   
• Engage problem solving and take action that enhances all of the points on the slide.  USE YOUR 

BRAIN! 
• The second is that you do as little else as possible to conserve your energy. 
 
Maintaining body temperature is second only to a safe scene in contributing to your survival.  

We are concerned mostly with hypothermia in Vermont but heat exhaustion and heat stroke from 
overheating should never be overlooked in hot & humid conditions. 

  
A positive attitude and staying mentally engaged in your survival has been found to be a significant 

contributor in survival situations. 
 
 
 

  



You Will Be Afraid

◼ Recognize it

◼ Accept it

◼ Deal with it

Paralysis

Panic

 

Fear is a normal response.  Fear engages two reflexes, flight or fight.  In a survival situation flight is 
NOT a good initial option unless you are immediately threatened by something.  The fight side of the 
response can be channeled into problem solving.   
The goal is to establish enough action in the factors within your control that you avoid either paralysis 
or panic as responses. 
 
Take mental control of the situation and yourself for the best chance of survival.         
 
 USE YOUR BRAIN! 
 
 

  



Wind Chill

 

 

Find the actual temperature outside across the top; find the wind speed along the left side and where 
they meet is what the temperature feels like to you. 
 
Wind chill is not only how it feels but the equivalent temperature that would cool you at the same rate. 
 
You can increase your comfort and survivability by getting out of the wind by getting on the down wind 
(leeward) side of a hill or large rock or constructing a shelter.   
 
 

  



 

 

There are many types of shelters possible. 
 
There are clear options: something natural or something man-made.  Not infrequently, it will be a 
combination of both.  
 
Vermont State Police provides a very compact bivy sack to each member on its SAR team that 
weights only 3oz that can provide a lot of bang for the buck to supplement or even as stand-alone 
protection from the weather. 
 
When planning a shelter you need to first think about what you are sheltering from and design 
accordingly. 
 
The slide presents considerations for you to think about when building your shelter. 
 
 

  



SHELTERS

◼ A shelter should be comfortable.

◼ A shelter should be small enough to heat easily.

◼ A shelter MUST be secure enough to use safely.

◼ A shelter MUST “shelter” you. 

 

 

Your shelter needs to be comfortable enough that you can rest.  It doesn’t need to be a wilderness 
condo.  The smaller it is the easier it will be to keep warm in colder weather.  Your structure, 
particularly using tree parts or snow, must be securely made so that you don’t end up in a worse 
situation from collapse.  Remember, it is very important to think ahead about what you are sheltering 
yourself from. 
 
A very critical point is that you need something that you can make quickly.  Energy conservation is 
important. The longer you are out of your shelter the longer you are being exposed to whatever you 
are trying to shelter against. 
 
If you use a cave, be sure it isn't home to animals that will be a problem for you (e.g., porcupines, 
skunks, bears, etc.). 
 
 

  



Warmth

Staying warm…staying cool…perhaps both

◼ Food as energy

◼ Clothing and insulation

◼ Fire

 

The key is maintaining body temperature, whether you are trying to stay warm or to avoid getting too 
warm. 
 
Fire is a valuable source of warmth and it also provides light for limited mobility in darkness, a 
signaling device, a method of purifying water, and makes up for lack of insulation in clothing as well 
as lack of food to create body-generated heat.  Fire is also very useful in drying clothes, but be 
careful not to get them too close and burn or melt them - especially shoes or boots!.  Also be careful 
that you don’t start a forest fire. 
 
 

  



Fire

◼ Keep it small

◼ Maintain a safe fire-site

◼ Check above for problems

◼ Always have at least two methods of starting a fire

◼ Have all your firewood gathered before starting the fire

The Introduction of Fire = 

The Introduction of Danger

 

 

Matches obviously help a lot in starting any fire quickly, but they do not sustain flame.  Having a small 
candle, cotton balls soaked in Vaseline, fire-starting “brick” or the like is very helpful.  It is important to 
have at least two sources of igniting a fire.  Even more important is to practice with what you carry.  
If you use a “spark stick” or the like, it’s important to know how it works before you’re stuck trying it 
for the first time at night and in the rain. 
 
Never forget, for all its benefits, when you introduce fire you introduce danger. 
 
Keeping the fire small does two things – it makes it easier to control, and it makes it easier to fuel.  
There is an old Native American adage that says ‘white man builds big fire at night and stays warm 
by walking around looking for wood’.   
 
The safety of the site used is critical.  That includes the risk of igniting overhanging branches or the 

potential of starting a ground fire. 

 
 

  



Signaling

Signals effectively make you Bigger !
◼ Sound

◼ Visual

◼ must be capable of being seen

◼ must contrast

◼ Day versus Night

 

Signals need to be received – so they need to be seen if visual and heard if auditory.  Visual signals 
are best put in more open areas – yelling is not used for a sound signal until you can hear other 
voices. 
 
The whole concept is to make you effectively “bigger”, easier to see and easier to hear.  Besides 
being more out in the open, it is important that visual signals contrast with the surroundings.  Marks 
stomped out in a sandy area are a good example.  Marking a sandy area with darker colored rocks, 
leaves or sticks makes a contrasting color that will help quite a bit. Ground to air signals need to be 
big enough to be easily seen. That generally equates to at least six feet in length.  Studies have 
shown that a person is more easily seen from the air when lying spread eagle on the ground than 
standing up and waving. Why do you think that is? (Think of the angle of view from the air.) 
 
A fire can be used effectively for signaling; during the day it should be made smoky by adding green 
leaves or pine boughs. The smoke creates good contrast – the flame will barely be visible in daylight.  
At night you want a bright fire because that creates the most contrast.   
 
A light stick on a rope swung in a circle makes a very visible signal to search aircraft at night.  
Parachute flares are typically not a good idea in the woods because of the potential to start a forest 
fire (but can work very well over water). 



 

 

A smoky fire works because it moves and the movement attracts attention. Fluttering clothing, etc. will 
do the same thing. 
 
A series of three of anything means help needed.  Three small fires, three blasts from a whistle, 3 
shots from a gun.  The universal ground-to-air ‘help’ communication is  
a large “X”. 
 
It is possible to have signals that require active involvement by you, for example, a signal mirror only 
works when you flash it. 
 
 

  



Active and Passive (cont.)

When signaling an aircraft, be sure to make the 

signal big.  Contrasts in color or dimension that 

produce shadows are critical.

 

 

Note the letter size compared to the people and snowmobile. 
 
 

  



Water

You must have water to maintain body temperature, 

produce energy, and work to improve your situation.

◼ Methods of purifying

◼ Storage

◼ Look for running water

 

 

Water is critical if you are going to be able to actively work on solving your survival problems.  
However, poor sanitation (lack of hand-washing, etc.) and bad water are two factors that can create 
conditions that rapidly deteriorate your physical condition. While several infections require more time 
to manifest than you are likely to be stuck in the field, several can act very quickly.  The result is 
debilitating diarrhea and vomiting.  Result = drastic loss of body-fluids with, at best, marginal ability to 
correct the problem in the field. 
 
Any water source that has contacted industrialized civilization should be considered as a chemically 
contaminated source; typically field purification methods do not work well on chemically contaminated 
water.  Any water source in the field where plant and animal life are absent could be chemically 
contaminated. 
 
 

  



Water

You must have water to maintain temperature, produce 

energy, and work to improve your situation.

◼ Poor Sources

◼ Beaver ponds

◼ Standing water

Ration your sweat not your water!

 

ALL water sources should be considered  “suspect” of biological contamination.  It is this 
contamination that water purification methods work to eliminate.  What is critical is that you try to 
employ whichever method of purification you regularly use in the field and understand the unique 
“risks” of your system of choice.   
 
Examples of risk include using chemically treated water too soon for the chemistry to have effectively 
neutralized the contaminate and poor handling of intake and output hoses on filter systems, causing 
chemical contamination. 
 
Boiling water is always an alternative if a heating source is available.  The act of just bringing water to 
the boiling point neutralizes most pathogens. 
 
Absent any method of treating water it may be worth the risk/benefit of drinking water rather than 
risking severe dehydration. Giardia and other water borne illnesses can typically be easily treated 
with medication once back in civilization. 
 
A lost hunter in Vermont chose not to drink from any water sources for 4 days which resulted in 
significant damage to his kidneys which was likely a worse long term outcome than if he had drunk 
from one of the many remote streams where he was lost.  
 
A risk benefit analysis should be done to determine the best chance of survival. 
 



 

 

Food, unlike water, should be rationed and used for times when energy is required…activity periods 
or before going to bed for the night. 
 
It is important though that you have ample supplies of water if you are going to eat, because without 
water the body cannot properly digest the vast majority of foods. 
 
It is very wise to be careful about any foods with which you are unfamiliar.  We aren’t talking about 
native plants, etc. that have been mentioned in previous sections, we’re talking about palatable foods 
that you usually don’t eat.  Ever try something new at a restaurant and end up using the toilet – 
wondering whether to hang your head over it or sit on it?  You get the idea. 
 
It is very important to understand food safety.  Food that requires refrigeration is NOT safe stored 
above 45 degrees – food that requires cooking needs to be thoroughly cooked to assure that 
pathogens are destroyed. 
 
 

  



Congratulations, you have finished 

this module

You may close this window to return to the main 

course and select another module to complete.

Be sure you keep track on your course checklist 

so you know which modules you have 

completed.

 

 

 

 


