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Helipad at SF General Hospital
No Benet for San Franciscans

SFGH is not just the hospital for the residents of our southern 
neighborhoods. Any San Franciscan who suffers a severe trauma 
or accident in the City would want to go to the Trauma Center 
at SFGH. But the trauma/emergency staff at SFGH is already 
overwhelmed on a daily basis. Bringing in trauma patients from 
other counties would only cause further delays in services to San 
Franciscans.
1. Helicopters often crash; SFGH is in the middle of one of the 

most densely-populated neighborhoods in SF. (3 SF police 
officers have died in work-related helicopter crashes, the last 
in 2000). At least 15,000 people live within a half-mile radius 
of SFGH. Most of the homes are older wooden construction 
and vulnerable to fire. 

2. No one suffering a trauma/accident in the city of San 
Francisco will be transported to SFGH by helicopter. By the 
time a helicopter is summoned from Concord (where they are 
based) the victim will have been taken by ground ambulance 
to SFGH. 

3. SFGH estimates that only 8% of the 700 patients will be 
trauma victims. 240 patients 
will be flown to SFGH and then 
taken be ground ambulance 
to other SF hospitals and 400 
patients will be coming from 
other hospitals for surgery at 
SFGH. Every one of these 
400 patients will displace a SF 
resident in need of emergency/
trauma care as the hospital says 
it does not plan to hire new 
staff and SFGH is already “on 
diversion,” (full) about 21% of 
the time. On 3/26/07 Dr Katz 
said the hospital is “over census” every day.

4. SFGH has not disclosed the ongoing financial operating costs 
(or revenues) of air medical access to SFGH. Even if it does 
make money, it will do so by serving 400 patients from other 
counties and by displacing 400 SF residents. Seton Hospital 
in Daly City closed their helipad in 2006 because they 
were not getting enough revenue to cover the operating and 
maintenance costs.

5. SFGH estimates over 700 and up to 1095 flights a year (i.e. 
2190 landings and takeoffs). They also estimate that 11% of 
the flights are in the evening and 39% are at night. 
(Source: memo from M McClintock, SFGH helicopter 

consultant, 8/25/04, and ntsb.org) 
N.B. If in fact 39% of emergency flights are at night, then 

the argument that a helicopter is needed because of 
freeway and bridge traffic congestion is not relevant.

6. The main difference between a Trauma 1 and a Trauma 2 
Center is that Trauma 1 facilities are part of accredited 
medical training programs (e.g. UCSF) so individuals injured 
in surrounding Bay Area counties do not necessarily receive 
lesser care when flown to the Trauma 2 Centers in the 
adjacent counties. 
Trauma 2 Centers must offer the same range of medical 
services as a Trauma I Center. 

7. The SF Emergency Services Plan does not specify that 
there should be a helipad at SFGH to help in the case of 
widespread disaster. The DPH has 29 designated medical 
helicopter landing areas spread across the city for use in 
case of an emergency. This diversification is crucial since 
no one knows where a disaster will strike. The SF General 
Plan, however, actually states that it is the Police Department 

that is “required” to have and to 
maintain “one heliport landing” 
site for “emergency operations.”
The police have had operating 
helipads at Lake Merced, the Hall 
of Justice and at Hunter’s Point. 
None are currently in use. 
The priorities in various parts of 
the City’s Disaster Plan are to 
improve communication systems 
and to plan for the “surge” 
problem, i.e. many patients all 
over the city needing beds and 
care. Evacuation plans stress 

using buses, trains and the recently expanded Bay ferry 
system. 

8. Children who need trauma care are cared for at SFGH 
which is also a “verified” Pediatric Trauma I Center (G M 
O’Connell, 12/06). Mission Bay Children’s Hospital will 
also provide “urgent/emergency care” for children when it is 
completed.

9. Many sections of the SF General Plan reference the city’s 
respect for quiet residential neighborhoods. The Mission, 
Potrero Hill, Bernal Hill and the Bayview do not need 

Schools, churches, hospitals and nursing homes have a 
right to a quiet environment.
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