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Bivens, McKain receive state emergency management awards
By Marshall Dunham
Staff Writer

Two area residents received
awards for their contributions to
the community during the Colorado Emergency Management Association (CEMA) conference on
March 7.
Les Bivens, chairman for Upper San Juan Search and Rescue
(USJSAR), received the Mike Gelski
Award for Outstanding Volunteer
Achievement for the year of 2015.
Thad McKain, director of emergency management, received the
2015 Emergency Manager of the
Year for the southwest all-hazards
region.
McKain began his career in
emergency services in 2003, when
he joined the Pagosa Fire Protection District (PFPD) as a volunteer.
In 2012, he became a full-time
firefighter for the PFPD.
In 2013, he joined the Archuleta
County Sheriff’s Office (ACSO) as
the director of emergency operations, and has been managing the
county’s emergencies since.

Bivens has been the USJSAR
board president, chairman and
leader for the past two years,
though his experience in search
and rescue goes back much farther
than that.
In an interview, Bivens explained that originally he was
riding horses and packing into the
mountains a lot, and a member
of search and rescue told him he
should join.
“I joined the Mounted Search
and Rescue in 2003,” he explained.
“But after being in that for a while,
I decided I wanted to learn more
and do more with my background
and enjoyment of the outdoors.”
Bivens said he went on to join
USJSAR in 2006 and also added
that, three years ago, the Mounted
Search and Rescue and USJSAR
merged and joined forces.
When asked if there was one
particular mission that had stuck
with him, Bivens did not miss a
beat in recalling one profound
experience.
“We got called to a man who had
flipped his ATV as he was going up
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a hill. He fell back 10 feet and the
ATV landed on him. He was very
severely injured,” explained Bivens.
“We were able to get to him, stabilize him and get him to a helicopter
for an evacuation that absolutely
saved his life. There is no doubt
that he would have died if we had
not done that.”
“Knowing that you saved the
guy’s life is a pretty amazing thing
that makes all of this very worthwhile, and makes getting an award
not very important. The real reward
of search and rescue is being able
to go help those people that really
need it,” he said.
Besides the rewarding self-satisfaction of knowing that he’s saved a
person’s life, Bivens admitted that
he also really enjoys technical rope
missions and rescues.
“I really enjoy how technical it
is,” said Bivens. “It really requires a
lot of training and a lot of thought
about what you’re doing, because
it is highly dangerous. But to get it
and do it right and use that training
in the backcountry is really a fun
thing to do.”
Bivens admitted that search
and rescue work often comes with
a huge adrenaline rush and explained that many of the members
on USJSAR really enjoy the rush.
Bivens also admitted that he
enjoyed the practicality of medical
training.
“There are several people who
deserve some credit for where
search and rescue is today,” added
Bivens. “Sheriff (Rich) Valdez, Thad
McKain and Christina (Kraetsch)
have been so supportive of this
group that it’s amazing.”
Bivens also commended the USJSAR team, commenting that there
are some team members who will
often drop what they are doing to
go out on a call, especially if their
skill set is really needed.
“The other person I really want
to mention by name is Terry Baker,”
said Bivens. “Terry’s been in search
and rescue here for 20 years. He
shows up all the time and has been
an absolute great mentor to many
people, particularly for ropes work.
Terry deserves some credit for
where search and rescue is now
because he has been with it basi-

cally since it started.”
In an interview, Archuleta
County Deputy Director of Emergency Management Christina
Kraetsch said Bivens was “very
dedicated as a volunteer.”
Kraetsch explained that she
looks up to Bivens a lot and
added, “He’s like a family member to me.”
She went on to explain that
she, and the USJSAR team, was
disappointed that Bivens had
stepped down because he will be
moving to Oregon later this year.
However, Bivens will continue
to serve on the USJSAR team
until he leaves.
“He’s still active, and he’s still
the most dedicated,” explained
Kraetsch. “He’s the one who
shows up on every call, and he
helps out with the grants and
training. He’s definitely made the
program what it is today.”
In an email to SUN staff,
Kraetsch reiterated how much
she looked up to Bivens and
wrote that it was an honor to
work with him.
“In this field of work we have
many successful rescues but
sometimes the outcome is not
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favorable and that’s when having a
strong team is necessary,” Kraetsch
wrote. “I feel after working closely
with certain people for a long pe-

riod of time they become family
and that is why Les will be missed
dearly.”
marshall@pagosasun.com

Search and rescue mission in Piedra Valley successful
By Marshall Dunham
Staff Writer

On Saturday evening, March 19, a search and
rescue operation began in the Piedra Valley area.
According to Mike Le Roux, deputy of Archuleta
County Emergency Operations, emergency management received notification of two hikers being
overdue in the Piedra Valley area around 8:20 p.m.
Members of the Upper San Juan Search and
Rescue (USJSAR) and members of the Archuleta
County Emergency Operations team responded to
the notification, arriving to the Piedra River trailhead
at around 9 p.m., Le Roux reported.
Two ground teams were sent out, with the hikers,
described as being in their late 20s, being located at
1:20 a.m. on Sunday morning.
The two hikers were escorted out, arriving at the
trailhead at 2:45 a.m., Le Roux explained, adding
that, although a helicopter had assisted with the
search, there was no medical issue.
Originally, the hikers had planned to hike through
the Piedra River trail to the First Fork trailhead, a

trailhead that connects to the Piedra River trail by
about 11 miles, but chose to turn around during
the voyage.
Le Roux also had stated that the hikers embarked
on their hike a lot later than was ideal, and that they
were probably not as prepared as they should have
been.
“I know that area very well, and it can get pretty
technical,” Le Roux explained, adding that, on a
nice day during summer, the hike can average five
hours to complete.
He added that it was fortunate that the hikers
turned around, as Forest Service Road 628 (County
Road 166) leading to the First Fork trailhead was closed.
Had the hikers completed their hike to the First
Fork trailhead, they would have still faced an additional 12-mile walk down the road.
Le Roux stressed importance of checking the
status of Forest Service roads before embarking on
adventures or establishing pick-up locations.
The status of Forest Service roads can currently
be found at http://www.fs.usda.gov.
marshall@pagosasun.com

Treat
arrhythmia
without
missing
a beat.

Introducing Electrophysiology Services,
only from San Juan Regional Heart Center.
Your heart beats approximately 70 times a minute, over
100,000 times a day. Electrophysiology — or EP — is a
branch of cardiology that deals with heart rhythm disorders,
which can cause dizziness, shortness of breath, or chest pain.
In the past, patients had to travel to Denver, Phoenix or
Albuquerque for diagnosis and treatment of arrhythmia or
irregular heartbeat. Today, San Juan Regional Heart Center
provides highly advanced heart care, including catheter
ablation, ICD, pacemaker and CRT implantation. Our heart
rhythm specialists are right here, to make sure your heart is
healthy, strong, and the beat goes on.
Visit SanJuanRegional.com | 505.609.6770

