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A History of SWAT in Pima County  

 

The world of law enforcement was forever changed on August 1, 1966. On that date Charles 

Whitman killed his mother and wife, climbed the clock tower at the University of Texas at Austin 

and began shooting anyone  who fell into the cross hairs of his rifle. A small group of men, led by 

Officers Ramiro Martinez and Houston McCoy, made their way up the tower 

and ended the killing spree after engaging in a close quarterõs gun battle with 

Whitman.   When the rampage was over, it was learned that over a dozen 

people had been killed, including an unborn child and a police officer.  The 

entire country was shocked by the horrific violence of the event. 

Nearly one year before the shooting, on August 11, 1965, widespread riots devastated the 

community of Watts in Los Angeles when racial tensions exploded into six days of mayhem.  It 

took more than 14,000 California National Guard troops to restore order, but only after thirty four people were killed 

and more than $40 million in property damage was incurred. 

Motivated by these and other critical incidents, Inspector Daryl Gates of the Los Angeles Police 

Department championed for the creation of a specially trained and equipped group of officers to 

handle high risk events.  By 1969, the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) had formed the first 

Special Weapons and Tactics Team, now commonly referred to as SWAT.  The LAPD SWAT 

team had its first significant deployment on December 9, 1969 when they attempted to serve 

arrest warrants on several members of the Black Panther Party.  A shootout erupted and the 

Black Panthers eventually surrendered, but only after three officers and six Black Panthers were 

wounded in the gunfire. 

Humble Beginnings  

Around this same time, the Pima County Sheriffõs Department recognized the need for a trained response team and 

created the òCommunity Problems Tactical Unit,ó or òTac Squad.ó  Each member was handpicked by  Lieutenant Jim 

Rose, largely based on their experience and tenacity.  Most members of the unit were military veterans, as 

their training and experience in weapons and team based tactics was invaluable.  The Tactical Squad deployed in 

unmarked Chrysler vehicles and responded to special events such as barricaded suspects, civil disturbances, and 

high risk warrant services. 

Resources for this new unit were difficult to come by at the time.  The first uniforms for the Tactical Squad were 

surplus Vietnam-era military fatigues.  Rifles were a rarity in civilian law enforcement, so members purchased their own, 

often utilizing hunting type rifles for counter-sniper deployments.  Resolution of barricaded suspect incidents often 

required the use of chemical agents, so a 37mm ògas gunó was acquired.  Again, prior military experience was critical as 

very little was known in the civilian law enforcement community regarding this specialized tool.  Few police agencies 

across the nation even considered the implementation of such a unit at this time.  The Pima County Sheriffõs 

Department, always taking the role of òLeaders in Law Enforcementó approved the formation of the first SWAT Team 

in Pima County in 1971. 
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Initially, Pima County SWAT Team members trained with Los 

Angeles Police Department SWAT and Los Angeles County Sheriff 

Special Enforcement Bureau (SEB) members.  In the beginning, 

standards and training practices for SWAT did not exist. Regularly 

scheduled training was non-existent.  Most equipment was purchased 

by individual officers.  Specialized equipment considered common 

place now did not exist then, and the team survived on hard won 

experience and creative thinking.  As former team member George 

Heaney put it, òMost times they (suspects) gave up because they 

didnõt know what to expect.ó 

As the SWAT concept progressed into the mid 70õs and more teams were formed, it became clear that 

training, organization, and equipment would have to evolve.  One particular incident proved to be a catalyst 

for this evolution.  On May 17, 1974, LAPD SWAT 

attempted to capture several members of the Symbionese 

Liberation Army (SLA), who had barricaded themselves in a 

compound on East 54th Street in Los Angeles.  The SLA had 

gained notoriety as bank robbers, murderers and kidnappers.  

During the operation, a gun battle erupted, lasting several 

hours, with both sides firing thousands of rounds.  This was 

one of the first encounters in which civilian law enforcement 

engaged an opponent whose firepower exceeded that of the 

officers.  The SLA was armed with automatic rifles, pistols, 

and shotguns, while most officers were armed with   six-shot revolvers.  It was quite apparent that 

equipment and weaponry would have to change. 

Organization  

The SLA gun battle brought to light the need for a more organized approach to SWAT.  In order to be 

effective, SWATõs mission had to be defined and officers had to be well trained to accomplish that mission.  

The  current mission statement for the Pima Regional SWAT Team clearly defines itõs role for all itõs officers: 

The mission of the Pima Regional SWAT Team is to respond when requested by member agencies 

or other law enforcement entities to potentially life threatening situations and/or incidents requiring 

specialized skills, tactics and/or equipment, and to secure, isolate and resolve situations in a 

manner consistent with the proper use of force, and to provide a diverse and professional life 

saving resource to the community. 

In short, the core function of SWAT is to save lives.  Early SWAT Team members recognized this fact and 

put an emphasis on preservation of lives as the team continued to develop.  Retired Captain Larry Seligman 

recounted one particular rescue vividly.  In 1978, a man, high on drugs and armed with a pistol, barricaded 

himself in an apartment on the northwest side of Tucson.  He held a child hostage.  SWAT attempted to 

negotiate, but to no avail.  A crisis entry had to be made to save the child.  Then Deputy Seligman entered 
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the apartment first and found the child immediately inside.  He also saw the suspect sitting in a chair nearby, 

holding a pistol.  Though he was certain he would be shot in the back, Deputy Seligman grabbed the child, 

turned and moved to exit.  Deputy Mike Duffey, second in the door, saw the armed suspect and placed 

himself between Deputy Seligman, the child and the armed kidnapper.  He knocked the pistol out of the 

suspectõs hand and he and other SWAT officers successfully placed him under arrest.  No one was injured 

that day, most importantly the kidnapped child. 

Then, and now, SWAT officers have relied on the principle of the òPriorities of Lifeó during tactical planning 

and decision making.  Pima Regional SWAT Standard Operating Procedures state: 

éthe underlying philosophy of the SWAT Team, both in pre-planned events and in unplanned, 

rapidly evolving events is based on a priority of life as follows: 

мΦ IƻǎǘŀƎŜǎ κ hǘƘŜǊ LƴƴƻŎŜƴǘǎΥ  ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŎǝƳǎ ƻŦ ǾƛƻƭŜƴǘ ŎǊƛƳŜǎ 

ŀƴŘκƻǊ ŀǊŜ ǳƴƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ōȅǎǘŀƴŘŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŀǘ Ǌƛǎƪ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ŀ ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘΩǎ ǾƛƻƭŜƴǘ 

ŀŎǝƻƴǎΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {²!¢ ¢ŜŀƳΩǎ ƭƛŦŜǎŀǾƛƴƎ ŜũƻǊǘǎΦ 

нΦ hŶŎŜǊǎ κ {²!¢ ¢ŜŀƳ aŜƳōŜǊǎΥ  ¢ƘŜ ƭŀǿ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŶŎŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǘƻ 

ǾƛƻƭŜƴǘ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǎ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƭȅ Ǌƛǎƪ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǎŀǾŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ 

ǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŜǉǳƛǇǇŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǝƻƴǎΦ  !ǎ ǎǳŎƘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƻŦ ƭŜǎǎŜǊ 

ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ǘƘŀƴ ƘƻǎǘŀƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƴƴƻŎŜƴǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎΦ 

оΦ {ǳǎǇŜŎǘόǎύΥ  ¢ƘŜ ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘόǎύ ŀŎǝƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǿƘŀǘ Ǉǳǘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǇŜǊƛƭΦ  ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ 

{²!¢ ¢ŜŀƳ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘόǎύ ƘŀǾŜ /ƻƴǎǝǘǳǝƻƴŀƭ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǝƻƴǎΣ ōȅ 

ǾƛǊǘǳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎ ŀŎǝƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƻŦ ƭŜǎǎŜǊ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ǘƘŀƴ ōƻǘƘ ƛƴƴƻŎŜƴǘǎ 

ŀƴŘ ƭŀǿ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŶŎŜǊǎΦ 

A clearly defined mission and recognition of the priorities of life helped shape the future of SWAT in Pima 

County. 

Sometimes known as the òMajor Crimes Unit,ó Pima County SWAT in the mid 1970õs 

increased in size to two squads.  In addition to responding to barricaded suspects and other 

high risk arrests, the Major Crimes Unit assisted with surveillance, òknock and talkó 

operations, and even undercover narcotics investigations.  Those on SWAT who were not 

assigned to the Major Crimes Unit had collateral duties elsewhere such as patrol, search and 

rescue or air operations.  Then Deputy Larry Seligman, an Emergency Medical Technician 

(EMT), was chosen by SWAT to provide emergency medical care should anyone be injured 

during SWATõs high risk operations.  Deputy Tom Price, a former Kordõs Ambulance driver, also brought 

emergency medical expertise to the team.  Seligman and Price, along with many other medical experts 

formed the nucleus of what would  become a national standard; Tactical Emergency Medical Support (TEMS). 
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Part of the organizational efforts in the mid and late 1970s 

included an emphasis on professionalism.  Military experience 

or firearms handling skills, while valuable, were no longer 

enough to earn a position on SWAT.  Professional demeanor, 

positive attitude and the ability to sacrifice for the good of the 

team and department became hallmarks of a good SWAT 

officer.  Physical fitness standards were implemented and 

enforced.  Law enforcement trainers recognized the need for 

physical fitness, not just to prepare the body for extended 

operations, but for carrying heavy loads or to prepare for 

physical confrontation.  In addition, physical fitness training prepares the mind and the body for the stresses 

of high risk operations, including confrontations with an armed adversary.  Cardiovascular fitness,  helps 

avoid what some call òCondition Black,ó or a mental shut down under extreme stress. Highly trained officers 

often appear relaxed during high risk operations, largely due to the countless hours of training and 

repetitions, but also due to high levels of physical fitness that help overcome the bodyõs natural response to 

stress.  Early SWAT Team leaders understood this concept and addressed it head on. 

The need for SWAT continued to be apparent in the late 70õs, as major incidents became more common.  

One such event began on July 30, 1978, when the Tison family, 

along with fellow inmate, Randy Greenawalt, escaped from the 

Arizona State Prison in Florence.  They led law enforcement 

officers on a multi-state manhunt for eleven days, eventually 

returning to the Casa Grande area in Pinal County.  After running 

two road blocks and engaging in a shootout with officers, Gary 

Tison fled on foot into the desert.  Pima County SWAT, one of 

the only SWAT Teams in the region, was requested to assist with the area search.  SWAT deputies were 

flown via helicopter to the area where they rappelled in and began to track the armed fugitive.  The team 

membersõ skill and determination was evident during this challenging mission and proved that Pima County 

SWAT was a formidable force.  Gary Tison was found several days later, dead from dehydration and 

exposure. 

The 1980õs saw a significant growth in the number of SWAT Teams across the United States.  By that time, 

Pima County SWAT had been operational for more than a decade.  SWAT was becoming a recognized 

specialty within law enforcement, with specific missions and 

requirements.  The professionalism of SWAT continued to be 

enhanced and it was recognized that more training was required if 

agencies were going to commit to this specialized concept.  Training 

became more frequent; twice a month, focusing on firearms skills 

and tactics.  Although more structured than in the 1970s, 

documentation of missions and training activities was lacking.  

Veteran team member, Deputy Tom Price described the operational 

standard  as òon the fly.ó  Pima County SWAT supported narcotics 



Page 5 Special Weapons and Tactics -Evolution in Pima County, AZ  

task forces by conducting surveillance, serving search warrants and clearing buildings for detectives.  The 

operational tempo was enough that it kept most team members busy full time, despite the fact that most still 

had collateral duties elsewhere.  The team was staffed with between sixteen and twenty tactical officers at 

the time. 

Itõs uncertain how many missions were conducted in the early years of Pima County SWAT.  Over the past 

fifteen years, Pima County SWAT and Pima Regional SWAT have averaged more than 54 missions per year.  

Mission profiles are broken down into the following categories: 

¶ IƻǎǘŀƎŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǝƻƴǎΥ ¢ƘŜ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴόǎύ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƛƭƭ ōȅ ŀƴ ŀǊƳŜŘ ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘόǎύ 

ƻǊ ŀ ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘόǎύ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀǊƳŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǿŜŀǇƻƴ ƻǊ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘΦ 

¶ .ŀǊǊƛŎŀŘŜŘ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎΥ  ¢ƘŜ ǎǘŀƴŘ-ƻũ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴ ŀǊƳŜŘ ƻǊ ǇƻǘŜƴǝŀƭƭȅ ŀǊƳŜŘ ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘόǎύ ƛƴ 

ŀƴȅ ƭƻŎŀǝƻƴΣ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊǝŬŜŘ ƻǊ ƴƻǘΣ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ǊŜŦǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŀǊǊŜǎǘ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘǎΦ  hǊ 

ƛƴ ǎƛǘǳŀǝƻƴǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƛǎ ōŀǊǊƛŎŀŘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǎǳƛŎƛŘŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ 

ƻǊ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀǊƳŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦǳǎŜǎ ǘƻ ǎǳǊǊŜƴŘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǝƻƴΦ 

¶ IƛƎƘ Ǌƛǎƪ ǎŜŀǊŎƘκŀǊǊŜǎǘ ǿŀǊǊŀƴǘǎΥ  ¢ƘŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǎŜŀǊŎƘκŀǊǊŜǎǘ ǿŀǊǊŀƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭ 

ƛƴǾŜǎǝƎŀǝƻƴǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘόǎύ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ƻǊ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǎŜ ŀ 

ǎǇŜŎƛŬŎ ǘƘǊŜŀǘ ƻŦ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ƛƴƧǳǊȅ ƻǊ ŘŜŀǘƘ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘŜŘ ōȅ ƭŀǿ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜƳŜƴǘΦ 

¶ IƛƎƘ Ǌƛǎƪ ŀǊǊŜǎǘǎΥ  ¢ƘŜ {²!¢ ¢ŜŀƳ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǳǝƭƛȊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘόǎύ ƛƴ ŀ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭ 

ŎŀǎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘόǎύ ǇƻǎŜ ŀ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǝŀƭ Ǌƛǎƪ ǘƻ ŀǊǊŜǎǝƴƎ ƻŶŎŜǊǎΦ 

¶ Wŀƛƭ 5ƛǎǘǳǊōŀƴŎŜǎΥ  ¢ƘŜ {²!¢ ¢ŜŀƳ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǳǝƭƛȊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛƴƳŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ 

ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ƻǊ ŘƛǎǊǳǇǝǾŜ ŀŎǝǾƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǝŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

/ƻǊǊŜŎǝƻƴǎ .ǳǊŜŀǳ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǘŜŀƳ Ƴŀȅ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ŘŜǇƭƻȅŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀƴȅ ƘƻǎǘŀƎŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǝƻƴ ƻǊ 

ōŀǊǊƛŎŀŘŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ƨŀƛƭ ƻǊ ǘƻ ǊŜǘŀƪŜ ŀƴȅ ǇƻǊǝƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘȅ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ƛƴƳŀǘŜǎΦ 

¶ tŜǊǎƻƴƴŜƭ tǊƻǘŜŎǝǾŜ 5ŜǘŀƛƭǎΥ  ¢ƘŜ {²!¢ ¢ŜŀƳ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǳǝƭƛȊŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǝƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ±LtǎΣ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎŜǎ ƻǊ ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘǎΣ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘǊŜŀǘ ƻǊ ǇƻǘŜƴǝŀƭ ǘƘǊŜŀǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿŜƭƭ

- ōŜƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎΦ 

¶ ¢ŜǊǊƻǊƛǎǘ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘǎΥ  ¢ƘŜ {²!¢ ¢ŜŀƳ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǳǝƭƛȊŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ōǊƻŀŘ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǝŜǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ 

ŀƴȅ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǘŜǊǊƻǊƛǎƳΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ƘƻǎǘŀƎŜ ǊŜǎŎǳŜΣ ǿŀǊǊŀƴǘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜΣ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜΣ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΣ ōƻƳō ǎǉǳŀŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΣ ŀƳƻƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ 

¶ !ƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƛǘǳŀǝƻƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ {²!¢ ¢ŜŀƳ /ƻƳƳŀƴŘŜǊ ŘŜŜƳǎ ƛǘ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΦ 

The total missions over the past fifteen years include 497 warrant services, 55 high risk arrests, 115 

barricaded subjects, and 26 hostage rescues.  The remainder of the SWAT activations includes a mix of 
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dignitary protection details and other SWAT responses where the specialized skills and equipment of the 

team were needed to help ensure a safe resolution. 

As the professionalism and capabilities improved throughout the 1980õs, the need for better equipment and 

technology became apparent.  The Pima County Sheriffõs Department has always embraced technological 

advances and innovative solutions.  The development of the SWAT Team was no different. Racketeering 

Influenced Corrupt Organization (RICO) forfeitures were used to supplement the purchase of more capable 

tools for team members.  Items such as rifles and submachine guns, body armor, and vehicles were 

enhanced.  Other equipment such as helmets, gas masks and night vision optics were acquired through 

military surplus programs at no expense to Pima County. 

Also in the early 1980s, Sheriff Dupnik recognized the need for a highly trained team of negotiators.  The 

first Crisis Negotiations Team (CNT) was created to support the tactical element and provide deputies who 

would make every attempt to convince armed suspects to surrender.  Negotiators were selected for their 

interpersonal skills and their ability to communicate.  They were trained to deal effectively with mentally 

unstable subjects, and to gather intelligence to support command decisions. The first squad of negotiators 

was comprised of six personnel plus a sergeant.  Each had a role to fill, including the primary negotiator, 

secondary negotiator, liaison, and other intelligence gathering support roles. 

As with every other aspect of SWAT, CNT lacked any specialized equipment early on.  Many times, this led 

to negotiators communicating with a bullhorn or public address system on a police car.  When necessary, 

negotiators would conduct òface to faceó negotiations with suspects who may have been armed or have 

access to weapons.  Eventually a hard wired phone, placed in a durable box, was created to provide an 

avenue of communication when none other existed.  Tactical officers were able insert the phone handset 

through a window or open door and provide a direct line of communications with negotiators.  Much more 

modern and technologically advanced versions of this first òthrow phoneó are still in use by Pima Regional 

SWAT. 

Dr. Kevin Gilmartin, an experienced police psychologist, provided much of the early training.  Much of what 

he provided in the 1980s would become the basis for modern Crisis Intervention Training (CIT).  The need 

for CNT grew over the years and now Pima Regional SWAT deploys two squads of negotiators to help 

resolve dangerous incidents through communication.  While not every situation can be resolved through 

negotiation, CNT members add another avenue for resolution while providing mission essential intelligence 

that helps drive tactical planning. 

The 80õs also brought in new standards for selection and retention.  Original team members were 

handpicked by team leaders due to their military experience or medical 

knowledge.  There was no set selection process or specific standards for 

retention.  As the team began to evolve in the 1980õs, team leaders and 

commanders recognized the need for a standardized selection process.  

Physical fitness and shooting skill were the hallmarks of a SWAT officer, and 

remain critical to this day.  As a result, various physical fitness tests were used 

over the years, including the Cooper Institute standards for pushups, sit-ups, 
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flexibility and a 1.5 mile run.  An obstacle course was built behind the Sheriffõs Department Training Center 

near the Pima County Adult Detention Center.  It included a variety of fences and other obstacles to test the 

strength, aerobic, and anaerobic fitness of each applicant.   

 Applicants would also complete a firearms qualification, sniper rifle course of fire, and building clearing 

exercise.   A ònon-structuredó oral board would follow in the days after the physical tests.  Normal oral 

boards involve a series of questions with straight forward responses from the applicant.  A non-structured 

oral board involves standardized questions, but panel members are permitted to ask follow up questions, 

change the scenarios, and generally test the applicantõs ability to comprehend and modify strategic thought 

processes in a very short time frame.   

Training  

While the original selection process generally eliminated those who lacked the requisite skills and 

experience, a refined version emerged in the early 1990õs.  Physical 

fitness was, and is still valued, as is shooting skill.  However, a more 

critical aspect that had previously gone un-tested was the ability of 

the applicant to use, or not use physical force and then articulate 

why each decision was made.  In short, the thinking aspect of SWAT 

began to emerge as the number one priority in the selection 

process.  Emotional intelligence became, and remains to this day the 

most critical aspect of the selection process for the SWAT Team 

member.  

Physical skill is important and all SWAT officers must maintain a high level of physical skill in many areas.  

Physical skill can be taught and learned, but decision making and critical thinking, as well as the articulation of 

those thoughts, are much less tangible traits that cannot so easily 

be taught and learned.  With the advent of marking cartridge 

training weapons and padded suits for defensive tactics training, 

applicants could be put through a series of òforce on forceó 

scenarios in which they were expected to identify an appropriate 

method to resolve a tactical problem.  The new technology 

allowed applicants to act as they would in a real world scenario.  

Physical skills were tested, but more importantly, the decision to 

use those physical skills was questioned.  Applicants must be able 

to describe why they chose a particular action, up to, and 

including, the use of deadly force.  The non-structured oral board remains, minus the yelling and agitation of 

the early days.  Each applicant must be able to adjust his/her answer to the changing nature of the question, 

as this mimics the ebb and flow of real tactical operations. 

Another critical step in the formation of professional SWAT Teams was the creation of the National Tactical 

Officerõs Association in 1983.  Founded by then Lt. John Kohlman of the Los Angeles County Sheriffõs 

Department, it started out as a small family run organization with the goal of information sharing among 
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SWAT Teams and agencies.  Over the years, it has become the premiere SWAT association in the world.  

With several thousand individual and team memberships, this organization has emphasized the concept of 

professional, well equipped, well trained SWAT Teams.  The NTOA is often looked to for expert opinions, 

interviews, journalism, and training.  It provides over one hundred (100) classes a year around the world to 

not just SWAT officers, but all types of law enforcement and corrections officers.  The annual conference 

draws over seven hundred (700) students a year and is considered to be one of the most proven and 

informative conferences available to law enforcement.  Functioning as a non-profit organization, it   provides 

free training, scholarships and equipment to agencies that need assistance.  The Pima County Sheriffõs 

Department has provided instructors for this and other organizations for over twenty years in a variety of 

topics to include: 

¶ breaching 

¶ leadership 

¶ tactical decision-making 

¶  TEMS 

¶ warrant service 

¶ hostage rescue 

¶ barricaded suspect resolution 

¶ negotiations 

¶  less lethal impact projectiles 

¶ flash sound diversionary devices 

¶ chemical agents, and others 

This support began in the late 80õs and continues to this day, with  members of the Sheriffõs Department 

serving on the Board of Directors.   

Members of the Pima County SWAT Team and now Pima Regional SWAT have for many years written 

informational articles for the Tactical Edge, a quarterly publication of the NTOA.  In 1997, the Pima County 

SWAT Team hosted the NTOA national tactical conference; a huge undertaking for a team of only twenty 

five officers at the time.  The Pima Regional SWAT Team also hosts other smaller courses such as Team 

Leader Development and Swat Command Decision Making and Leadership in order to  provide national level 

training to local tactical officers.  In addition, the Arizona Tactical Officers Association (ATOA) was formed 

in 2009 to provide information sharing and training as a statewide organization.  Pima Regional SWAT 

supports ATOA and one team member  serves at the Southern Regional Director.  This is just one more 
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example of Pima Regional SWATõs drive to demonstrate leadership and improve professionalism within the 

tactical community. 

Innovation  

The late 1980õs and particularly the 1990õs saw a continued expansion of SWAT throughout the country.  

Perhaps the most significant changes during those times related to technology.  While flashbangs, also known 

as known as Light Sound Diversionary Devices (LSDDõs), or Flash Sound Diversionary Devices (FSDDõs) 

were utilized in the 80õs, they saw significant enhancements in the 90õs.  The first devices were actually 

military artillery simulators.  As technology developed allowing for a safe, reliable device, the Pima County 

SWAT Team deployed them to help disorient dangerous suspects by providing a physiological diversion.  

The bright light and 170 decibels created by a LSDD can temporarily distract armed suspects just long 

enough for officers to move into an area and gain a tactical advantage.  Often, this tactical advantage is 

enough to convince suspects to surrender without a fight.  Flashbangs have proven to be extremely useful in 

thousands of operations across the country.  Technology has continued to advance to this day, and there are 

many variations in existence now. 

Law enforcement officers have always been challenged with confronting dangerous suspects and mentally 

unstable people.  When confrontations turn violent, officers were often forced to choose between 

approaching suspects to detain them and deadly force.  Prior to the late 1980s, few options existed to bridge 

the gap between a fist fight and use of a firearm.  SWAT, in particular, experienced this dilemma frequently 

when confronted by suspects armed with knives or blunt objects.  Approaching the suspect places the officer 

in extreme peril, while the use of deadly force might not be warranted either.   

Originally called òless-than-lethal,ó but now commonly referred to as òless lethal,ó or even ònon-lethaló 

munitions were developed to bridge this gap.  Less lethal munitions evolved from rubber or wooden bullets 

intended to incapacitate, but not cause serious physical injury or death.  Eventually òbeanbagó munitions 

were produced, which had an even lower probability of seriously injuring suspects.  Enhanced munitions over 

the years have helped solve accuracy problems and have proven to be more effective than previous versions.  

One of the most effective less lethal munitions available today is the 40mm òfoam baton,ó which is accurate 

to more than twenty five yards and often provides sufficient impact to convince even the most determined 

criminal to surrender.  In addition, less lethal munitions come in 37mm and 12 gauge shotgun options.  The 

number of less lethal options has grown significantly since the inception of SWAT.  The Pima County SWAT 

Team, and now the Pima Regional SWAT Team tested, evaluated, and deployed many of these technologies 

as they were developed.  One team member even served as the Section Chair for the National Tactical 

Officers Association (NTOA) Less Lethal Section for many years, allowing the Team to lead the way by 

keeping SWAT on the cutting edge of these important force options. 

òBreachingó is the term often used to describe the tactics and techniques used to gain access to a structure.  

This is an important skill that SWAT Teams must master in order to complete virtually any mission.  When 

the Pima County SWAT Team was first formed, team members were limited to basic mechanical means to 

gain entry.  The only tools available at the time were a common firefighting tool known as the òHalliganó and 

a handheld battering ram.  With the prying capabilities of the Halligan and the forcefulness of the ram, most 
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structures were easily breached.  To this day, these simple tools remain a staple of SWAT teams across the 

country.   

While most doors can be defeated with a ram and Halligan tool, special circumstances exist where those 

tools will not suffice.  Many commercial doors, security shutters, and even some vehicle doors require 

specialized techniques to gain entry.  In the late 80s, specialized shotgun munitions were developed to defeat 

some of these circumstances.  Pima County SWAT recognized the advantage of this tool and implemented it.  

In the early 1990s, after receiving training from other very experienced resources, the SWAT Team 

experimented with harnessing the power of explosives to breach structures.  Small amounts of high 

explosives, carefully crafted and meticulously placed can defeat even the hardest doors and walls to allow 

SWAT officers access.  Prior to the early 1990s, tactics and techniques for explosive breaching did not exist 

anywhere outside the most highly trained military and law enforcement hostage rescue units.  The Pima 

County SWAT Team developed one of the most comprehensive, safe and effective explosive breaching 

programs in the country.  To this day, agencies from across the nation reach out to Pima Regional SWAT for 

training and advice.  Pima Regional SWAT breachers teach their hard won knowledge and experience to 

other agencies across the country through a variety of avenues, including the NTOA.  This is just another 

example of the progressive nature of SWAT in Pima County. 

In 1986, former Special Forces Medic and surgeon, Dr. Richard Carmona, joined the Pima County Sheriffõs 

Department.  As a reserve Deputy, he became part of the SWAT Team and spearheaded many 

significant changes with regards to SWAT and medicine.    Working with Dr. David Rasumoff of 

the Los Angeles County Sheriffõs Department, the two of them were able to conceptualize and 

implement Tactical Emergency Medical Support (TEMS) for SWAT Teams.   

TEMS involves integrated medical support at SWAT incidents, as well as at training and other venues.  There 

are many options for implementing and supporting a TEMS program, but the 

concept introduced by Dr. Carmona and Dr. Rasumoff formalized 

qualifications, training, and medical protocols for medical personnel that 

were part of the tactical element.  Included were issues such as standards 

and training, operational need, protocol, risk/benefit analysis, roles of the 

TEMS provider, equipment issues, tactical integration, and much more.      

Starting with the first national conference in Los Angeles, to the second national conference hosted by the 

Pima County Sheriffõs Department at Ventana Canyon Resort in June 

of 1990, this program and concept is now the international standard 

for all tactical teams.  It has continued to evolve and now is supported 

by universities and professional medical organizations worldwide.  

Pima County SWAT Team members have 

been instructing TEMS for over twenty-five 
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(25) years nationally and internationally.  Pima County SWAT is considered one of the premiere leaders 

when it comes to TEMS.    

Initially TEMS personnel were sworn law enforcement officers who were on SWAT and cross trained as 

medics.  These individuals were law enforcement officers first, and medics second.  They cleared buildings, 

engaged suspects and otherwise performed as any other officer.  In addition, TEMS officers were highly 

skilled medics who could switch roles as needed.   

Advances in medical technology as well as expansion in the skill sets of SWAT officers eventually made it 

difficult for SWAT officers to perform both roles.  Basic training for a paramedic can vary from six months to 

two years, not including requisite real world experience to be truly valuable.  The Pima County SWAT team 

recognized the difficulty in keeping a law enforcement officer cross trained as a medic and worked to find a 

solution.  In 2003, the SWAT team entered into an Intergovernmental Agreement (IGA) with the Northwest 

Fire/Rescue District (NWFR) to provide active fire department medics for SWAT service.  NWFR medics 

were selected and trained by the SWAT Team to provide medical intervention and medical monitoring in a 

tactical setting.  Their real world paramedic experience prior to participating in SWAT proved extremely 

valuable. 

Eventually, budgetary restrictions limited NWFR medics from participating with SWAT as much as was 

needed.  Most other SWAT Teams across the country relied on fire departments and ambulance services 

who waited outside the inner perimeter should an emergency arise.  Not satisfied with this decreased 

standard of care, the Pima Regional SWAT Team sought to incorporate the best medics in Pima County into 

a more permanent role with the SWAT Team.  In 2008, the Pima County Sheriffõs Department created the 

òTactical Medicó job classification and competitively selected paramedics to join the SWAT Team.  Each 

medic is an intermittent employee for Pima County, and generally holds a full time job as a fire department 

paramedic.  The blend of tactical training and real world medical experience ensures that the SWAT Team 

can respond with TEMS Medics anywhere the SWAT Team goes. 

Beginning with Dr. Carmona, and now with Dr. Tammy Kastre, the Pima Regional SWAT Team has been 

fortunate to have in-house medical direction, another innovation found in few other agencies until recent 

years.  In addition to being a founding father of TEMS, Dr. Carmona served as the TEMS Section Chair for 

the NTOA for several years.  The Pima County SWAT Team has played a part in the development of TEMS 

from its inception.   

As a result of the Charles Whitman shooting rampage in 1966 as well as other sniper-type shootings during 

the Watts riots, one of the first functions of SWAT Teams was in a counter-sniper role.  The 

first SWAT snipers deployed with their own rifles, usually hunting style rifles with magnified 

scopes.  In the 1980s, Pima County SWAT recognized the need for a dedicated sniper 

weapons system, which was a highly modified Remington 700 bolt action rifle.  The specialty 

of police sniper had already been created, given the technical nature and critical importance 

of police marksmanship.  While use of force by a police sniper is rare, they have played a 

critical role in critical incidents across the United States, to include Pima County.  In 1988, a 

Pima County SWAT sniper was forced to utilize deadly force against a suspect in order to save other lives. 
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This was the first time since the inception of the Pima County SWAT Team (17 years) that deadly force was utilized 

by the Team.  During the barricaded suspect incident, one SWAT Officer was seriously wounded, however 

due to the implementation of the TEMS Program in previous years, immediate medical treatment was 

provided and the officer had a full recovery.   

Throughout the decades, as additional tools and tactics were developed, additional specialty assignments 

were created to allow officers to focus on specific skill sets and to master their assignment. 

Current specialty assignments include: 

¶ .ǊŜŀŎƘŜǊΥ  ¢ŜŀƳ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇƭƻǎƛǾŜ ǘƻƻƭǎ ǘƻ ŦƻǊŎŜ ŜƴǘǊȅ ƛƴǘƻ 

ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎΦ 

¶ {ƘƛŜƭŘΥ  ¢ŜŀƳ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ōŀƭƭƛǎǝŎ ǎƘƛŜƭŘǎΦ 

¶ [ƻƴƎ wƛƅŜƳŀƴκhōǎŜǊǾŜǊΥ  ¢ŜŀƳ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǊŀƴƎŜ ǊƛƅŜǎΦ 

¶ DǊŜƴŀŘƛŜǊΥ  ¢ŜŀƳ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŎƘŜƳƛŎŀƭ ŀƎŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŜǎǎ ƭŜǘƘŀƭ ƳǳƴƛǝƻƴǎΦ 

¶ {/.!Υ  ¢ŜŀƳ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ {ŜƭŦ /ƻƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ .ǊŜŀǘƘƛƴƎ 

!ǇǇŀǊŀǘǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŀŎǝŎŀƭ ƻǇŜǊŀǝƻƴǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ŎƭŀƴŘŜǎǝƴŜ ƭŀōƻǊŀǘƻǊƛŜǎΦ 

¶ 9ƭŜŎǘǊƻƴƛŎ LƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴŎŜΥ  ¢ŜŀƳ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŬōŜǊ ƻǇǝŎǎΣ ŎŀƳŜǊŀǎΣ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ 

ŜǉǳƛǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƻƴƛŎΣ ŀǳŘƛƻ ƻǊ ǾƛŘŜƻ ƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴŎŜ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎΦ 

Each officer, after completing his first year on the team is assigned a specialty.  All officers have the basic 

function of entry, clearing and arrest procedures, but each is also assigned a specialty in order to divide 

critical tasks and ensure the highest level of competency.  Creation of these specialty assignments makes the 

Pima Regional SWAT Team one of the most technically advanced and mission capable SWAT Teams in the 

nation. 

Along with each specialty comes a great deal of responsibility and requisite knowledge.  In the early days of 

SWAT, training was focused on core competencies and was generally limited to two days a month.  Snipers 

were eventually given two additional hours of training per month to hone their skills.  In the late 1990s and 

early 2000s, additional time for specialty training was provided, including additional quarterly training for each 

specialty to ensure that adequate repetitions, technical study and decision making processes were reinforced.  

SWAT skills are perishable skills and quickly deteriorate under the stress of a high risk event.  Consistent 

training ensures this does not happen at the worst possible moment. 

This fact was proven in 1998 when a female, under investigation by Child Protective Services, held her infant 

hostage for more than twenty six hours at a property north of Tucson.  Constantly armed with a handgun 

and refusing to come out of her house, she held the SWAT Team at bay while barricaded inside the 

bedroom of her home.  A narrow window of opportunity presented itself at the beginning of the second day 

and the child was rescued by quick thinking SWAT officers.  The female was taken into custody and no 
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injuries were sustained by anyone.  This is simply another example of SWAT being utilized as a lifesaving 

tool. 

The need to train regularly, including in those specialties listed above, was abundantly clear.  Since 1994, the 

Pima County Sheriffõs Department, in conjunction with Arizona High Intensity Drug Trafficking Area 

(HIDTA) officials, built a new training facility on the southeast side of Tucson.  The training facility  included 

three pistol ranges, a rifle range, numerous classrooms and a state of the art òTactical Areaó that included a 

live fire òshoot house,ó a òHoganõs Alleyó live fire area, and an additional two story training house to practice 

building clearing tactics.  The facility was, and still is, a world class training site.  This allowed the SWAT 

Team the opportunity to practice all the requisite SWAT skills at one facility.  Since 1994, what is now 

known as the Pima Regional Training Center has been upgraded to include a new state of the art live fire 

house, two breaching facades, dozens of steel training targets, a rappelling tower and a challenging obstacle 

course, designed and built by SWAT officers.  The facility as a whole continues to be the preferred training 

site for local, state and federal law enforcement agencies across Southern Arizona. 

This premiere training facility proved very useful in preparing the Pima County Sheriffõs Department SWAT 

Team for operations that took place in February of 1998.  During that month, the SWAT Team deployed on 

over twenty-five (25) missions; possibly the busiest month in the history of the Team.  Many of those 

missions were drug smuggling interdiction operations south of Tucson.  Working with other agencies, the 

SWAT Team was designated as the response team for confirmed drug smuggling activities in the desert 

areas.  Most of these missions were at night, some of them in inclement weather to include snow.  The Team 

was deployed from air assets into rugged locations in order to intercept drug loads.  As a result, the Team 

often spent many hours on these missions and was self sufficient.  The results were impressive, with 

thousands of pounds of drugs and  weapons seized from illegal smugglers coming across the border.      

New challenges  

Americans had seen violence prior to April 20, 1999, largely on far away battlefields or in gang infested areas 

of the largest cities in the nation, but when two teenagers attacked their own high school in a suburban 

Colorado town, law enforcement paradigms evolved again.  The assault at Columbine High School was a 

watershed event that changed how law enforcement officers responded to what is now known as òactive 

shooteró events.  However, as has been the case with other tactics, Pima County SWAT had developed a 

tactic and already trained the entire agency on active shooter response prior to Columbine.  It is often 

stated that Columbine forced law enforcement to modify tactics, but the truth is that the Pima County 

Sheriffõs Department was likely the first agency in the country to modify tactics to meet this emerging threat, 

and it was done through prospective thought and leadership prior to the Columbine incident.   

This tactic was a dramatic departure from traditional law enforcement response which called for officers to 

cordon off an area and wait for additional resources before taking any action.  In an active shooter event, 

lives are lost on an average of every ten to fifteen seconds.  Immediate action is necessary to save lives.  Pima 

Countyõs extraordinary deployment tactics called for a small team of officers to aggressively seek out an 

active shooter(s) in order to stop the violence.  Columbine proved the need for such tactics.  Following the 

1999 mass shooting, Pima County SWAT began teaching the topic locally first, then sharing the information 
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on a national scale.  Pima Regional SWAT officers continue to teach active shooter response and the lesson 

plans and training protocols are regularly requested and disseminated to law enforcement agencies across 

the country. 

This training and philosophy was tested in October of 2002 when a crazed individual went into the 

University of Arizonaõs College of Nursing and started randomly shooting innocent civilians.  Sadly, four 

people were killed, including the suspect.  However, the resolution involved dozens of officers, including the 

Pima County Sheriffõs Department SWAT Team.  Assigned one of the primary buildings at the College, the 

SWAT Team spent several hours clearing offices, hallways, and every other space within the building in order 

to ensure that it was secure.  Unfortunately it is often a tragic event that tests a teamõs capability, and this 

was no exception.  The team, as well as dozens of other officers on scene performed as trained and 

accomplished the mission at hand.    

In the late 1990s and into the new millennium, a rampant methamphetamine epidemic began to sweep across 

the nation.  This posed challenges to communities in Southern Arizona, as well as challenges to law 

enforcement agencies and SWAT Teams.  Habitual users of methamphetamine can become extremely 

paranoid and violent.  The manufacture of methamphetamine can release poisonous and/or explosive gases 

and usually result in the creation of toxic waste materials.  The combination of methamphetamine users and 

òcooksó is a volatile and extremely dangerous mix, especially for SWAT Teams assigned to serve warrants 

on illicit methamphetamine laboratories.  Not only do SWAT operators need to plan for potentially violent 

encounters with methamphetamine users, but special equipment must be used to ensure that those who 

enter the structure are not poisoned or killed as a result of an explosion. 

To combat this new threat, the Pima County SWAT Team acquired several sets of Self Contained Breathing 

Apparatus (SCBA) and other related specialty equipment.  

The SCBA, similar to equipment used for underwater 

diving, allowed SWAT officers to enter potentially 

contaminated structures while mitigating the risk of inhaling 

poisonous gases.  The SCBA ensemble also included a liquid 

barrier suit worn over the entire body to prevent contact 

with toxic materials and liquids.  The entire kit is heavy, 

extremely hot and challenging to wear. Very few teams are 

certified to utilize this equipment or are capable of handling 

this type of mission.  It is a heavily regulated industry due to 

the hazards involved, and many federal and state regulations must be met.  New protocols and safety 

measures, to include air monitoring and decontamination procedures had to be created and implemented.  

New training challenges were met head on and SWAT personnel have been sent to locations around the 

country to receive specialty training.  The new skill set once again expanded the capabilities of the SWAT 

Team and made  Pima County one of the few teams in the country capable of serving warrants on active 

methamphetamine laboratories.  

 


