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If a war broke out in Europe or the Continent saw another disaster on the scale of the Chernobyl 
nuclear meltdown, military and civilian medics with NATO and partner nations would likely be 
called to the front lines, jointly treating the wounded.

Theyre already preparing for such scenarios, and this month, 2,500 medical personnel from 39 
nations drilled at four different locations in Romania as part of Vigorous Warrior, the largest 
combined NATO medical exercise ever staged.

U.S. military participants included, for the first time, the 86th Medical Group at Ramstein Air Base, 
Navy medical specialists and a handful of soldiers from Europe. The Ramstein unit sent about 50 
airmen and its mobile field hospital to Cincu Military Base, a mission that involved hauling 16 
pallets of equipment in flatbed trucks across much of Europe.

Once set up, the airmen triaged and treated simulated combat injuries in a collective scenario, 
officials said.

It was basically large NATO against an adversary, said Col. Michael Roberts, 86th Medical Group 
commander. We were behind the line of conflict, taking patients from the point of injury on the 
battlefield to the field hospital for treatment.

We had patients that coded, Roberts said, referring to a slang medical term for heart failure. 
Others turned up with simulated chemical burns or probable radiological exposure.

The NATO Center of Excellence for Military Medicine, the Romanian Armed Forces General Staff 
and the Romanian Ministry of National Defense Medical Directorate organized the two-week event 
in the first half of April.

The exercise included NATO drills on the Black Sea and in Bucharest   ᐀  Romanias capital and 
largest city   ᐀  where civilian and military emergency responders staged the evacuation of 200 
people injured in a mock attack on one of the citys subway stations.

Theres all these unknowns that we deal with on this globe, said Col. Bradley Nielsen, U.S. Air 
Forces in Europe  ጀ Air Forces Africa deputy command surgeon. The U.S. military, he said, cant do it 
all ... we have to ask partner nations to assist us.

Vigorous Warrior exposed nations medical strengths and, in some cases, weaknesses   ᐀  useful 



information in the event of an international medical emergency. The Czech Republic, for example, 
stood up a very capable chemical response team, Nielsen said. You can definitely go back in your 
little ledger and say, Hey, this country did awesome.

In a real combat scenario in Europe, its almost certain Ramsteins medical capabilities would be 
needed. Its modular field hospital is designed to be deployed and fully operational within six hours 
of arrival at its destination, Roberts said.

In the Defense Department, were the fastest medical capability into a contingency environment, 
he said.

The exercise allowed airmen to practice quickly deploying their field hospital, consisting of five 
tents, an operating table and a mix of trauma, intensive care and holding beds. But it also gave 
them much-needed practice using their emergency medical skills in an austere environment.

When we started the exercise, I asked the team how many of them had deployed in a setting of 
trauma patients and only seven people raised their hands out of the 49 we have here, Chief 
Master Sgt. Amy Riley, 86th Medical Group group superintendent, said in a statement. I think one 
of the lessons learned for them is the ability to move outside a clinical setting, which is very 
controlled, into a very uncontrolled environment ... pushing them outside their comfort zone.

Romanian military personnel posed as patients, sporting realistic-looking mock wounds from 
gunshots and broken bones, Nielsen said.

You can never replicate what you see out on the battlefield or in an emergency room ... but I think 
they did a fantastic job of creating an environment that was stressful, he said of the Romanians.

Near the end of the exercise, U.S. and Romanian medical personnel swapped places, with the 
Romanians working in the U.S. field hospital and the U.S. surgical team training in the Romanian 
facility.

It took some time to get the processes squared away, but at the end of the day we could work at 
saving patients collectively as a team, Roberts said.
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