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returned ready to meet up with old 
friends. We had always enjoyed the 
Indiana teams’ friendship, rivalry, 
and competitive nature, as well as 
the fairness and challenge of the 
competition itself.

Competition rules
Tactical teams register six officers, 

with at least one sniper among 
them. Many teams include a second 
“backup” sniper. (Some teams learn 
the hard way when a sniper goes 
down due to injury or when his rifle 
gets banged up, bringing its optic’s 
accuracy into serious question.) 

The ISOA’s scoring, penalties, and 
rules have always been very transpar-
ent. There are no hidden points or 
penalties. Thirty-second penalties for 
missed targets demand precision fire. 
Missed sniper shots receive ninety-
second penalties, really upping the 
pressure on marksman. Safety and 
procedural violations are clearly 

dinner banquet, and more camaraderie 
than could ever be expected.

History
My team began participating in 

the Indiana SWAT Challenge in 2004 
when it was hosted by the Carmel 
Police Department. As the only 
Illinois team back then, we were 
curious to see how we’d be received 
by the home-state teams. Much to 
our surprise, we were greeted with 
open arms by all the staff, judges, 
participants, and on-lookers. We 
had always looked forward to the 
competition the following years. 
After 2006, the City of Carmel 
lost their obstacle course land, 
effectively ending the ISOA’s annual 
challenge. In 2008, the Delaware 
County Sheriff’s Office and Muncie 
FOP picked up the competition. 
They build a new O-course and 
made some landscaping changes to 
the FOP land. So, in 2009, my team 

In September 2009, my team sent 
a squad of six officers to compete in 
the Indiana SWAT Challenge. The 
experience proved to be extremely 
worthy of our time, money, and efforts.

The Indiana SWAT Officers 
Association (ISOA), Delaware County 
Sheriff’s Office, and Muncie FOP 
Lodge 87 joined together to put on 
a terrific show. The three-day event 
included five team courses, two 
individual courses, a vendor show, a 

Indiana SWAT Challenge 2009— 
a call for physical fitness
By Louis Hayes

During “The Money Shot,” snipers shot at a challenge 
coin at 100 yards.

Almost all the sniper shots came AFTER some physically demanding task.
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Five team events in 2009
Officer Down. Teams began in 

a SWAT truck. Snipers broke away 
to take an unknown distance shot 
at a silhouette target (with head 
shot being a 90-second bonus! The 
distance ended up being 388 yards). 
Four operators got into a zodiac boat 
and crossed a pond. Operators then 
ran 200 yards, put on gas masks, 
breached a door with a ram, ran 50 
yards to targets, and shot static clay 
pigeons at 15 yards with handguns. 
The sniper ran up a hill and shot at a 
static clay pigeon at 100 yards through 
a thin horizontal slit opening from a 
half-squat stance. Operators carried a 
rescue dummy back 50 yards.

Chariots of Fire. Four operators 
carried an 8-ft telephone pole with 
the fifth operator “riding” the pole, for 
75 yards. All operators then shot clay 
pigeon targets, and returned to the 
start by carrying the same load. Two 
operators shot (and carried) rifles, and 
three shot handguns.

The Money Shot. Four operators 
and a sniper pushed a squad car 
50 yards. Then they carried an 8-ft 
telephone pole up and over a range 
birm, put on gas masks, shot some 
targets, took off masks, carried the 
pole up and over another range birm, 
crawled on elbows and knees for 10 
yards, shot more clay targets while the 
sniper shot at a challenge coin (size of 
silver dollar) from 100 yards. Then the 
team carried the telephone pole 150 
yards to the finish.

Beaver Creek Run. Teams ran ap-
proximately a quarter-mile through a 
natural creek bed with water depth 
ranging from ankles to crotch. Opera-
tors then ran 150 yards to silhouette 
targets and shot on them from behind 
and over squad cars. Two operators 
used rifles, and three used handguns. 
Operators then each carried a 25-
pound ammo can up and over a range 
birm, shot more targets, carried the 
ammo cans back up and over. Teams 
then sprinted to the finish line.

Obstacle Course. The O-course is 
always the best challenge, left for the 

with a minimum of concealable vests 
and duty gear.

In 2009, the sixteen teams 
were assembled into four “flights” 
that rotated the order of teams. For 
example, my team ran the first four 
courses in second, sixth, tenth, and 
fourteenth positions. The last event is 
run from last place up, with the teams 
battling for top honors going last.

identified during the team captains’ 
pre-event walk-through. 

Except for a few events, team 
members are required to wear heavy 
tactical armor, utility pants, boots, and 
pistols in duty holsters. Several of the 
courses require full-face air-purifying 
respirators, complete with filter 
canisters. Snipers are exempt from the 
heavy armor, but still must deploy out 

This telephone pole had to be carried up and over steep hills.  
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Injuries
The potential for injury has kept 

many officers from participating in 
such competitive events. Increasing 
the potential for injury are: long 
days, hot temperatures, pressures 
to succeed, tall obstacles, demands 
on joints to get into and out of wide 
ranges of motion (ROM), and poor 
warm-up routines.

This year’s competition did have 
its share of injuries. Two officers were 
carted off courses by ambulance, 
one by golf cart, a few carried off by 
teammates, and quite a few limping or 
holding strained shoulders. At least one 
of the injuries was heat-related. Some 
were more traumatic and immediately 
incapacitating, while others hadn’t 
become apparent until after the injured 
officer completed the course.

I was disheartened by how few 
officers participated in any sort of a 
warm-up routine before events. It 
has been long known (but seldom 
acknowledged) that dynamic stretch-
ing and warm-ups are more effec-
tive than static “stretch-and-hold” 
routines. Static stretches should be 
reserved for post-event activities. Dy-
namic stretching routines take only a 
few minutes, and not only reduce the 

Functional training
I was astounded by the sheer 

number of competing officers who 
participated in some sort of functional 
fitness program. I spent time between 
events talking to officers who have 
experienced great physical changes 
after beginning some functional 
movement training. For example, 
many of the Indiana Troopers are 
following the CrossFit method, 
specifically the intimidating mainpage 
WODs (crossfit.com’s daily-posted 
workout). Others from Columbus IN 
PD are either following the mainpage 
WOD or something similar. I am not 
surprised the top teams are heavily 
committed to peak physical fitness. 

It is pleasing to see more proof of 
the widespread adoption of functional 
training with the LE community. The 
increases in physical abilities have 
raised the bar…and those teams 
wishing to remain or get competitive 
will have to participate in practical 
fitness models. 

As I’ve explained before, reality 
and job simulation tests (such as ob-
stacle courses and SWAT challenge 
events) do not make distinctions be-
tween strength, flexibility, or cardio-
vascular capacities. One needs ALL to 
expect a good outcome.

last event. It contained elements such 
as cargo net, rope climb, rope wall, 
attic entry, commando line, Jacob’s 
ladder, monkey bars, balance beam, 
belly-buster, under-over, and more.

Individual “Super SWAT Cop”
In addition to the team challenge, 

each team is allowed to enter two of-
ficers into the Super SWAT Cop com-
petition. The challenge is broken into 
two events, a pistol course and the ob-
stacle course. On Day One, competi-
tors sprint to a firing line to engage clay 
pigeons, sprint back to drag two car 
tires back 35 yards to the firing line to 
engage more clays from behind chal-
lenging cover positions, then drag the 
tires back. On Day Two, competitors 
must complete the daunting O-course 
BY THEMSELVES while wearing tacti-
cal armor and a pistol. The winner for 
2009 was Grant County Indiana Sher-
iff’s Deputy Jason Ewer.

2009 Indiana SWAT Challenge
final team standings

Indiana State Police ERT-North1. 
Columbus IN Police SWAT2. 
Indiana State Police ERT-Central3. 
FIAT SWAT Taskforce IL4. 
Hammond IN Police SWAT5. 

An officer lowers himself over a rope wall during the Super SWAT Cop individual event.

On some obstacles, using good technique is fastest.
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failure and embarrassment of com-
petition are looming overhead. 

And with that…see you in Muncie 
in September 2010!

More on the Indiana SWAT 
Officers Association and the Indiana 
SWAT Challenge can be found at 
www. IndianaSOA.com 

About the author:
Louis Hayes is a Police Officer for 

the Hinsdale (IL) Police Department, 
where his responsibilities include 
coordinating the in-house Physical 
Fitness and Wellness Program, as well as 
instructing use of force disciplines. He 
is assigned to the FIAT SWAT Taskforce 
as Team Leader and Primary Firearms 
Instructor. Lou sits on the Board of 
Directors for the Illinois Tactical Officers 
Association, and is a member of ILEETA 
and IALEFI. He has been participating 
in SWAT and firearms competitions for 
half-dozen years, with plans to defend 
his place on his team’s competition 
squad in 2010. He recalls all the lows 
of failure and shame, and cherishes any 
opportunity to step onto the winner’s 
pedestal. Lou contributes to a for-
the-good-of-mankind website Trinity 
Training Group at http://trinitytraining.
blogspot.com. He can be reached at 
louis.hayes@comcast.net

We cannot confuse SWAT com-
petitions with reality. These competi-
tions are “athletic games with guns.” 
We must deliberately separate the 
two. There exist teams that train on-
duty for these athletic contests in-
stead of real-life SWAT missions…a 
big mistake. Tactics must remain 
a priority. However, a lot can be 
learned from the character of teams 
and individuals when the pending 

chances for injury or strain, but actu-
ally INCREASE PERFORMANCE.

Summary
The $175 team entry fee includes 

t-shirts for six competitors, the ban-
quet, door prizes, and of course the 
opportunity to test your teamwork, 
abilities, skills, marksmanship, fit-
ness, leadership, equipment, resolve, 
planning, and determination.

Officers wearing respirators shooting at targets after 
climbing into the 360-degree range.Safety officer, judges, and other volunteers are the backbone of these events.

Teamwork is critical during an event like “Chariots of Fire.”
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