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AIR STATION SITKA: The Coast Guard’s aviation presence in Southeast Alaska began in 1944 with the establishment of an Air Detachment at Annette Island, near Ketchikan.  The Coast Guard Air Station at Annette Island moved to Sitka on October 17, 1977.  Air Station Sitka was commissioned with three Sikorsky HH-3F “Pelican” amphibious helicopters and 40 pilots and aircrew to man them.  On August 5, 1992, the Air Station completed its official transition to the state-of-the-art Sikorsky HH-60J “Jayhawk” aircraft.  Our men and women provide alert crews 24 hours a day and seven days a week, flying over 2,100 hours annually. Each HH-60J is crewed by two pilots, a flight mechanic, and a rescue swimmer. The unit maintains 60 housing units, home to Alaska’s best support team. Our medical clinic sees over 5000 patients a year, while our Galley, named “Best Coast Guard Dining Facility” in 1995 and Runner-Up in 2001 and 2006, serves over 1900 meals a month.
Area of Responsibility:  Air Station Sitka’s area of responsibility (AOR) encompasses 169,000 square miles of Southeast Alaska from Dixon Entrance north to Yakutat, from the U.S./Canadian border west to the central Gulf of Alaska.  Air Station Sitka’s AOR presents an extremely demanding flight environment for Coast Guard aircraft operations including 12,000 miles of coastline and all inland search and rescue for Southeast Alaska.  This isolated region includes numerous remote villages and is characterized by rugged coast and mountainous terrain, unforecast severe weather and vast distances between fuel caches and landing sites.

SEARCH AND RESCUE:  Air Station Sitka averages over 150 SAR cases per year, many completed in storm force winds, snow, low visibility and darkness.  Since its creation, Air Station Sitka has saved almost 2,000 lives in Southeast Alaska.  In FY06 alone, the unit saved 62 lives and directly assisted 162 others.  Of note, an Air Station Sitka flight crew rescued an injured mountain climber from the 9500’ Devil’s Thumb peak north of Petersburg in March 2006.  The crew battled 60-knot winds, blowing snow, 1-mile visibility and -30 deg temps while hovering 5400’ up the mountain to pull the climber from a 100’ crevasse.  The crew received distinguished aviation awards and garnered national media attention for this challenging and daring rescue.  
Air Station flight crews pioneered the use of locally-produced GPS low-visibility routes that can be loaded into the aircraft internal navigation system.  Combined with radar navigation, chart-plotting and the use of night vision goggles, this advanced navigation capability allows Sitka SAR crews to safely reach persons in distress through nearly impossible weather conditions.  

Over the years, Sitka aircrews have completed numerous challenging and noteworthy SAR cases.  It was during 1980, that Coast Guard Air Station Sitka became involved with the most successful air-sea rescue in modern history.  At 1:00 a.m., October 4, 1980, a distress call was sent from the Dutch luxury liner, the M.V. Prinsedam.  The distress radio transmission stated that the vessel’s engine room was on fire in the icy Gulf of Alaska, approximately 195 miles west of Sitka. The 427-foot liner, owned by the Holland America Lines of the Netherlands, was on the first leg of an extended cruise up the Inside Passage to Glacier Bay and across the Pacific to the Orient.  On board were 522 passengers and crew.  Within moments, a joint international force consisting of U.S. Coast Guard, U.S. Air Force, commercial and Canadian forces was alerted and responded to the stricken ship.  Crewmen of Coast Guard Air Station Sitka were the first on scene. The station’s two helicopters illuminated the area while the passengers and crew abandoned the Prinsedam into lifeboats.  Thirteen rotary-wing and fixed-wing aircraft, three Coast Guard cutters, and three commercial vessels were involved in the rescue mission.  Rescuers in helicopters plucked survivors from the tossing lifeboats and rafts, and ferried them to the M.V. Williamsburgh and the Coast Guard Cutter Boutwell.  Most of the passengers were elderly Americans. Within 24 hours, all of the passengers and crew had been accounted for with no casualties or serious injuries.       
LAW ENFORCEMENT:  Air Station Sitka crews fly approximately 180 sorties annually in support of federal law enforcement initiatives.  Air Station Sitka remains on the cutting edge of domestic and foreign fisheries enforcement, including enforcement of the individual fishing quota (IFQ) system designed to protect the marine biomass from overfishing.

MARINE ENVIRONMENTAL RESPONSE:  Air Station Sitka crews fly surveillance patrols and transport environmental response teams to protect the pristine ecosystems located within the AOR.  Air Station Sitka routinely participates in environmental disaster drills, including the biannual National Pollution Environmental Response exercise which tests the ability of industry, state, and federal agencies to respond to major environmental disasters in Southeast Alaska.

AIDS TO NAVIGATION: Air Station Sitka assists in the routine maintenance, outage response, and position verification of over 75 aids-to-navigation (ATON) found in Southeast Alaska.  These aids include lighthouses, buoys, and daymarkers, which assure safe navigation for commercial and recreation vessels.  Air Station Sitka supports an average of 100 ATON missions each year transporting hundreds of thousands of pounds of cargo throughout Southeast Alaska.
LOCAL OUTREACH/COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT:  Coast Guard members from Air Station Sitka are heavily involved in the local community.  Annual Bike Rodeos on the hangar deck, Cub Scout Pinewood Derbies, and enthusiastic volunteer work with the Partnership in Education program typify the spirit that Coast Guard “locals” bring to our town.  
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