“Good Samaritan” Search and Rescue Support
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While on your daily tour, your crew hears:

 “MAY DAY - MAY DAY - MAY DAY.  This is the PV SEA SWELL.  We are on fire 2 miles east of Icy Point. Twelve people are abandoning”... then the radio transmission stops.  
What now?
Coast Guard File Photo
Three years ago the Coast Guard (CG) surpassed the million person saved milestone. But they did not accomplish this alone.  They had help - help from mariners just like you.  Now granted, some of you may have been included in the million saved total, but it is more likely that most were on the other side of the rescue operation and contributed to the CG’s rescue efforts.  Thank you. Great Job!  The CG will continue to need your help.  This article is presented to “help you safely help” those in need and improve your coordination with CG search and rescue (SAR) operations.  
For your area, compare the number, locations and capacities of CG rescue stations and CG vessels with those available from commercial passenger vessels.  Government assets are spread to thin to ensure they are always the first to arrive on scene.  For the majority of locations, the passenger vessel industry has better coverage, larger and faster vessels, and often, especially for PVA members, better landing sites to off load and triage evacuees.  So the odds are good that one day your vessel may find itself as the first rescue resource to arrive on scene.  To be of maximum value, the crew must understand the search and rescue organization, critical communication requirements, the duties and responsibilities of the first vessel on scene, and be trained to evaluate and mitigate associated risks in order to conduct a safe rescue operation.   

SAR Organization. Worldwide, aeronautical and maritime search and rescue is well organized and highly coordinated.  There are international, national and agency specific SAR plans and procedural manuals.  The USCG manages SAR in accordance with the “USCG Addendum to the United States Search and Rescue Supplement to the International Aeronautical and Maritime Search and Rescue Manual (IAMSAR)”.  These plans divide the oceans of the world into Search and Rescue Regions (SSR), and each SSR region is the responsibility of a dedicated Rescue Coordination Center (RCC).  In the U.S., a RCC may be further subdivided into smaller areas managed by Sector Command Centers.  There are two positions critical to this SAR organization. 
· The SAR Mission Coordinator (SMC) is the person located at the rescue coordination center who is in charge of planning and directing a specific operation.  For maritime incidents in the U.S., CG personnel serve as the SMC.
· The On Scene Coordinator (OSC) is the person or unit designated by the SMC to coordinate operations on scene and implement the SAR plans developed by the SMC.  Professional OSCs are very good at their jobs.  These are the CG, State troopers, and other government personnel that are comfortable taking control of the situation, issuing orders, directing people and assets.  They receive extensive training and are fully aware of their duties and the expectations from the SAR organization.
The Role of the “Good Samaritan”.  Mariners are remarkable people.  They go to extraordinary lengths to help one another at sea.  For centuries, maritime tradition, the old “law of the sea” compelled mariners to help fellow sailors in trouble.  This tradition is very much alive.  Good Samaritans are private vessels that render voluntary aid without compensation to a person or vessel in distress.  The standard of care for a Good Samaritan vessel is to exercise reasonable care to avoid negligent conduct that worsens the position of the victims and also to avoid reckless and wanton conduct in performing the rescue actions.  Federal statute 46 USC 2304 also requires a master to render assistance if the master can do so without serious damage to the master’s vessel or individuals on board.
Good Samaritans are often the first vessels to arrive on scene of a casualty.  If you find yourself in this position, check in with the CG and let them know you are prepared to assist.  Depending on what other assets are responding and their arrival time, the assigned SMC may designate you as the OSC. You can expect to retain this role until a CG cutter or other more capable vessel can relieve you.  The SMC should broadcast this information, and direct all assisting vessels to report to you upon arrival and departure. 
Functional OSC actions that you should be prepared to assume normally include:
· Conducting tasks assigned by the SMC.
· Providing the SMC with information and updates on a regular basis.  This often includes:
· Weather, wind and sea state and their effect on the situation.
· Drift rate of vessel and potential to drift aground.

· Vessel description:  draft readings, visual damage, list, fire or smoke observations, location of passengers or crew, what passengers or crew are wearing,  number and condition of people recovered.

· On scene search actions, resources on scene, recommendations and potential problems.

· Significant events and changes to the distressed vessel.

· Name of each rescue vessel on scene. 
· Directing immediate rescue operations. People come first, boats and equipment later. Those in water without PFDs are a top priority.

· Providing direction and tasking to arriving rescue vessels.
· Serving as the sole communicator to the distressed vessel. The distressed master has an emergency on board, and does not have the time to respond to multiple requests for similar information.  
· Importantly, tracking the number and location of survivors.  Do not let vessels depart with survivors until their contact information, vessel names, destination, and number and condition of survivors is known and recorded.  Relay this information to SMC as soon as practical. If you are not the OSC, but have survivors on board; make sure this information is communicated to the OSC before departing.

To illustrate how this all fits, let’s pick up the incident that started this article. 
Your vessel heard the MAY DAY call from the pleasure vessel SEA SWELL, but since the transmission was cut short, did anyone else?  The crew should write down the MAY DAY information, especially the location, and listen closely for a CG response.  If a CG response is given, follow their instructions.  If a CG reply is not immediate, radio the CG while traveling toward the distressed vessel and rely the MAY DAY information, and follow any CG direction.  Then attempt to alert the distressed master that you heard his call and are proceeding to the scene. 
While enroute, begin your rescue planning and risk assessment so that you are prepared to safely execute a rescue when you arrive.  Inform your crew members and passengers to the situation, provide clear directions for their safety, and evaluate crowd control measures that may be required to keep your passengers from interfering.  Begin to develop a plan for the safe approach to the scene accounting for weather and sea conditions, prepare equipment to recover people from the water or survival craft, and clear a work area on your vessel.  This may also be a good time to determine if any passengers have medical skills for the treatment of injured, especially burns in this case.  
Continue to maintain contact with the CG and, if possible, with the distressed vessel master.  Communications will be critical, and at times may seem overwhelming. If at all possible, bring additional personnel to the bridge to assist.  Coordinate with the CG to ensure that the frequencies used on scene can be monitored by the command center.  A separate frequency, cell phone or satellite telephone is recommended for rescue vessel to shore communications.
As you approach the distressed vessel, contact the SMC to report your initial observations, and continue your risk assessment which may include:
· Does the location and condition of distressed passengers and crew permit safe rescue?

· Does the planned rescue exceed the limits of your training, vessel, or crew experience?

· Does the rescue place my vessel, crew and passengers in serious harm?  

· Is additional or better trained assistance needed?  Provide recommendations to SMC.
· How will the wind, waves, current, tide, water temperature impact our planned rescue?

· What is the condition of the distressed vessel?  Will it sink or drift ashore? Can it be safely approached given the current conditions?
· Is the rescue or safety equipment needed to complete the rescue available? 
· Are we trained and equipped to tow the vessel to safety?

· Does the vessel have a means to recover people from the water or other survival craft?

· Are there serious injuries and are we prepared to provide 1st aid?
· Is my crew properly equipped? Are rescue crews wearing PFDs and other required safety gear?
If the distressed master remains onboard and his radio equipment is operational, maintain communications with him.  Confirm the number and condition of people that are on board, in rafts, or in the water.  Review his priorities and recommendations and brief him on your intentions and plan of action.  This communication will increase his confidence in you and your actions. 
Update the SMC and finalize your rescue plan.  With the SMC, jointly identify the best available landing site for evacuees to be offloaded.  Before conducting any action, brief your crew so everyone understands who does what, why, where, when, and how.  The importance of this crew brief to reduce additional problems caused by the rescuers themselves can not be over stressed.  
Once on scene, take control and activate your plan.  People come first, boats and equipment later.  Recover those in the water without PFDs first, especially in cold water regions.  Manage other arriving rescue vessels and provide directions or tasking according to your plan.  Assign a crew member to begin a written log to track all rescue resources as they arrive or depart and to record the recovery of people from the distressed vessel.  Continue to stress safety to everyone, and caution other rescue vessels not to exceed their capabilities.  Importantly, keep the SMC updated on the situation, especially the number of people recovered.  

It bears repeating that as the OSC you must not let any rescue vessel depart the scene with survivors until their vessel name, contact information, destination, and the number, names (if available) and condition of survivors is known and recorded.  Relay this information to SMC as soon as practical.  If you are not the OSC but have survivors on board, make sure this information is communicated to the OSC before departing.

Check and double check the number of people recovered on each rescue vessel.  Accuracy is critical.  If possible, confirm once more with the distressed master the number of people that were on board.  Do the math and determine if everyone is rescued or are some still missing.  Keep the SMC fully informed. Rescue efforts continue until everyone is accounted for or until operations are cancelled by the CG.   
Closing Recommendation. Discuss with your crews their level of comfort if asked to assume the functions of an OSC, and determine what additional training or skills are required for their success.  If needed, develop a company basic “rescue assistance” plan or policies, and make it part of your training program.  As required, request basic SAR support training from the local Sector Command, and investigate opportunities to conduct joint training with the CG or others SAR organizations.  
RESCUE SAFETY.
1. Do not attempt a rescue that exceeds the limits of your capabilities, your training, or your vessel.

2. Do not place your vessel, crew, or passengers in serious danger.

3. Have a plan prior to action. Communicate the plan and your expectations to your crew, and if possible, to the distressed vessel.

4. Keep the Coast Guard informed of your actions.

5. Know how you will recovery survivors onto your vessel.  Especially important for high sided vessels.

6. Ensure all your crew members are wearing safety gear required for the rescue.
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