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search and rescue

West Coast SAR...
Part Two: The key role of 
Victoria’s Joint Rescue  
Co-ordination Centre
By K. Joseph Spears and Michael J. Dorey

Search and Rescue (SAR) is a fed-
eral responsibility for marine and 
aviation incidents domestically 

and internationally. This article exam-
ines Canada’s SAR obligations on the 
West Coast. There are many challenges 
to our search and rescue response given 
the distances, lack of infrastructure, 
exposed coastline, complexity and un-
even density of marine traffic, lack of 
navigational aids and sparse search and 
rescue assets to cover a large, north-
south distance of 800 kilometres, an 
indented remote coastline of 25,000 
km and 6,000 islands all subject to tidal 
currents and open ocean conditions. 
The Victoria Search and Rescue Region 
(SRR) is one of three regions in Canada. 
Pursuant to an international agree-
ment on search and rescue, the world 
is divided into areas of national search 
and rescue responsibility. Seaward 
Canada’s international SAR obligations 
extend out 600 nautical miles. The 
Victoria SRR consists of an area of ap-
proximately 920,000 square kilometres 
of mainly mountainous terrain in the 
Yukon and B.C. and 560,000 km² of the 
Pacific Ocean. To say the Victoria (SRR) 
is presented with challenging condi-
tions is an understatement. Recent 
incidents both here in Canada, such as 
the Queen of the North ferry sinking and 

internationally, the grounding of the 
large cruise ship Costa Concordia carry-
ing 3,229 passengers and 1,023 crew 
off the Italian coast, call into question 
our ability as a nation to handle a mass 
casualty and our need to re-assess and 
continually review our SAR capability 
— especially in light of changing ves-
sel types, increasing passenger capacity 
and new marine activities. Discussion 
and debate on this issue is of concern 
to all mariners and search and rescue 
professionals of the Canadian Coast 
Guard, Canadian Forces, the Royal 
Canadian Marine Search and Rescue 
(RCMSR formerly CCGA-P), Civil 
Aviation Search and Rescue Association 
(CASARA) and commercial and pleas-
ure craft mariners.

While much discussion has focused 
on Arctic search and rescue in a vast and 
remote region, and the Burton Winters 
case in Labrador, the B.C. coastline is a 
rocky and remote area that is often in-
accessible for much of the year because 

of weather conditions and lack of an 
existing land based transportation 
infrastructure. It is not unlike the 
Arctic in its challenges to search and 
rescue operations. Every day decisions 
need to be made for the deployment of 
scarce SAR resources to ensure ongoing 
SAR coverage for marine incidents. 

During many times of the year, the 
only way a swift and proper SAR re-
sponse can occur is with the use of 
either fixed and/or rotary wing assets 
because there are no other options. 
There is no road access on much of 
the coast and the marine assets, given 
their speed, would take much longer to 
arrive (unless, of course, there are al-
ready nearby as was the case the CCG 
Wilfred Laurier during the Queen of the 
North incident). On the coast we have 
a variety of marine vessels operat-
ing year-round with large number of 
passengers on both commercial and 
pleasure vessels — there is both high 
traffic density and a high volume of 
passengers. In the summer we see over 
30 cruise ships in Canadian waters, 
each carrying an average of 3,500 pas-
sengers. We have the potential require-
ment for mass casualty evacuations 
in some very inaccessible and remote 
areas of our coastline. Should the vessel 
ground and the passengers are required 

...the B.C. coastline...is often inacces-

sible...because of weather conditions 

and lack of an existing land based 

transportation infrastructure.
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to be evacuated, the large numbers cre-
ate special problems. In addition, the 
B.C. ferry fleet operates year-round on 
seven specific routes moving in excess 
of 22 million passengers a year. From 
a marine safety management stand-
point, which we have discussed in other 
articles — search and rescue is at the 
right-hand side of the risk management 
continuum, requiring a timely response 
in order to prevent the loss of life and 
prevention of pollution. Search and 
rescue takes place at both the protec-
tion and response stages of risk man-
agement as, or after, incidents have 
occurred.

The foundation of Canada’s search 
rescue response is co-ordination of the 
SAR resources. Most mariners do not 
realize the critical importance that the 
Victoria Joint Rescue Co-ordination 
Centre (JRCC), located at Canadian 
Forces Base Esquimalt, plays to ensure 
a proper and measured SAR response 
to both aeronautical and maritime 
incidents. In addition, the JRCC co-
ordinates search and rescue responses 
for humanitarian purposes in accord-
ance with national policy and regional 
directives. Canada’s National SAR pro-
gram has been in place since 1986. The 
RCAF first commenced dedicated SAR 
operations in 1947. The Chief of the 
Air Staff is responsible for a strategic 
Canadian Forces’ SAR Policy. Canada 
Command has operational control of 
Canada’s SAR resources for marine and 
aviation incidents. The lead minister is 
the Minister of National Defence. The 
Canadian Coast Guard provides marine 
assets.

For example, ground search and res-
cue is not a federal responsibility but 
a provincial responsibility under the 
Criminal Code of Canada but federal 
search and rescue assets can be em-
ployed if available and if requested by 
the RCMP working in co-operation 

with the British Columbia Provincial 
Emergency Program (PEP) for non-
maritime incidents. It is always a balan-
cing act to ensure coverage for maritime 
and aviation incidents when scarce SAR 
assets are deployed for other incidents. 

Communications and co-ordination 
are key in order to provide a robust 
SAR response capability and the allo-
cation of scarce SAR resources. Canada 
is a very large country and the limited 
search and rescue resources need to be 
prioritized. That is one of the key roles 
that the controllers of the JRCC play. 
The JRCC is commanded by an experi-
enced Air Force officer, usually at the 
rank of major, with extensive practical, 
local and operational experience as 
either a command pilot or navigator. Air 
controllers are responsible for the aero-
nautical side of search and rescue and 
marine controllers from the Canadian 
Coast Guard co-ordinate marine re-
sponses. At any one time there are 
at least two marine controllers along 
with an air controller on duty. Once the 
JRCC is notified of an incident (they do 
not monitor marine radio communica-
tions as that is a Coast Guard function), 
the SAR co-ordinator begins to organ-
ize the rescue. All available information 
concerning the incident is gathered and 
recorded and the positions of potential 

assisting resources are determined. 
SAR co-ordinators are trained to evalu-
ate various situations and deploy the 
most effective resources to deal with 
the particular incident. In a complex 
and major incident, many resources are 
sent and additional assets that could be 
tasked are put on standby. Technology 
has made the search function more rap-
id and location of a distress call more ac-
curate with the satellite technology and 
a global network of COSPAS-SARSAT 
satellites receiving signals from EPIRBs 
(Emergency Position Indicating Radio 
Beacon) but it is far from routine in the 
Victoria SSR.

All the co-ordination comes together 
in the JRCC. The thing about the JRCC 
is that it works and is a highly unique 
agency bringing together military, gov-
ernment, volunteer and civilian assets. 
The free and constant flow of informa-
tion from formal and informal sources 
both through formal agreements and 
partnerships and built up over time is 
the real strength of this little known 
unit. The JRCC has an extremely im-
portant function. Experienced SAR 
controllers of the JRCC have a solid 
working knowledge of the potential 
assets, their limitations and an under-
standing of the most effective deploy-
ment of these resources. 

The foundation of Canada’s search res-

cue response is co-ordination of the 

SAR resources.

The 442 Transport and Rescue Squadron’s Cormorant helicopter — a key SAR asset for 
the West Coast.
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A key element of co-ordination is 

the incident  response  criteria. When 
an incident occurs, the controller  se-
lects  the best, most suitable and near-
est  resource. This is based on a solid 
working knowledge of the coast and 
experience. For example, if an aviation 
ELT (emergency locater transmitter) is 
detected by COSPAS-SARSAT in north-
ern British Columbia, the JRCC may 
task a  CASARA  aircraft. The same is 
true for a marine incident. In the case 
of a missing boat on the north coast, 
a RCM-SAR vessel would be immedi-
ately  tasked. JRCC makes use of all 
SAR assets, not just governmental. The 
JRCC would not wait for the nearest 
government asset but would also use 
vessels of opportunity. Many of our 
mariner readers have assisted in mar-
ine SAR incidents.

In addition, JRCC personnel have 
access to a variety of highly advanced 
computer modelling systems with re-
spect to oceanographic drift, weather 
conditions and human survivability. 
Without a doubt, the Canadian JRCC’s 
are world leaders in the co-ordination of 
marine rescue in a harsh environment. 
They work in close proximity with 
neighbouring search and rescue co-
ordination centres in the U.S. and other 
parts of the world. The International 
Marine Organization has done a great 
deal of work to standardize SAR pro-
cedures worldwide and the develop-
ment of international agreements. In 
the Arctic, a SAR agreement was signed 
in 2010 to increase co-operation under 
the auspices of the Arctic Council. 
Canada and the U.S. have a long history 
of working together on search and res-
cue matters and sharing and deploying 
SAR assets. There is an excellent work-
ing relationship with adjoining RCCs in 

Juneau and Elmendorf, AK; Langley, 
VA; and Seattle, WA. 

Under section 130 of the Canada 
Shipping Act, 2001, a designated SAR 
controller can order any vessel to assist 
another in distress. This statutory au-
thority is rarely used as it a custom of 
the sea that mariners always help one 
another. It is a code of the sea which is 
not based in statute and is very much 
alive and well on the West Coast. 
Mariners working with the Victoria 
JRCC can serve a very important func-
tion. They have done so for many years 
and will continue on into the future.

Canada has international obligations 
for search and rescue. Each section of 
the world is divided into search and 
rescue regions that are commanded 
by SAR-SRR Region commanders. In 
this case, marine and aviation search 
and rescue is the responsibility of the 
Minister of National Defence. This can 
be traced back to an Order-in-Council 
that made the Royal Canadian Air Force 
responsible for SAR at the end of World 
War II when international air flights 

were in their infancy. Over time, this 
early use of the know-how of bush fly-
ing — well-known to anyone who has 
spent time on the coast of B.C. — has 
morphed into a highly evolved choreog-
raphy of dedicated marine and aviation 
SAR assets which can be deployed over 
a vast region. 

In the last issue, Part One of this 
SAR series, we looked at the import-
ance of community involvement and 
the RCMSR. All Canadian SAR resources 
in Canada are tasked by the appropri-
ate JRCC. The SAR co-ordinators have 
the ability to contract various non-
governmental search and rescue assets 
including civilian aircraft and/or ves-
sels as required on a case-by-case basis. 
The SRR commander in Victoria SAR 
region is the Rear Admiral, currently 
RAdm. William Truelove following the 
recent retirement of Rear Admiral Nigel 
Greenwood. In his capacity as the SRR 
commander, he is exercising authority 
under the International Convention on 
Maritime Search and Rescue, 1979 which 
is independent from obligations under 
the National Defence Act and the National 
SAR policy and is exercising inter-
national obligations from conventions 
and agreements on an operational basis 
24/7 365 days a year which provides one 
component of global search and rescue 
coverage under the international agree-
ments and protocols between mari-
time nations. There are three JRCCs in 
Canada: Victoria in the West, covering 

The IMO has done a great deal of work 

to standardize SAR procedures world-

wide and the development of interna-

tional agreements.

As the number and size of passenger 

vessels increase, we will need to be able 

to respond to larger number of marine 

traffic as well as the potential for marine 

mass casualty incidents.

Two air controllers in the Victoria’s Joint Rescue Co-ordination Centre.
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the Victoria search and rescue zone; 
Trenton in central Canada with cover-
age into the high Arctic; and Halifax, 
extending along the Atlantic Coast into 
the eastern Arctic and out to the North 
Atlantic. These are set out in Figure One. 
All of the JRCCs work together to co-or-
dinate Canadà s response. 

With a primary responsibility of 
providing aviation resources in the 
Victoria SRR, 442 Transport and 
Rescue Squadron is located at 19 Wing 
Comox with its primary responsibility 
of SAR in the Victoria SRR. To perform 
this challenging role they are equipped 
with the Cormorant helicopter and 
the Buffalo aircraft. 442 Squadron is 
the only unit that utilizes the Buffalo 
aircraft because it is the only aircraft 
suited to operate in the sometimes 
treacherous Rocky Mountains. The 
other SAR squadrons fly the C130 
Hercules. A Cormorant and Buffalo 
crew maintain standby 24/7, 365 days 
of the year and they are able to fly in 
severe weather to all extremes of the 
Victoria SRR.

On a SAR launch besides the stan-
dard crew each aircraft carries two SAR 
Techs. These multi-talented individuals 
are able to conduct a rescue in almost 
any type of environment from a moun-
tain peak to the deck of a stricken ves-
sel. They can be hoisted by Cormorant 
or parachute from the Buffalo to quickly 
provide medical aid to those in distress. 
Behind the scenes skilled technicians 
keep the aircraft flying and enable the 
Squadron aircrew to do this important 
life-saving work throughout British 
Columbia and the adjoining regions. 

 Search and rescue on Canada’s West 
Coast is an evolving subject and search 
and rescue professionals have always 
responded to new challenges. As the 
number and size of passenger vessels 
increase, we will need to be able to re-
spond to larger number of marine traf-
fic as well as the potential for marine 
mass casualty incidents. We have seen 
various marine incidents occur on this 
coast and we have been able to have a 
robust, prompt response. As a function 

of the rescue centre has shown, this 
co-ordination and communication is 
key and must be constantly exercised. 
Search and rescue is an integral part of 
Canada’s ocean management and safety 
management regime. We owe it to the 
two Royal Canadian Marine search and 
rescue members who tragically died on 
June 3 during training to ensure that 
we have a robust SAR system and be 
guided by the motto of search and res-
cue — “so others may live”. On Canada’s 
West Coast we must be forever vigilant.

Mike Dorey retired as a Lieutenant 
Colonel in the Canadian Air Force. He is a 
Helicopter pilot with 5,600 hours including 

flying with 442 Squadron, flight instruct-
or and a chief check pilot. He was OIC of 
Halifax RCC, Commanding Officer of both 
413 SAR and Transport Squadron and the 
103 Rescue Unit, and an Air Attaché in 
Washington, DC amongst other postings 
in a 38-year career.

Joe Spears has been involved in SAR 
for many years and is 1976 graduate of 
the Canadian Forces Air Crew Survival 
Training School and DND wilderness sur-
vival instructor. He has been involved in 
numerous SAR incidents in all of Canada’s 
oceans and has assisted the National SAR 
Secretariat and is a former CCG Rescue 
Coxswain.

Figure One: Canada’s three Search and Rescue Regions.
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Assets available for deployment by the JRCC include the Royal Canadian Marine Search 
and Rescue.
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While they may now be called 
the Royal Canadian Marine 
Search and Rescue (RCM-

SAR), the mission of saving lives on the 
water continues to drive the volunteer 
marine rescue organization formerly 
known as the Canadian Coast Guard 
Auxiliary-Pacific. The name change 
was announced during a special marine 
search and rescue event on May 26 at 
the Horseshoe Bay Municipal Pier, home 
of the new West Vancouver station and 
moorage for the new 36-foot search and 
rescue vessel, the Craig Rea Spirit.

Regarding the name change, RCM-
SAR President Randy Strandt said: “We 
work very closely with the Canadian 
Coast Guard but we are a separate or-
ganization. Our new name recognizes 
the distinct identity of our service, and 
helps emphasize the strong links we 
have to the communities that depend 
on us, and on which we depend for 
fundraising.”

The name change affects more than 
1,000 members in British Columbia but 
does not apply to other CCGAs across 

Canada. “Each of the five regions are 
independent legal entities and operate 
in different ways,” said Strandt. “Only 
Pacific has any significant fundraising 
and is the only one that has moved to an 
entirely dedicated rescue boat model. 
The rest rely mostly on privately owned  
pleasure craft or fishing vessels. As a re-
sult, only Pacific had a significant issue 
with being confused with Coast Guard.”

Last year, RCM-SAR volunteers took 
part in more than 700 missions and as-
sisted more than 850 people. Serving 
46 communities, their area of operation 
covers more than 27,000 square kilo-
metres of B.C. coastline.

As noted, the event was held at the 
West Vancouver Rescue Station on the 
Horseshoe Bay Municipal Pier. The 
new station was the result of efforts 
over two years by local volunteers who 
worked with municipal staff and West 
Vancouver City Council to turn a dis-
used warehouse into the station for the 
RCM-SAR. 

The agreement included moorage 
for the new vessel, the Craig Rea Spirit, 
named in honour of long-time volun-
teer Craig Rea who was passed away pri-
or to seeing the second vessel delivered. 

In a moving dedication, the family 
of Craig Rea, represented by daughter 

New name, look, station 
and vessel for SAR team

Justine, described Craig’s passion and 
determination to raise $1 million for 
two new vessels to replace the aging 
lifeboats of Station 1, Station 2 and the 
North Shore Lifeboat Society (NSLS). 
Rea, a very enthusiastic Unit 1 mem-
ber and director of the NSLS was re-
lentless in his pursuit of funding for 
the new vessels which were designed 
specifically for search and rescue activ-
ities. He found a sympathetic ear in a 
Unit 1 member who felt that this was 
a project that a charitable foundation 
started by his company would consider 
sponsoring. With a great deal of hard 
work they persuaded that foundation 
to become the sponsor of the first of 
the NSLS boats. Executive Officer Stan 
Warlow was instrumental in arranging 
significant support from the Province 
for the second boat.

On March 23, 2012 Craig’s dream 
was realized with the arrival of the 
second new vessel for Station 1. Due to 
the support from the RCM-SAR and the 
North Shore Lifeboat Society, Station 2 
was able to donate their old Auxiliary 2 
to the new station in Sicamous. The 
boat was pulled from service on March 
30, given a refit and delivered to an en-
thusiastic reception at its new home on 
Shuswap Lake on April 18. BCSN

RCM-SAR volunteers stand onboard the Craig Rea Spirit. The Craig Rea Spirit.
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Since 1981, the Canadian Lifeboat 
Institution has been patrolling the 
waters between New Westminster 

and gulf of the Fraser River in a 52-foot 
vessel to assist vessels in distress. While 
the volunteer crew work closely with 
other search and rescue organizations to 
provide additional response resources, 
their focus on preventative patrols has 
likely saved more lives than realized. 

“Our main role is in attending dedi-
cated events — at the top of that is the 
commercial fishery,” said Captain John 
Horton, one of 80 members of the CLI. 
“In the late 1970s, there was a major 
accident here on the river which involved 
a tug and barge running over a father 
and son in a gillnetter. At that time I was 
part of the Coast Guard Auxiliary and 
our standard practice was to stay along-
side the dock until there was a distress 
call. We quickly realized that we needed 
to be out in the water with the vessels to 
be able to cut down response times. With 
the experience we had built up, we could 
predict where the major concentration 
of vessels were likely to be and we would 
position ourselves close to that.”

Branching off from the CCGA, the 
CLI has modelled itself after the Royal 
National Lifeboat Institution. The vessel 
is fully equipped with modern naviga-
tion aids and communications systems, 
medical supplies, and firefighting and 
spill response equipment. It also car-
ries a 10.5-foot rigid inflatable boat that 
extends their capabilities to shallow wat-
ers. While crew are mostly experienced 
mariners who have served in naval or 
commercial operations, training sem-
inars and exercises are held on a regular 
basis to ensure skills are kept sharp.  

Even though the number of fish-
ing vessels on the Fraser River has 
decreased, commercial traffic has 
increased significantly and is predicted 
to grow even more. “The big danger is 

in commercial ships getting tangled up 
in fishing nets which cross the main 
channel and potentially ramming and 
sinking the fishing vessel,” said Captain 
Horton. “We try to patrol ahead of as 
much of the commercial traffic as we 
can during fishery openings to be able 
to give better warning to a fisherman 
and avoid an incident.” 

The CLI also provides safety 
patrol services for events such as the 
Southern Straits Yacht Race and the 
Tall Ships Festival. Pleasure craft and 
First Nations fishing vessels also make 
up a large part of those that require 

assistance. “Over the past 30 years, we 
have participated in over 3,000 rescues 
and have provided escorts to as many 
as 40 vessels in a 12-hour period,” said 
Captain Horton. “We also help youth 
groups, such as the Sea Scouts, to gain 
onboard experience.”

The CLI relies on private donations 
for vessel maintenance and oper-
ations. As a charitable organization, 
CLI accepts donations through Canada 
Helps (www.canadahelps.org) as well as 
donated boats that they can resell. 

For more information, please visit: 
www.canadianlifeboatinstitution.org.

Effective prevention patrols on the Fraser

The Canadian Lifeboat Institution’s 52-foot patrol vessel.

Demonstrating the danger — without the CLI’s advance patrol, incidents between large 
commercial vessels and small fishing boats would dramatically increase.

More photos online at  
www.bcshippingnews.com


