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search and rescue

West Coast SAR...

Many large commercial vessels, 
ferries and smaller craft ply 
Canadian waters. Incidents 

can and will happen. As a coastal na-
tion, we need to be ready. It is too late 
after an incident to say we should have 
been better prepared. While public 
attention has focused on the centennial 
of the sinking of the RMS Titanic, closer 
to home, in 1914, the RMS Empress of 
Ireland sank in the St. Lawrence River 
off Rimouski with the loss of 1,012 lives 
(840 passengers and 172 crew). Almost 
a century later, the modern cruise ves-
sel M.V. Costa Concordia partially sank 
on January 13, 2012 after hitting 
a reef off the Italian coast and running 
aground  at Isola del Giglio,  Tuscany, 
requiring the evacuation of the 4,252 
people onboard. Thirty-two people are 
known to have died. This first of a three-
part article examines Canada’s marine 
search and rescue (SAR) capability on 
the West Coast starting with a look at 
the unpaid professional volunteers of 
the Canadian Coast Guard Auxiliary 
(Pacific) (CCGA-P) and their key role in 
a marine mass casualty in particular, 
and marine SAR in general.

Marine safety management requires 
a robust marine SAR response that 

must be ready, exercised and include 
plans for a major marine mass casualty.  
Response is not solely a government 
function — rather, it must involve all 
elements within the marine sphere, 
mariners and coastal communities 
alike. Mass casualty/rescue operations 
are low–probability, high-consequence 
events. They have happened in the past 
and will happen again in our waters and 
we, as a coastal nation, must be ready to 
respond. We have domestic and inter-
national legal obligations to respond. 
Effective leadership and training, 
proper equipment and mission-critical 
inter-operability, and robust communi-
cation are central elements and key to a 
successful and effective SAR response. 

The West Coast of Canada, an ex-

posed and remote coastline is not unlike 
the Canadian Arctic which has received 
a great deal of attention in recent years. 
Members of the Arctic Council recently 

signed an International Arctic Search 
and Rescue agreement. There are many 
challenges to our SAR response on the 
West Coast — lack of infrastructure, 
exposed coastline, complexity of mar-
ine traffic, lack of navigational aids and 
sparse search and rescue assets — to 
cover a large north-south area of 800 
kilometres and an indented remote 
coastline of 25,000 km with 6,000 
islands sprinkled throughout, subject 
to tidal currents and open ocean condi-
tions in which fog shrouds and Pacific 
storms pound. Seaward Canada’s inter-
national SAR obligations extend off-
shore 350 nautical miles in the north 
and 900 nautical miles in the south. 
To say the Victoria Search and Rescue 
Region (SRR) presents challenging con-
ditions is an understatement. 

Part One:  
The importance of CCG Auxiliary  
and community marine resources  
in rescue operations

By K. Joseph Spears

Effective leadership and training, proper 

equipment and mission-critical inter-

operability...are central elements...to a 

successful and effective SAR response. 

Above: Auxiliary 35 (Victoria), the Tolonen, a 40-foot twin water jet drive dedicated rescue vessel. (Photo from the HBMG collection.)



June 2012  BC Shipping News 27

search and rescue
The Victoria SRR is described as the 

most demanding in the country. Recent 
incidents here in Canada, such as the 
Queen of the North accident, call into 
question our ability to handle a mass 
casualty event and our need to reassess 
our marine SAR capability. Discussion 
and debate on this issue is of concern to 
all mariners and search and rescue pro-
fessionals of the Canadian Coast Guard, 
Canadian Forces, CCGA-P and the Civil 
Air Search and Rescue Association 
(CASRA) who make up Canada’s marine 
SAR response.

In many places on the West Coast, 
there is very little land-based infra-
structure. With access to significant 
portions of the coastline limited, in-
cluding only a few locations north of 
Port Hardy (such as Prince Rupert 
and Bella Bella) that have major roads 
that bisect the mainland coast, air and 
water are likely the only two options to 
get people and resources to an incident. 
Weather conditions on the coast dur-
ing much of the year can be harsh with 
cloud cover and a low ceiling which can 
prevent aircraft from operating dur-
ing critical times. Therefore, CCGA-P 
volunteers, mariners and residents of 
coastal communities are the first re-
sponders until help can arrive. With 
cruise ships now carrying well over 
3,000 passengers in our waters, an in-
cident of this magnitude would stretch 
local resources and coastal commun-
ity infrastructure. In addition, there 
are many smaller marine and aviation 
SAR incidents which are more frequent 
and occur in isolated and remote areas 
of the coast. For example, there is a 
great deal of aviation on the coast using 
fixed wing float planes that are used to 
travel between coastal communities. 
All of the recent float plane incidents 
that involved crashes required a marine 
SAR response, often from the CCGA-P. 
These are high-probability, lower-risk 

events but still require a robust SAR 
response.

Mariners assisting mariners can be 
traced back to the mists of marine his-
tory. It is the way of the sea and a con-
nection not to be discounted or taken 
lightly. The importance of community 
involvement cannot be under-estimat-
ed or discounted in marine SAR, espe-
cially if a major incident involving a 
vessel like a cruise ship were to occur. 

While marine SAR is a federal re-
sponsibility with the Department of 
National Defence as the lead agency, 
we are seeing a resurgence and revital-
ization of the importance of commun-
ity involvement and the need to create  
capability and capacity along our coasts. 

The CCGA-P is a volunteer organ-
ization that has existed since the late 
1970s and assists the Canadian Coast 
Guard in marine search and rescue. It is 
made up of 1,000 people from a broad 
cross-section of backgrounds who vol-
unteer their time to train, to be trained 
and to be on stand-by to respond to a 
SAR incident. Over time, the CCGA-P 
has acquired vessels that are suited to 
West Coast operations and have made 
these available 24 hours a day, 365 days 
a week. A high standard has been cre-
ated. A new class of SAR vessels, the 
Falkins class have recently been com-
missioned and are now operational. 
These vessels cost $600,000 each and, 
as they enhance response in remote 
locations, are a welcome addition to 
Canada’s SAR capability. 

These vessels are tasked by the 
Victoria Joint Rescue Co-ordination 
Centre (JRCC). There are 36 stations 
with vessels between Victoria in the 
south and Gingolx in the north, ex-
tending into the lakes of the B.C. inter-
ior. For the most part, these vessels are 
rigid-hull inflatable’s operating from 61 
stations. The majority of vessels are less 
than five years old. There is a fleet of 41 
vessels owned by each Society. There 
is an ongoing fundraising campaign 
to maintain a high level of operational 
readiness through the purchase of ves-
sels, rescue hardware, protective cloth-
ing, training and shore-side assets. It 
is safe to say that the level of training 
creates the concept of unpaid profes-
sionals who work and train closely with 
other professional rescue agencies to 
provide world-class rescue response in 
the most demanding SAR region. This 
is a community-based initiative and 
these SAR assets can be used for other 
purposes and create resiliency in the 
community to respond to other types 
of incidents. Last year, the CCGA-P  
responded to 714 SAR missions.

We don’t have to look much further 
than the sinking of BC Ferries’ Queen of 
the North off Gil Island to realize that 
significant marine incidents do occur 
in B.C. waters. The ferry, which was 
certified for over 700 passengers, had 
approximately 66 passengers onboard. 
The resulting loss of the lives of two 
passengers was two lives too many in 
a modern, regulated marine industry. 

The importance of community involve-

ment cannot be under-estimated or dis-

counted in marine SAR...

Volunteers from Squamish exercise extraction from a rock face using Auxiliary 4.
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The Gitga’at people of Hartley Bay, 
near the site of the grounding, heard 
the call for help and swiftly rose to the 
occasion to assist in the rescue and the 
subsequent handling of passengers and 
crew. It was the West Coast at its finest. 
It made all of Canada proud to see the 
prompt and heroic response. Hartley 
Bay now has a CCGA-P unit. At the 
time, it did not. For their fine efforts, 
the Lieutenant Governor of British 
Columbia awarded a citation to the en-
tire village.

Nowhere is the importance of mar-
iner response to a coastal incident better 
illustrated than during the evacuation 
of Manhattan following the 9/11 at-
tacks. This was the subject of a recently 
released video (available at www.bcship-
pingnews.com/video) and is relevant 
to this article’s discussion. The Center 
for National Policy in the United States 
organized a video called The Boatlift, 
narrated by Tom Hanks and honouring 
the untold 9/11 story of marine heroes. 
Following the Twin Tower attacks on 
September 11, 2001, over 500,000 
people were moved from Manhattan’s 
seawalls in just nine hours — the lar-
gest maritime evacuation in history. To 
put this feat into perspective, the lar-
gest boatlift prior had been during the 
Second World War when 339,000 British 

and French soldiers were evacuated from 
Dunkirk in nine days.

Hundreds of tugboats, ferries, fish-
ing boats, Coast Guard cutters, charter 
vessels and yachts heeded the call from 
the U.S. Coast Guard over VHF radio for 
any and all vessels to assist. The story 
of the 9/11 boatlift serves as a reminder 
of the innate sense of duty and purpose 
that all mariners hold and the natural 
instinct to assist. As Steve Flynn, a 
former Commander in the USCG and 
now with the Center for National Policy 
noted: “First responders will always do 
their best to assist us. But, in real life, 
success or failure in our moments of 
greatest need is usually determined by 
the actions of regular people”.

In the video, one of the first mariners 
to respond to the events of 9/11 appro-
priately summed up his instincts and 
actions: “I have one fear in life. I never 
want to say the words ‘I should have’.”

When we look at marine SAR, we 
should be guided by those comments. 
We need to plan and exercise and that 
is why the role of the unpaid profes-
sionals of the CCGA-P is so critically 
important to our SAR capability on this 
coast — whether it is a mass casualty or 
smaller SAR event. 

While the boatlift in New York 
Harbour on 9/11 was an ad hoc response 
with an outstanding result, preparation 
and training for a marine mass casualty 
or smaller incident should not be over-
looked, especially when regular folks 
from local communities are involved. 

The CCGA-P provides a ready net-
work that is highly skilled and dedicated 
with specialized equipment. The volun-
teers of the CCGA-P serve to buttress 
and enhance the SAR response that is 
detailed in the Department of National 
Defence’s National SAR manual. This is 
especially important along our lengthy 
and remote coastline. We need to en-
sure our coastal communities, along 
with  provincial, regional and muni-
cipal agencies, are integrated into this 
response with CCGA-P volunteers. 

The Boatlift should be required view-
ing for all mariners and elected officials 
at all levels of government. The video 
highlights that adequate resources are 
the key to resiliency. The video seeks to 
”build the reflexes and instincts neces-
sary at every level...to respond quickly 
and wisely to future crises”. This applies 
to future marine SAR incidents both 
large and small. We need to nourish and 
allow the CCGA-P and communities to 
flourish to solve these SAR challenges 
in a creative and cost-effective fashion, 
working in conjunction with the DND 
and the CCG. Creativity and a team and 
community approach will develop in-
novative and cost-effective solutions 
built upon local knowledge which is 
invaluable given the intracacies of our 
coastline. This approach will build re-
silience, competence and capability 
along the West Coast at a time when the 
potential for new types of incidents, 
such as the looming tsunami debris 
from Japan, is at an all-time high. 

On Canada’s West Coast, when it 
comes to marine SAR during an Empress 
of Ireland moment, we should never be 
in a position of saying “we should have  
been prepared”.

Joe Spears, a principal of the Horseshoe 
Bay Marine Group, is a former CCG Rescue 
Coxswain and has been involved in SAR in-
cidents on the Atlantic, Pacific and Arctic 
Oceans and assists the Canadian Rangers 
of 2 CRPG Nunavik (Quebec Nord) with 
SAR. He can be reached at: kjs@oceanlaw-
canada.com.

Watch the video: The Boatlift at  
www.bcshippingnews.com/video.

Stations 31 Brentwood and Station 34 Mill Bay (Auxiliaries 31 and 34) exercise in 
Saanich Inlet.
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The CCGA-P is about to  
announce major changes! Pick up  

the July issue of BC Shipping News 
for full coverage.


