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SUMMARY 

This paper presents an overview of the work undertaken by the Secretariat of the Pacific 
Community (SPC) to support search and rescue (SAR) efforts in the Pacific Islands region. 
The work mainly focuses on improving SAR coordination, communication, cooperation 
and planning. These efforts, primarily funded by the International Maritime Organization 
(IMO), have been consistently supported by the SAR authorities from Australia, French 
Polynesia, New Caledonia, New Zealand, and the United States. 

This paper relates to maritime search and rescue in the Pacific Islands region. 
 
Strategic Objectives: 

A: Safety – Enhance regional maritime safety 
 

 
1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 The challenge to SAR services, particularly in the Pacific, has never been greater. 
Consisting of over 30 million square kilometers of ocean and significant ship and pleasure craft traffic 
the coordination of long distance SAR operations critically taxes all nations who respond to the call to 
save lives at sea. SPC, the leading regional supervisory body in maritime affairs has been tasked to 
provide technical support to assist its member nations improve SAR operations within the region. 

1.2 Three areas of technical support have been provided. First, SPC has organized regional 
maritime SAR workshops and seminars. Second, the SPC in collaboration with Pacific SAR 
authorities has been developing a regional maritime SAR technical arrangement for cooperation. 
Finally, SPC has been engaged in the collection, analysis, and dissemination of regional maritime 
SAR data. 

1.3 SPC’s efforts have not been limited to response, but have also endeavored to implement 
effective prevention programmes. These programmes have included the production, translation (into 
Pacific Island languages), and dissemination of boating safety pamphlets and brochures, the 
development of the Pacific Islands Domestic Ship Safety (PIDSS) Programme, and encouragement of 
the use of safe management system practices, based on the IMO International Safety Management 
(ISM) Code, among all ships operating in the Pacific Islands region. 

1.4 With the rapid increase in cruise ship operations in the Pacific, one of the primary concerns 
of the regional SAR effort have been mass rescue operations (MRO). Assistance to develop MRO plans 
and to provide regional awareness have been heavily supported by larger regional RCCs and have been 
incorporated into regional SAR workshops and introduced by SPC at Ministerial meetings. 
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2. DISCUSSION 
 

Regional Workshops and Seminars 

2.1 Since 2001, SPC had conducted a total of seven seminars and workshops to assist the 
Pacific Island countries and territories (PICTs) improve SAR response within the region. This effort 
had fully involved the rescue coordination centres in Australia Maritime Safety Authority (AMSA), 
French Polynesia and New Caledonia, New Zealand Rescue Coordination Centre, and the U.S. Coast 
Guard 14th District, Hawaii. 

2.2 The first three seminars were held in Suva, Fiji, in 20011, 20022 and 20053 and were 
focused on providing participants with the international compliance requirements of Vessel Tracking 
Systems, Vessel Monitoring Systems, Long Range Identification Tracking (LRIT) Systems and the 
ISM Code.  The outcomes from these events included a Pacific GMDSS development plan and SPC 
drafted legislative templates (marine radio communications, safe ship management code) that could 
be utilized by PICTs to draft national legislation and regulations to implement international 
conventions they were party to. 

2.3 In 2006, amid raising concerns over the increase of cruise ship operations in the Pacific, 
SPC in association with the New Zealand Regional Coordination Centre (RCCNZ) organized a 
training course on SAR for Pacific Island SAR personnel4.  The aim of the course, held in Suva, Fiji, 
was to assist PICTs to establish or improve national and regional SAR systems and infrastructure in 
alignment with the International Aeronautical and Maritime Search and Rescue (IAMSAR) Manual.  

2.4 Beginning in 20075, the SPC had conducted biennial SAR workshops for PICT SAR 
authorities.  Both the 2007 and 20096workshops were hosted by the U.S Coast Guard in Honolulu, 
Hawaii, and the 20117  workshop was hosted by AMSA in Cairns, Australia.  The workshops targeted 
policy makers, administrators and operators and addressed every aspect of maritime SAR including 
the assessment, planning, and management of SAR incidents including mass rescue operations, 
understanding of international SAR requirements, and the implementation of best practices.  In 
addition, each workshop collected SAR data and statistics from the region, and reviewed the current 
status of the regional maritime SAR technical arrangement for cooperation. 

  

                                                 
1 Seminar on Global Maritime Distress Safety Systems (GMDSS) and Search and Rescue (SAR), and Workshop 
on International Ship Management (ISM) Code, Suva, Fiji Islands, 28-30 March 2001 
2 Seminar on the Carriage of Dangerous Goods, Deck Cargoes and Containers at Sea, Seminar on the ISM Code, 
Safe Ship Management (SSM) and Safe Operating Practices (SOP), Seminar on the Global Maritime Distress 
Safety Systems (GMDSS) and Search and Rescue (SAR), Nadi, Fiji Islands, 25-27 February 2002 
3 Seminar on Search and Rescue (SAR), Vessel Tracking Systems (VTS), Vessel Monitoring Systems (VMS), 
and Long Range Identification Tracking (LRIT) Systems, Suva, Fijis Islands, 24-28 October 2005 
4 Search and Rescue Training Course for Pacific Island Search and Rescue Personnel, Suva, Fiji Islands, 27-31 
March 2006 
5 Search and Rescue Conference for Pacific Island Countries and Territories, Honolulu, Hawaii, USA, 24-30 
November 2007 
6 Third Pacific Regional Maritime Workshop on Search and Rescue, Honolulu, Hawaii, USA, 09-13 November 
2009, report. 
7 Fourth Pacific Regional Search and Rescue Workshop, Cairns, Australia, 6-9 June 2011, report. 
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Maritime SAR Technical Arrangement for Cooperation 

2.5 The regional Maritime Search and Rescue Technical Arrangement for Cooperation 
(TAfC) among Pacific Island Countries and Territories that Support International Lifesaving in the 
Pacific Ocean (originally the Maritime SAR Memorandum of Cooperation) was conceived to meet 
three critical needs in the Pacific:  

a. identify internationally and regionally recognized maritime SAR geographic 
boundaries; 

b. establish a framework under which to develop new and evaluate existing bi- and 
multi-lateral SAR arrangements; and 

c. encourage improvements in maritime SAR coordination, communication, 
cooperation, and planning within the Pacific region.  

2.6 Additionally the TAfC would help to ensure consistency across the Pacific region and 
between PICTs that were signatory to the SAR Convention 1979 and those that were not. 

2.7 The concept for a regional search and rescue (SAR) arrangement was first proposed at 
the SPC-organised Ministers of Transport meeting in Samoa in April 2007. The Ministers 
acknowledged the challenges faced by Pacific Island nations in the conduct of SAR operations and 
recognized that no one country in the Pacific could manage SAR alone particularly as a SAR event in 
the Pacific could cross multiple boundaries and require the assistance of long-range resources from 
Australia, France, New Zealand, or the United States. Subsequently in November 2007, SPC was 
tasked to draft a regional maritime SAR memorandum of understanding that aligned with the 
guidance contained in IAMSAR. 

2.8 With the assistance of the USCG Office of Search and Rescue a draft document was 
prepared and reviewed by the regional SAR services at the 2007 workshop. The subsequent draft was 
finalized at the 2009 SAR workshop in preparation for submission at the 2011 Transport Ministers 
meeting. 

2.9 At the Inaugural Regional Meeting of Ministers of Energy, Information and 
Communication Technology (ICT) and Transport, held in Noumea New Caledonia, in April 2011, SPC 
introduced the Regional SAR MOU. The Ministers voted to endorse the MOU but did not sign it over 
concerns of its status as an MOU. At the 2011 Forum Leaders meeting in Auckland, New Zealand, the 
SAR MOU was revisited and the leaders unanimously decided that all PICTs should be encouraged to 
sign the instrument in support of improved SAR response efforts throughout the Pacific. 

2.10 At present, the instrument had been renamed a Technical Arrangement for Cooperation 
to align with the existing standard for regional bi- and multi-lateral SAR agreements, terminology had 
been clarified to accommodate Participants that were signatory to the SAR Convention and those that 
were not, and two appendices have been added to separate the wording of the arrangement from the 
names of the Participants and the listing of SAR boundaries.  The instrument was currently pending 
final approval at SPC prior to being sent to the Participants for signature. 
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Data collection, analysis, and dissemination 

2.11 As a result of resource constraints, ICT issues and personnel turnover, data collection 
throughout the Pacific was difficult.  SPC strived to provide a regional centre for data 
collection/storage, analysis and dissemination.  Projects were in place to capture and utilize three 
areas of data related to SAR: 

 24 Hour Points of Contact – collection of this information was intended as a 
networking tool to assist workshop participants to expedite contact during 
operations or to solicit support in other areas; 

 IMO National Self-Assessment information – while there is no international 
requirement for the collection of this information, SPC had found that biennial 
updates assist in tracking areas of improvement and identifying where additional 
support may be required; and 

 SAR statistics – at present this area was still under development.  The goal was to 
capture basic SAR data that can be utilized regionally and nationally to assist in 
identifying areas for improvement, but also to document the need for donor support. 
Data has been solicited at each workshop, but currently most data is not in a format 
that allows for easy analysis. 

In most cases updates to this data were only captured during the biennial 
workshops; accordingly the information was predominantly historical. 

2.12 Given the extensive maritime environment of the Pacific, search and rescue was a vital 
regional requirement.  Every PICT strived to ensure the safety of their people as well as those that 
travel through their waters, but due to resource and financial constraints, external support was a 
necessity, not an option.  SPC, with the support of the IMO, AMSA, the MRCCs of French Polynesia 
and New Caledonia, RCCNZ and the U.S. Coast Guard worked to provide that support and to 
improve the safety of maritime travel throughout the Pacific Island region. 

3. ACTION BY THE MEETING 

3.1 The meeting is invited to:  

a) note the work of SPC to improve SAR efforts in the Pacific Islands region in 
collaboration with key partners such as IMO and SAR authorities in Australia, French 
Polynesia, New Caledonia, New Zealand and the United States.; and 

b) discuss any relevant matters as appropriate. 

…………………………. 


