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SUMMARY 

 
The unmanned aircraft system (UAS) should be considered as a means to address gaps in 
search and rescue (SAR) capability, a deficiency common to many States around the globe. 
UAS could provide a lower cost alternative to long range aircraft as detailed in the ICAO 
Regional Air Navigation Plan; serve as a long-range search platform with good loitering time; 
conduct electronic searches; and, possibly provide aerial delivery of life support equipment.  

Strategic Objectives: 
A: Safety – Enhance global civil aviation safety 

 
Global Plan Initiatives:  
GPI-1  Flexible use of airspace   
 

 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 The unmanned aircraft system (UAS) is a technology that has been around a long 
time but focused almost exclusively on military applications. Now there is recognition of the great 
potential for civil use of UAS. As the ICAO UAS Study Group addresses operational and regulatory 
framework matters, States should anticipate the expanded acceptance of UAS usage and, where 
appropriate, plan how it can be used in search and rescue (SAR).  
 
1.2 SAR authorities need to work with the civil aviation authorities to ensure that SAR 
needs are given due consideration. It is recognized that the general use of UAS needs attention to 
ensure its safe, secure and efficient integration into non-segregated airspace, but national authorities 
need to work concurrently to make quick use of UAS capability once the integration is attained. As in 
other ICAO regions, Asia-Pacific has States which find it difficult to meet their SAR responsibilities 
within their SAR regions, particularly regarding long distances to the search area and the need for 
long searches or remaining on scene to assist. UAS may be a lower-cost method to fix this deficiency.  
 
2. DISCUSSION 
 
2.1 The ICAO UAS Study Group is developing the framework for operation of UAS 
systems. Its tasks include harmonization of terms and development of the SARPs, Procedures for Air 
Navigation Services and guidance material needed for the integration of remotely piloted UAS into 
non-segregated airspace and at aerodromes. National authorities should anticipate eventual approval 
for the UAS and start planning now on how to make best use of this capability.  
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2.2 The U.S. Coast Guard is responsible for aeronautical and maritime SAR in the 
maritime environment – including oceanic and coastal waters.  The U.S. Coast Guard, in view of its 
many civil missions (search and rescue, law enforcement, fisheries enforcement, pollution response, 
etc.) established a project to determine how to make use of UAS for many of those missions.  This 
effort included working with other U.S. civil agencies, such as customs, immigration, law 
enforcement and others, to establish firm justification and to reduce or share costs. SAR became a 
primary mission requirement and capability expected to be on any UAS platform used by the U.S. 
Coast Guard in the future.  

 
2.3 Obtaining a new capability or technology typically takes a great amount of effort and 
time to justify that there is a need for it and that funding can be provided.  This documentation varies 
from State to State. The U.S. federal acquisition process typically expects an agency to submit 
documents such as:  

• mission need statement: a high-level document providing justification for the 
acquisition (the job to be performed, the gap in current capability, program 
justification, etc.);  

• operational requirements document: operational and functional 
requirements; and,  

• concept of operations: operational and support concepts and functional 
capabilities.  

 
2.4 U.S. Coast Guard use of UAS capability would be for several different Coast Guard 
missions or could be a resource shared by other civil agencies.  Designating SAR as a primary 
mission requirement meant that the UAS would typically be available to respond when needed for a 
SAR incident. In developing the documents listed above, specific SAR content was inserted and 
included:  

• legal basis to perform SAR (international law such as Annex 12, national law and 
regulations;  

• defining the SAR mission (long-endurance, multiple frequencies/spectrum for 
searching, communications relay, fly search patterns, etc.;  

• requirement to continuously monitor, detect, automatic direction-find, and home 
on emergency distress signals (aeronautical and maritime); and,  

• capability to provide interrogation, reception and display of active maritime 
search and rescue distress transponders/transmitters 

 
3. CONCLUSION 
 
3.1 The meeting is invited to note the information contained in this paper; and note that 
an unmanned aircraft system (UAS) could be considered as a means to address gaps in search and 
rescue (SAR) capability, a deficiency common to many States around the globe. 
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