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Intro 
The disappearance of Malaysia Airlines Flight MH370, at 2014, focused 
attention on techniques for monitoring and assisting aircraft in distress 
around the world. As with the case of Air France Flight 447 over the 
Atlantic in 2009, inconsistencies in activating search and rescue (SAR) 
protocols contributed to the delays in identifying the ongoing 
emergency and subsequently locating the wreckage after the crash. 
Besides the loss of life, millions Euros and countless hours of searching 
were wasted looking in the wrong places.  
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Global picture 
 

• There are 191 sovereign state SAR systems that make up the Global 
SAR Plan.  

• The challenges in organizing cooperation, communication and 
coordination within the worldwide SAR network are daunting. 
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No single State or SAR agency can act alone 
 
• SAR is not just an ethically humanitarian service, but also an essential 

constituent of the family of air navigation services mandated by the 
Chicago Convention and a legal obligation of all States contracted to 
it.  
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Regional SAR Plans are vital 
  
• Their purpose is to list the responsibilities and functions of all 

participants within cooperating States and to include databases of 
such resources as search craft and their terms of availability and 
performance, on-board equipment, droppable supplies, crew 
complements, contact details for other emergency providers, airlines 
and key government personnel, communication facilities, 
meteorological offices.. 
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Cross-border cooperation 
 

• The Convention requires cross-border cooperation among the States 
in its provision: States are required to permit the owners of distressed 
aircraft, or authorities of the State in which the aircraft is registered, 
to assist the State in whose area an accident occurs (from Article 25; 
Convention on International Civil Aviation). This is an operational 
necessity, but has proven time and again to be a diplomatic challenge. 
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Air Traffic Control Service 
 

• Air traffic control plays a crucial role in ensuring SAR action is 
provided rapidly and effectively. Upon an aircraft encountering an 
emergency, ATC, worldwide, is required to provide In-Flight 
Emergency Response (IFER) service to assist flight crews. 
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ATC is required to provide SAR Alerting service, declaring what is known 
as a SAR Phases. 
• These are categorized by the seriousness of an aircraft’s emergency 

situation and could include an Uncertainty Phase (indicating doubt 
about an aircraft’s safety), an Alert Phase (indicating apprehension) or 
a Distress Phase (indicating reasonable certainty of grave and 
imminent danger). 

• ATC is mandated to immediately notify the declaration of each SAR 
Phase to the appropriate RCC.  

ICAO EUR SAR 



Unfortunately, what is mandated by international law is far from what 
typically occurs in practice: 
• On September 3, 2010, 22 minutes after taking off from Dubai to Cologne, 

Germany at 2:53 p.m., the crew of UPS 6, Boeing 747-400, reported a fire 
on board...and crashed near Minhad air base (Dubai) very close to the 
borders each of Bahrain, Emirates or Tehran SRRs 

• Neither ATC notify the RCC, neither RCC was activated and no SAR planning 
was ever undertaken 

• There was NO Regional SAR Coordination Plan agreed to by Gulf States. As 
areas of jurisdiction are small, and closely adjacent, any major SAR action is 
likely to require coordinated input from 3 states coming from their own 
maritime, police, military, medical... 
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• Can we say that Gulf area is unic one? 
 

 
• Is the situation with Regional Coordination SAR plan different than as 

it was at the Gulf region? 
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Importance of Regional SAR Plans 
• Purpose is to list the responsibilities and functions of all participants 

within cooperating States and  
• To include databases of such resources as search craft and their terms 

of availability and performance, on-board equipment, droppable 
supplies, crew complements, contact details for other emergency 
providers, airlines and key government personnel, communication 
facilities, meteorological offices and so on. 

• They need to be pre-emptively agreed upon by all participants, 
documented, authorized, practiced and regularly updated. 
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RCC Connections and Interfaces 
• The RCC’s place in the SAR system can be understood as a hub at the 

center of many spokes.  
• The multiplicity of connections and interfaces is arresting.  
• If any one SAR system’s complexities of connections was to be 

multiplied 191 times, (that being the number of State SAR systems 
that makes up the Global SAR Plan), the extent of the challenges of 
cooperation, communication and coordination confronting the 
worldwide SAR network becomes clear. 
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MH370 
• Malaysian Airlines Flight MH370, which disappeared on a March 8, 

2014 flight from Kuala Lumpur to Beijing, China, represented another 
SAR catastrophe. This one had its genesis at the boundary between 
the Malaysian and Vietnamese areas of ATC/SAR responsibility, and 
there were alarming shortcomings in In-Flight Emergency Response, 
SAR Alerting and the RCC response itself. These breakdowns were 
most apparent at points of interface between participating sectors: 
ATC with ATC, ATC with SAR, SAR with Security, civil with military, 
aviation with maritime and State with State. 
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 Events that critically impacted on the SAR response were: 
• Delay of more than 16 minutes after the aircraft’s ETA at the border before 

loss of communication has been reported by ATC; 
• Delay of more than 38 minutes before an Uncertainty Phase was declared; 
• Delay of 7 hours 21 minutes before an Alert or Distress Phase was declared; 
• Failure to notify military radar data that showed an aircraft tracking west 

from its last reported position either to the RCC during the initial SAR 
response or to the public until a week later, and 

• Failure to pass radar data from two civil installations that showed 
intermittent paints of an aircraft tracking west to the RCC during the initial 
SAR response. 
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• This case has to be attributed to successive failures at critical points of 
interface, not least between cross-border ATC Units and the civil and 
military sectors.  

• Tape playbacks indicated confusion, delays, omissions and a serious 
lack of information flow.  
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• The RCC operational decision-making process was taken over by politicians; 
• Cross-border search operations and use of military aircraft was severely 

hampered by a lack of Regional SAR Plans; 
• Allocation of search aircraft was mismanaged because of confusion about 

many overlapping aviation and maritime SRRs in the South China Sea; 
• Uncoordinated searches were conducted by separate authorities in 

different localities; 
• Early offers of assistance from foreign states were refused; 
• RCCs received operational intelligence not from the greater air navigation 

system but from journalists and through diplomatic channels; 
• SAR coordination overall was severely hampered by a lack of English 

language proficiency. 
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• It’s clear that the repeated SAR shortcomings and deficiencies that 
have characterized these recent actions are overwhelmingly 
organizational.  

• The search for MH370 is the most expensive aviation SAR action ever 
undertaken in the history of flight. Real numbers for the search costs 
will probably never be accurately known but are said to be in the 
hundreds of millions of dollars and the damage done to the credibility 
of the airline industry is immense. 

 

ICAO EUR SAR 



Global SAR Disorder 
ICAO SAR audit findings indicate(2018): 
• 43 percent of the world’s States have no SAR legal framework, 

nominated SAR authority or organized resources; 
• 46 percent of States have an insufficient SAR-skilled workforce; 
• 40 percent have developed no SAR Plan of formal arrangements that 

provides for civil/military cooperation; 
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• 36 percent have no formal arrangements for coordination between 
the aeronautical and maritime authorities. 

• 40 percent of States have no arrangements to provide assistance to 
adjoining RCCs; 

• 35 percent have no standing permission for entry of SAR units into 
foreign territory; and 

• 72 percent have no SAR staff proficient in the English language. 
• In summary, across the whole range of ICAO SAR provisions, the 

global rate of States’ effective implementation stands at about 50 
percent for decades. 
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Action needed 
• Urgently consolidate and organize Regional RCCs serving SAR Regions 

that will have the appropriate capacity, expertise, reach and readiness 
of response to provide effective SAR services,  

• Regional Aviation RCCs would extend coverage to all States through 
Regional SAR Plan for cross-border use of shared resources, assets, 
expertise and costs.  

• It would standardize SAR services globally at ICAO-compliant levels, 
integrate all participating sectors: military, maritime, security, police, 
etc., and greatly reduce hazardous points of operational interface in 
the SAR system. 
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Pravilnik o obavještavanju, analiziranju i praćenju (follow-up) 
događaja u civilnom vazduhoplovstvu  
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