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Executive Summary 

 

Following the fatal accident of EI-ICR on 14
th 

March 2017 at Black Rock, the Air Accident Inves-

tigation Unit (AAIU) made an Interim Safety Recommendation to the Minister for Transport, 

Tourism and Sport dated 16
th

 March 2018 regarding, ‘Oversight of SAR helicopter operations 

in Ireland.’ 

This Report reflects two months of interviews with the Department of Transport, Tourism and 

Sport (DTTAS), the Irish Coast Guard (IRCG), the Irish Aviation Authority (IAA), AAIU and CHC 

Ireland DAC (CHCI), the review of International Civil Aviation Organisation (ICAO), European 

Aviation Safety Agency (EASA) and State documents and formulates twelve recommendations. 

From the evidence we have gathered, it is clear that the DTTAS and IRCG placed greater em-

phasis than the IAA on the National Maritime Search and Rescue (SAR) Framework (2010) as 

the critical base document in relation to the assignment of roles and responsibilities for the 

oversight of SAR aviation. This review process has helped to surface the divergence of views 

around the purpose and status of this document.  One of the key recommendations in this 

report is to undertake a review of the SAR Framework document with a view to addressing the 

issue of scope and elaborating more explicitly respective roles and responsibilities in relation 

to, among others, oversight.  

It is also evident that the regulatory arrangements for Search and Rescue are a hybrid of mar-

itime and aviation depending on which assets are deployed and in what circumstances. Within 

aviation SAR, there may also be a mix of civil and state assets at play. In Ireland’s case, a civil 

aviation operator is contracted to conduct maritime SAR operations but may also be tasked by 

the IRCG to conduct non-SAR operations. Ireland is not exceptional here and it is clear that 

both ICAO and International Maritime Organisation (IMO) are seeking to address the inherent 

tensions between the various regulatory regimes at play.  In addressing the specific oversight 

issues in Ireland’s case, as recommended in this report, there are clearly learnings which will 

be relevant to other jurisdictions. The active engagement of the other Coast Guards in the 

context of the Peer Review of this Report is a strong indication of the interest in the outcome 

of this review. 

With this review, Ireland has an opportunity to draw on best practice internationally and set 

the benchmark for other jurisdictions in relation to SAR oversight – an area where international 

regulation is still endeavouring to keep pace with practice on the ground.  

Recommendations (Chapter 8) vary from: short term recommendations (within 3 months), 

which include, for example, the review of SAR approval safety cases; Medium term recom-

mendations (within 3 to 9 months) such as the development of State SAR regulatory material 

appropriate to the scale and complexity of the National aviation system, and; long term rec-

ommendations, such as engagement with the EU/EASA to contribute to the European stand-

ardisation of SAR.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Context 

This review was initiated in response to the recommendation (IRLD2018003) of the Irish Air 

Accident Investigation Unit (AAIU) in its interim statement, published on 16
th

 March 2018, re-

garding the accident involving a Sikorsky S92-A at Black Rock in County Mayo on 14
th

 March 

2017. This recommendation stated: 

“The Minister for Transport, Tourism and Sport, as the issuing authority 
for the Irish National Maritime Search and Rescue Framework, should 
carry out a thorough review of SAR aviation operations in Ireland to 
ensure that there are appropriate processes, resources and personnel 
in place to provide effective, continuous, comprehensive and independ-
ent oversight of all aspects of these operations. “ 
 

1.2 Objectives 

In response to this recommendation the Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport (DTTAS) 

contracted Aerospace Qualified Entity (AQE) to: 

1. Identify any gaps or lack of clarity in terms of roles, legal vires, processes, training, re-

sources and/or personnel within the SAR organisations to carry out their oversight of SAR 

aviation operations; and 

2. Make recommendations on practical measures to address these to ensure that the over-

sight arrangements for SAR aviation operations in Ireland are commensurate with interna-

tional best practice in terms of effectiveness, continuity, comprehensiveness and inde-

pendence. 

1.3 Scope 

The scope of the review was confined to the oversight provisions of SAR aviation operations in 

the National Aeronautical SAR System (Figure 1). Specifically, the legal and regulatory struc-

ture, organisation(s), staff, policies, procedures, resources, and the actual conduct of oversight 

were examined.  

This review addressed the following areas: 

1. Air Operator Certificate (AOC) requirements (airworthiness, flight operations, ground op-

erations, aircrew training, safety and compliance). 

2. Search and Rescue coordination services, including oversight of national and international 

SAR agreements and National SAR Plan (NSP) joint training. 

3. The national SAR coordination mechanism.  

Military SAR aviation activities and facilities are out of the scope of this review, and when mar-

itime assets are used for SAR maritime activities they are not subject to aeronautical oversight. 

In accordance with the terms of reference and the AAIU recommendation, the focus was on 

the oversight arrangements in relation to SAR aviation generally.  The Team did not examine 
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the specific circumstances in relation to the accident and as such, there is no intention to es-

tablish any causal links between the findings here and the accident.  

 

 

Figure 1: The National Aeronautical SAR System 

 

1.4 Methodology 

The Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport established a steering group for the review 

which comprised the Directors General for Maritime and Aviation along with the Heads of 

Function for Maritime and Aviation Services. 

In order to gather all required information for the review, both desk research and interviews 

with key members of the Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport (DTTAS), the Irish Coast 

Guard (IRCG), the Irish Aviation Authority (IAA), Aerossurance (the aviation consultancy con-

tracted to the IRCG), AAIU and CHC Ireland DAC (CHCI) have been conducted. The resulting 

information was analysed in the light of a specifically developed Frame of Reference (FoR) (An-

nex 2 & 3). This approach ensured the consistency and completeness of the review and iden-

tified elements in the Irish SAR aviation operations oversight system that are missing or un-

clear. The FoR reflects the basic building blocks for a comprehensive and robust (oversight) 

system and is in line with the ‘Total System Approach’ to aviation safety management (Annex 

4).  

In support of this AQE review of the Irish SAR system, DTTAS has contacted SAR colleagues 

from Iceland, Finland, Spain, Sweden and Australia to provide input regarding best practice for 

oversight of SAR aviation operations. A number of these Coast Guards also acted as Peer Re-

viewers for the Review in order to validate the methodology used and the conclusions and 

recommendations that emerged. Their feedback on the report has been very useful and we 

thank them for their feedback and suggestions.  
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2 Civil Aviation Regulatory Framework 

2.1 From ICAO Standards to European/National Rules and Regulations 

The national civil aviation regulatory framework consists of regulations originating from global 

level (ICAO), European level (EU/EASA) and State level (IAA). As Figure 2 depicts, not all aviation 

activities are standardised at the ICAO level. Furthermore, several ICAO annexes are not cov-

ered at EU/EASA level. These non-standardised and non-EU regulated activities are regulated 

on the national level and hence State specific. 

The International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) is a specialised agency of the United Na-

tions which was established in 1944. ICAO codifies the principles and techniques of interna-

tional air navigation and fosters the planning and development of international air transport 

to ensure safe and orderly growth. The ICAO Council (board that governs ICAO) adopts stand-

ards and recommended practices (SARPs) in which mandatory requirements and directions are 

given to the States with regard to aviation. Those SARPs are described in 19 Annexes.  

 

Figure 2 Overview Civil Aviation Regulatory Framework 

Within the European Union the EU Member States
1
 have agreed to standardise the implemen-

tation of most, but not all, of the ICAO Standards and Recommended practices laid down in 

the 19 ICAO Annexes. The European Union is assisted by the European Aviation Safety Agency 

(EASA – an agency of the European Commission) with regard to the incorporation of the ICAO 

Annexes into EU regulations with which all European Union Member States must legally com-

ply.  

Those ICAO standards that are not transposed into EASA regulations have to be transposed 

into National regulations. A specific and relevant example of this is Annex 12 which covers SAR 

operations. The aviation activities that are not covered in the ICAO standards are regulated on 

a national level. 

 

                                                             

1
 There are 4 additional states that are also a member of the EASA (Iceland, Lichtenstein, Switzerland and Norway)  
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2.2 Oversight in the Civil Aviation Regulatory Framework 

ICAO describes the general mechanisms of oversight (ICAO Doc 9734, Part A, Safety Oversight 

Manual). The annexes and EU/EASA regulations define specific requirements for each of the 

specific sectors within the aviation industry (e.g. aircraft design, manufacture and mainte-

nance, personnel licencing, air traffic control, aerodromes, airline and helicopter operators 

etc.). It is the responsibility of each approved organisation, or licensed individual, to ensure 

that they are, and will continue to remain, in compliance with the applicable requirements.  

Oversight is conducted by the authority that is delegated by the State with the responsibility 

for the ICAO annexes, EU/EASA and national regulations in order to ensure an acceptable level 

of safety in the aviation system. It is the process of verifying that the service providers (e.g. 

operators and other approved organisations) comply with the applicable regulations and are 

achieving an acceptable level of safety performance. This verification is achieved through a 

comprehensive programme of activities, including audits, inspections, check flights etc., sup-

plemented by reviews of safety data and other information that may be made available to the 

authority.  

Oversight cannot be viewed in isolation. It is an essential and integral element in the manage-

ment of the safety of the aviation system (Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3: Aviation System Access Control 

It is essential that all actors in the aviation system share a common understanding of the 

State’s civil aviation regulatory framework. However, it quickly became clear at the start of the 

review process that not all involved parties had the same information and understanding with 

regard to the regulatory framework, and therefore of the scope of the ‘review of the oversight 

of SAR aviation operations’. There were different interpretations of what exactly the review of 

the oversight of SAR aviation operations should encompass and which documents were rele-

vant for the review.  

These differences in understanding, and of what the review should consider, originated from: 

a. different views and understanding on the status of certain documents, notably the Na-

tional Maritime SAR Framework; 
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b. different interpretations of the definitions and scope with regard to oversight of SAR avi-

ation operations; 

c. different 'professional backgrounds' of the agencies involved (e.g. the Irish Coast Guard 

(IRCG), the Irish Civil Aviation Authority (IAA) and their related legal supporting systems; 

d. the inherent complexity of managing oversight arrangements, stemming from different 

(IMO and ICAO) legal systems with different requirements for oversight; 

e. the SAR-operator which provides non-SAR services and different oversight regimes that 

are applicable to SAR and non SAR services.  

 

In close cooperation with the steering group and the parties involved, AQE has put emphasis 

on ensuring clarification of the meaning of "oversight of SAR aviation operations" as a key fo-

cus of the review. 

Oversight of operational SAR aviation operations cannot and should not be interpreted as com-

prising only one activity, such as conducting an inspection when flying with a SAR crew. Oper-

ational SAR aviation oversight is wider. It means oversight of all elements contained in appro-

priate SAR legislation for a civil SAR operator. This includes SAR training flights but not actual 

SAR operational flights
2
.  

 

 

Figure 4: Oversight Related to SAR 

                                                             

2
 A Flight Check (Check F) requirement within the annual oversight schedule should be conducted on a training 

flight that simulates a SAR mission. Any distraction resulting from an inspection during the rescue of casualties could 

have legal consequences. Furthermore, the Flight Ops Inspector would themselves be exposed to additional risk. 
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Figure 4 depicts the current oversight responsibilities of the IRCG, IAA and DTTAS with regard 

to SAR. Note that aviation oversight of Commercial Air Transport (CAT) operations and the 

national SAR approval rests with the IAA and sits in isolation from the national SAR regulatory 

framework, i.e. as arrangements stand, there is no operational link between the oversight of 

flight operations and the national SAR regulatory framework. This is an example where a lack 

of clarity in the legal framework has resulted in a disconnect between key players which needs 

to be addressed. This issue is covered by the recommendations resulting from this review. 

 

2.3 Search and Rescue 

At the global level, ICAO Annex 12 describes what a State should have in place for aviation 

Search and Rescue organisations (services, regions, units), cooperation (between States, with 

other services, dissemination of information), preparatory measures (training and exercises), 

operating procedures etc. The objective of the Annex is that each State has a Search and Res-

cue system in place that help ensure the timely identification of the location of an aircraft that 

has crashed, and the effective organisation of services to rescue the crew and passengers. For 

Search and Rescue operations at sea, both aircraft and ships will likely be used and coordina-

tion across different agencies and organisations is vital. 

It should be noted that Annex 12 does not specify standards or recommended practices as to 

how States should regulate or oversee civil search and rescue flight operations or offer guid-

ance on how to construct a civil legal framework for SAR. 

The marine counterpart of the ICAO is the International Maritime Organisation (IMO). The IMO 

is the United Nations’ specialised agency with responsibility for the safety and security of ship-

ping and the prevention of marine pollution by ships. IMO uses conventions, codes etc. The 

IMO has made arrangements for Search and Rescue with regard to ships (and their crew/pas-

sengers) that need urgent assistance (International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea 

(SOLAS)). For the Search and Rescue operations at sea, aircraft and ships will be used and, as 

stated above, and coordination across different agencies and organisations is vital.  

Because of the overlap in ICAO and IMO Search and Rescue responsibilities, both the IMO and 

the ICAO recommend that States combine Search and Rescue responsibilities where appropri-

ate. The legal basis for establishing a national SAR system is based on the International Con-

vention on Maritime Search and Rescue (the 1979 Hamburg convention), the Convention on 

International Civil Aviation and its International Aeronautical and Maritime Search and Rescue 

(IAMSAR) Manual (Doc 9731, Volumes 1, 2 and 3). 

Within the European Union, the EU/EASA basic regulation (216/2008)
3
 described the areas of 

competence for the European Union to issue standardised regulations. Search and Rescue 

(SAR) was excluded. 

  

                                                             

3
 On 22-8-2018 the new EU/EASA basic regulation 2018/1139 was published in the Official Journal of 

the European Union. 
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The Basic regulation (216/2008) did not apply to: 

“products, parts, appliances, personnel and organisations referred to in 
paragraph 1(a) and (b) while carrying out military, customs, police, search 
and rescue, firefighting, coastguard or similar activities or services.” 

 

However, in the same paragraph it is stated that: 

“The Member States shall undertake to ensure that such activities or ser-
vices have due regard as far as practicable to the objectives of this Regu-
lation” 

Thus, whilst the EU has not been tasked by the EU Member States to regulate aviation SAR 

operations, the States have agreed that each State shall undertake to ensure that such activi-

ties or services have due regard as far as practicable to the objectives of the EU/EASA regula-

tion.  

To summarise, from an international regulatory (EU/EASA, ICAO) perspective, each State is 

responsible for establishing a regulatory regime for its National aviation SAR activities and for 

ensuring effective inter-modal coordination (e.g. between maritime and aviation sectors). 

However, each European Union Member State should have due regard as far as practicable of 

the objectives of the EU/EASA regulations. 
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3 Oversight of SAR Helicopter Operations 

3.1 Current Situation 

3.1.1 Legal Basis 

The Safety Regulation Division (SRD) of the IAA has indicated that the legal basis for their pre-

sent role in oversight of SAR helicopter operations is based on the following: 

1. The 1993 Irish Aviation Authority Act (as amended). 

2. AN No. A108 issue 1, date 27/11/2011; Airworthiness certification of Aircraft whilst car-

rying out Search and Rescue Operations. 

3. Commission Regulation (EU) No 965/2012; Air Operations. 

4. AN No. P23, issue 1, date 17/01/2013; Licensing Requirements for EASA part-FCL Licensed 

Pilots Carrying Out Military, Customs, Police, Search & Rescue, Firefighting or Coastguard 

Activities which are not Subject to Regulation (EC) No. 216/2008 (as amended). 

5. AN No. O76 issue 1, date 01/04/2014; The Conduct of Search and Rescue (SAR) Operations 

in Ireland. 

 

The Irish Aviation Authority Act 1993 has defined functions of the IAA, including to give legal 

effect to ICAO Annexes 1, 2, 4-8, 10, 11, 14-16, 18 and 19 of the Convention of International 

Civil Aviation. The Act also gives the IAA the power to make orders (Statutory Instruments). 

Since the Act came into effect in 1993, the IAA has had the responsibility for regulating all air 

operators and their operations in Ireland. 

The IAA is designated as the ‘competent authority’ in Ireland for the purposes of the Basic 

Regulation (EC) No 216/2008
4
. In accordance with the regulation and by virtue of the 1993 IAA 

Act, the SRD is designated as the ‘National Supervisory Authority’ (NSA) for Ireland under Sin-

gle European Sky (SES), with responsibility for certification and supervision of all Air Navigation 

Service Providers (ANSP) in Ireland. The Air Navigation Service Department (ANSD) is respon-

sible for safety oversight of ANS. The SRD is responsible for the safety management and over-

sight of the Irish civil aviation industry (service providers, personnel and ATC centres). 

Aeronautical Notice (AN) O76 of 2014, published by the IAA SRD, specifically directs that oper-

ations carried out for the purpose of Search and Rescue by a commercial operator shall be 

deemed to be for the purpose of Commercial Air Transport and therefore subject to the oper-

ator being the holder of an Irish National Search and Rescue Approval (SAR APP) in compliance 

with the requirements of EU Regulation 965/2012.  

3.1.2 Air Operator Certificate and National SAR Approval 

The commercial helicopter operator CHCI has been contracted by the Minister of DTTAS to 

perform various services (Search and Rescue, Helicopter Emergency Medical Services, air am-

bulance and pollution monitoring).  

                                                             

4
 On 22-8-2018 the new EU/EASA basic regulation 2018/1139 was published in the Official Journal of 

the European Union. 
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As a commercial operator conducting Search and Rescue operations, CHCI is required to hold 

an Air Operator Certificate (AOC) (under EU/EASA regulations) and a national SAR APP (under 

AN O76). The latter provides the operator with the necessary permissions, alleviations and 

exemptions to execute SAR specific operations (low visibility flying, minimum flight levels, 

etc.). 

The IAA issued the AOC and the SAR APP to CHCI and carries out safety oversight of its SAR 

aviation helicopter operations. Through this practice, the IAA has a system in place to verify 

the suitability of the CHCI SAR helicopters, crew, training and operational standards for SAR 

operations. This SAR oversight role is carried out in accordance with long established practice, 

pre-dating much of the current EU laws in these areas. It is important to harmonise practice 

wherever possible, and this is addressed in the recommendations made in this review. 

3.1.3 Operator Responsibilities 

Having been granted access to the aviation system through the issue of the AOC and the Na-

tional SAR approval, it is the responsibility of the operator to ensure compliance with the re-

quirements. The operator is required to implement and maintain a management system to 

ensure compliance with the applicable requirements from the EU/EASA and national regula-

tions for operations and aim for continuous improvement of this system
5
, e.g. by regularly 

reviewing the safety cases for the exemptions and alleviations in the SAR APP. 

 

3.2 Findings, Conclusions and Recommendations 

The IRCG has been tasked by DTTAS to manage the contract with CHCI (Figure 5). In the con-

tract, reference is made to aviation technical safety regulations. Currently the IAA has no in-

volvement in managing the contract with regard to the technical aviation safety regulations. 

In principle, the ‘oversight role’ of the IAA is a direct link between the IAA and the operator. 

The ‘IAA-oversight’ does not have a link with the party that is responsible for contracting the 

operator to provide services (In this case that is the DTTAS/IRCG). The responsibility for man-

aging and monitoring the performance requirements of the contract is with the IRCG. How-

ever, the IRCG does not possess the necessary knowledge of aviation operations or of the reg-

ulations in order to monitor the aviation regulatory compliance aspects of the contract. At the 

moment, the IRCG utilises the services of an aviation consultant to provide technical assistance 

on aviation technical implementation issues. It is recommended that the IAA should advise/as-

sist the IRCG on technical safety regulations, given they have the requisite knowledge of the 

EU/EASA and national regulations along with the enforcement powers to act where perfor-

mance issues arise. 

We acknowledge the challenge for the IAA here in managing its relationship with both the 

operator and the IRCG as tasking authority, where it is performing the role of “advisor” and 

“enforcer”. In reality however, there is an inherent inefficiency, in the current arrangement 

and it has already created situations whereby Standard Operation Procedures (SOPs) were de-

veloped which were not completely in line with the relevant EU/EASA regulations. Another 

issue that is related to tasking is the uncertainty that exists about the appropriate use of the 

                                                             

5
 according to Regulation (EU) No 965/2012 on Air Operations, Annex III (Part ORO.GEN.200) 
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‘rescue callsign’, i.e. in which situations is it appropriate to use the ‘rescue callsign’ for flight 

operations.  

The helicopter operator performs various tasks which are subject to both the EU/EASA and the 

national safety regulatory framework by virtue of the scope of the contract which covers both 

SAR and non-SAR activities. This could lead to conflicting requirements and potential uncer-

tainty from a regulatory standpoint. This is specifically addressed in the recommendations aris-

ing from this review. 

 

Figure 5: CHCI SAR Contract 

 

AQE has established that Standard Operating Procedures were developed by IRCG based on 

the National Maritime SAR Framework. Whilst these were addressed to the helicopter opera-

tor, there were some discrepancies with the applicable EU/EASA and national regulations. In 

addressing the issue highlighted in the previous paragraphs and by involving the IAA directly 

in the development of relevant SOPs, the root causes for such inconsistencies can be ad-

dressed. 

In light of these findings;  

It is recommended that DTTAS ensures that the IAA are involved directly by the IRCG 
in the aviation regulatory aspects of the contract with the operator to ensure con-
sistency in the application of relevant regulations and processes. [recommendation 
12] 

Furthermore, to clarify the responsibility of the IAA with regard to the contract; 

It is recommended that DTTAS formally and clearly assigns the IAA with responsi-
bility for the legal and safety oversight of civil aviation Search and Rescue activities. 
[recommendation 1] 
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Given the timeframe of the review, a full audit of the requirements arising for the IAA from 

Part ORO.GEN.200 on continuous improvement of the SAR approval system was out of scope 

nor was AQE in a position to review any of the safety cases related to the alleviations and ex-

emptions as mentioned in the National SAR Approval of CHCI DAC. Therefore, 

 It is recommended that, as an integral part of the National SAR approval process, 
the IAA must require CHC Ireland DAC to produce and regularly review the safety 
cases for each of the twenty-seven alleviations and exemptions currently on the 
national SAR approval in the interest of continuous improvement of safety manage-
ment of complex operators. [recommendation 4]6 

Finally, for consideration purposes, based on the EU/EASA regulations the Helicopter opera-

tor is required to have a Safety Management System (SMS) in place. The operations of the 

operator require a SMS that is related to all its operations, de facto also for its SAR opera-

tions. From a total system approach point of view, it could be considered to extend the use 

of such a safety management system and integrate organisations/professions that are in-

volved in the implementation of the SAR-operations, e.g. tasking staff, medical professionals.  

 

  

                                                             

6
 In the interests of clarity, recommendation 4 and supporting explanation were expanded by AQE sub-

sequent to its submission to the Department. 
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4 Irish State SAR Legislation/Guidance 

4.1 Current Situation 

The Irish Aviation Authority Act 1993 defines the functions of the IAA, including to give effect 

to ICAO Annexes 1, 2, 4-8, 10, 11, 14-16, 18 and 19 of the Convention of International Civil 

Aviation. The Act also gives the IAA the power to make orders (Statutory Instruments) and to 

exercise oversight of all the civil aviation organisations, operators and operations in Ireland.  

Annex 12 is one of the annexes for which the IAA has not been specifically tasked to give effect. 

In 1995, in an amendment of the IAA act 1993, the IAA (air traffic services) was made respon-

sible for the Aeronautical Rescue Coordination Centre (ARCC) and its sub-centre (ARSC). The 

responsibility with regard to oversight of the ARCC and the ARSC is with the IAA (SRD) since 

the amendment of 1995. This provision of service and oversight is a potential conflict of inter-

est and is going to be addressed shortly with the separation between the SRD and the provider 

of air traffic services.  

In anticipation of the ICAO Audit in 2010, the IRCG requested the UK Maritime Coastguard 

Agency (UK MCA) to conduct the safety oversight of the Irish Coast Guard Rescue Co-ordina-

tion Centres. (M)RCCs. It did not involve auditing the IAA’s ARCC which is the responsibility of 

the IAA. 

The ‘Irish National Maritime Search and Rescue (SAR) Framework (2010)’ contains policies, 

instructions and decisions. The document serves to fulfil the requirement from ICAO and IMO 

to have a search and rescue plan in place (IAMSAR Manual Vol. 1). 

"The Irish National Maritime Search and Rescue Framework” is the standard reference docu-

ment for use by all Irish Search and Rescue authorities working in the maritime domain and 

promulgates the agreed methods of coordination through which search and rescue operations 

are conducted within Ireland’s SAR Region. There is no similar overall document for SAR avia-

tion although references are made to SAR aviation responsibilities in the Maritime document. 

As described below, such references are not sufficient for ICAO purposes. This is addressed in 

the recommendations arising from this review. 

4.2 What Should be in Place 

International standards require every ICAO Contracting State to have statutes and related pro-

visions in place that establish a legal foundation for a national SAR system and its resources, 

policies, and procedures [point 1.3.4 of the IAMSAR Manual]. The establishment of these pol-

icies and legislation (regulatory framework) and the corresponding national SAR system are 

depicted in Figure 6. 
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Figure 6: Establishing a National SAR Regulatory Framework 

In addition to ICAO Annex 12 and its Doc 9731 Volumes 1, 2 and 3 (IAMSAR Manual), the na-

tional SAR regulatory framework is also linked to a number of ICAO provisions contained in 

Annexes 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 8, 10, 11, 14, 15 and 19, which define specific conditions that need to be 

followed by, or alleviated from, SAR activities and services.  

According to the EU legislation, the Member States have to follow a single set of standardised 

aviation regulations (Implementing Rules) developed by EASA. These regulations do not spe-

cifically cover SAR operations. In the new EU/EASA basic regulation 2018/1139, published in 

the Official Journal of the European Union on 22 August 2018, the ‘Whereas clause’ (10) states: 

“Where Member States consider it preferable, in particular with a view 

to achieving safety, interoperability or efficiency gains, to apply, instead 

of their national law, this Regulation to aircraft carrying out military, 

customs, police, search and rescue, firefighting, border control and 

coastguard or similar activities and services undertaken in the public in-

terest, they should be allowed to do so. Member States making use of 

this possibility should cooperate with the Agency, in particular by 

providing all the information necessary for confirming that the aircraft 

and activities concerned comply with the relevant provisions of this Reg-

ulation.” 

 
Therefore, in their national SAR Regulatory framework, EU Member States can choose to in-

clude legal provisions in compliance with the new EASA Basic Regulation and its Implementing 

Rules. 

 

4.3 Findings, Conclusions and Recommendations 

AQE has identified a gap in understanding between some of the key players in relation to the 

concept that the National Maritime SAR Framework should serve as the ‘National Search and 

Rescue Plan’, and the narrower interpretation of it as reference document for use by all Irish 

Search and Rescue authorities working in the maritime domain. This lack of clarity is a signifi-

cant source of divergence in understanding between the Department, the IRCG and the IAA 

regarding the roles and responsibilities of the key stakeholders in the Irish SAR system. 
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Article 1.8.3 of The Irish National SAR Maritime Framework sets safety oversight responsibili-

ties on the Safety Regulation Division (SRD) of the IAA. However, these responsibilities remain 

unclear, as this same Article also says that "the Department of Transport (DoT) retains overall 

responsibility for Aviation SAR, while the IAA operates the ARCC requirements of ICAO Annex 

12". Furthermore, in practice the MRCC also operates aeronautical assets described in Annex 

12.  Thus, there are several sources of confusion, and potential conflicts of interest, that have 

resulted in a lack of a shared understanding of roles and responsibilities. 

The IAA is designated as the “competent authority” in Ireland for the purposes of the Basic 

Regulation (EC) No 216/2008
7
. In accordance with the regulation, and by virtue of the 1993 

IAA Act, SRD is designated as the “National Supervisory Authority (NSA)” for Ireland under SES, 

with responsibility for certification and supervision of all ANSPs in Ireland. ANSD (part of SRD 

organisation) is responsible for safety oversight of ANS. The SRD is responsible for the safety 

oversight of the Irish civil aviation industry (service providers, personnel and Air Traffic Control 

(ATC) centres). 

The different formal documents (IAA Act 1993 and amended in 1995, the Irish National Mari-

time SAR framework, European Regulatory obligations) are not entirely consistent in respect 

of the roles and responsibilities regarding the oversight of SAR aviation operations. This creates 

potential confusion about who is responsible for the safety oversight of the entities involved 

in the delivery of SAR aviation services. 

AQE has also established from this review that there is inadequate oversight by the IAA and 

the IRCG as to the international (cross jurisdictional) dimension of the SAR plan – notably in 

the context of International Agreements (A)RCC, joint training of on-scene coordinator (OSC) 

and Aircraft coordinator (ACO) activities and Watch-standers. 

The IAA indicated that extra staff would be required in order to: 

1. Adequately fulfil the aviation safety audit role currently undertaken by the UK.  

2. Support the IRCG on safety technical aviation regulatory matters (SOPs) related to the 

managing of the contract with the Helicopter Operator.  

3. Develop and implement the full suite of legal and safety oversight responsibility regarding 

civil aviation Search and Rescue activities which are foreseen for it in the recommenda-

tions of this report.  

 

To clarify the responsibilities of the IAA, ensure legal clarity and sufficient resources AQE makes 

the following recommendations: 

It is recommended that DTTAS formally and clearly assigns the IAA with responsi-
bility for the legal and safety oversight of civil aviation Search and Rescue activities.  
[recommendation 1] 

                                                             

7
 On 22-8-2018 the new EU/EASA basic regulation 2018/1139 was published in the Official Journal of 

the European Union. 
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It is recommended that DTTAS requests the IAA to develop clear and unambiguous 
State SAR regulatory material that is appropriate to the scale and complexity of the 
National aviation system, and which is aligned with international best practice. 
[recommendation 2] 

It is recommended that the IAA identifies the resources required to develop and 
implement SAR regulatory material. [recommendation 3] 

5 Irish National SAR Framework 

5.1 Current Situation 

The National Maritime SAR Framework 2010 was produced and published prior to the ICAO 

Universal Safety Oversight Audit Programme (USOAP) audit in March 2010. The document it-

self indicates that it is a manual. However, the document also contains policies, instructions 

and decisions. It also contains clear positions on which organisation is responsible for which 

activity. It also mentions that there are two SAR authorities (IRCG for maritime and overall 

coordination, and the SRD/IAA for aeronautical issues). 

For the review AQE asked the IAA to confirm their oversight role as indicated in the SAR Frame-

work. The IAA replied by stating that “the Framework is not an IAA document”. At the time of 

the production of the document in 2010, the IAA provided input for the SAR Framework.  

The IAA input included the statement that, “The Safety Regulation Division of the IAA is the 

body responsible for the regulation and oversight of aircraft operations, including aeronautical 

Search and Rescue, within the State”. The IAA statement to AQE that ‘the Framework is not an 

IAA document’ seems to indicate that there is now a disconnect. Whilst it might be assumed 

that the text in the SAR Framework whereby reference is made to the SRD/IAA is in fact linked 

to oversight responsibilities originating from the amended 1993 IAA Act (as amended) SI 

172/1995 (rescue coordination centres
8
), it is clear from discussions with the IAA that they do 

not share the same understanding of the purpose of the document as the Department and the 

IRCG and as such, its objectives are not being delivered as intended. 

The SAR Framework focuses on maritime SAR activities and it refers to aviation assets used in 

maritime SAR activities, mainly in case of maritime casualties. Although this document men-

tions the existence of an Aeronautical Rescue Coordination Centre (ARCC) at Shannon airport 

and an Aeronautical Rescue Sub Centre (ARSC) at Dublin airport, it does not describe any avi-

ation coordination responsibilities of these centres other than the establishment of Temporary 

Restricted Areas (TRAs) when so required for SAR purposes [ref. Article 2.3.2). This also sug-

gests that Ireland does not have a complete and cohesive national SAR regulatory framework 

which encompasses both maritime and aeronautical domains. 

                                                             

8
 ref. http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1995/si/171/made/en/print 
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5.2 Findings, Conclusions and Recommendations 

5.2.1 The Irish National Maritime SAR Framework 

The Irish National Maritime SAR Framework assigns responsibilities to ATS units, which should 

normally be contained in the ATM/ANS regulations (for example to give clearances to enter, 

operate in, or leave any of the Temporary Restricted Areas (TRAs)). It gives full freedom to an 

MRCC to liaise directly with agencies that may supply aviation resources such as air operators, 

provision of aircraft refuelling, accommodation, security and any additional aviation related 

services. This should normally be the responsibility of the ARCC, which has the competence for 

aviation matters. 

According to the National Maritime SAR Framework document the ARCC/ARSC is limited to 

requesting aviation resources only in response to an aviation incident, without mentioning 

who should provide these resources and when. In addition, the ARCC/ARSC have no responsi-

bilities to build a SAR plan, they can only act as “watch standers” with the sole responsibility 

to define the distress level and the casualty area and then transfer the SAR coordination re-

sponsibilities to the Irish Coast Guard (IRCG). This operational “hand-over” makes sense from 

an efficiency perspective, since the resources for tasking the SAR mission rest with the IRCG. 

From an operational aviation perspective, it needs to be reviewed in the Framework document 

in order to ensure optimal conditions and clarity on roles before and after the tasking happens. 

As we have described in the last two chapters, there are a variety of issues that need to be 

addressed more explicitly in the National Maritime SAR Framework document (as set out in 

recommendations 5, 6 and 9). A key over-arching recommendation is therefore that DTTAS 

undertake a major review of the Framework in light of this report. As a first step, this review 

should consider elaborating more explicitly the respective roles and responsibilities assigned 

in terms of oversight within the SAR Framework and within the regular Aviation Safety Over-

sight responsibilities of the IAA (SRD). 

In the context of an overall review of the Framework document, AQE makes the following rec-

ommendation: 

It is recommended that DTTAS ensures that the roles and responsibilities are as-
signed appropriately to those organisations that have the skills, expertise and 
knowledge to fulfil those obligations, and that there is a consistent, shared under-
standing and implementation of the roles and responsibilities by the relevant or-
ganisations, as defined in the Irish National Maritime SAR Framework. [recommen-
dation 5] 

5.2.2 Rescue Coordination Centres 

The National SAR Maritime Framework gives full responsibility to the IRCG for the coordination 

of all types of emergency responses within the Irish Search and Rescue Region, including avia-

tion incidents / accidents at sea and on inland waters. In order to fulfil these joint maritime 

and aeronautical responsibilities, the IRCG operates from three centres – one MRCC in Dublin 
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and two RSCs, one at Malin Head in County Donegal, and another at Valentia Island in County 

Kerry. The IRCG has a comprehensive Marine Communications Network covering the Irish off-

shore and inland areas, as well as a network of strategically located Coastal Units equipped to 

deal with local marine emergencies. 

The analysis of the National SAR Maritime Framework shows that, although the Coast Guard 

RCC/RSCs are called 'maritime' centres they have been given all the functions and facilities of 

a Joint maritime and aeronautical RCCs/RSCs (paragraph 1.18.3.3. of the Framework docu-

ment). At the same time the National SAR Maritime Framework does not require any aviation 

expertise of the personnel involved in the JRCC/JRSCs. 

Furthermore, the coordination activities between the MRCC and the ARCC are established 

through a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the IRCG and the IAA. The text of 

this MoU also shows that the MRCC is in fact a Joint RCC (JRCC) with full SAR coordination 

responsibility over the entire Search and Rescue Region (SRR) of Ireland. However, neither the 

MRCC nor the ARCC have any obligation to establish a National SAR Plan (NSP) as required by 

ICAO Annex 12 and its IAMSAR Manual. 

Taking account of these findings and in the context of an overall review of the Framework 

document, AQE makes the following recommendation: 

It is recommended that DTTAS arranges a review of two particular aspects of the 
Irish National Maritime SAR Framework to address the following: 

- How it is intended to operationalise a joint maritime and aeronautical RCC 
(JRCC) in practice, including its roles and responsibilities, and the provisions for 
the training of staff in the relevant organisations. 

- The need to ensure that personnel involved in managing and tasking SAR avia-
tion operations including the tasking of helicopter missions, are appropriately 
skilled, knowledgeable and qualified. [recommendation 6] 

 

5.2.3 The Irish Aeronautical & Maritime Emergency Advisory Committee 

IAMEAC is the State’s coordination mechanism for those organisations which are responsible 

for the SAR operations. The terms of reference of the Irish Aeronautical & Maritime Emergency 

Advisory Committee (IAMEAC), chaired by the IRCG, do not include any obligations to establish 

and coordinate an NSP, nor to develop contingency plans for the use of SAR resources during 

emergencies. As the Group comprises all the key actors, this is a missed opportunity. 

Currently the members of the IAMEAC are not all active at an appropriate management level 

within their respective organisation. In order to be an effective instrument, IAMEAC needs to 

have the organisations in question represented at an appropriate level. This has an impact on 

the effectiveness of the IAMEAC.  
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AQE therefore recommends that senior management staff be appointed as members of the 

IAMEAC, that an independent Chair be appointed: i.e. someone not employed by one of the 

organisations participating in IAMEAC. 

It is recommended that DTTAS ensures that the IAMEAC members represent their 
organisations at an appropriately senior level and that the committee is chaired by 
an independent person. [recommendation 9] 

5.2.4 Safety Oversight 

As stated above, the National SAR Maritime Framework sets safety oversight responsibilities 

on the Safety Regulation Division (SRD) of the IAA. However, these responsibilities remain un-

clear, as it is also stated that "the Department of Transport (DoT) retains overall responsibility 

for Aviation SAR, while the IAA operates the ARCC requirements of ICAO Annex 12". In practice, 

the MRCC also operates aeronautical assets described in Annex 12. 

The Irish Aviation Authority Act of 1993 gives full responsibility to the IAA on all the civil avia-

tion activities. However, it does not list ICAO Annex 12 in its schedule of functions related to 

the Chicago Convention. This adds to potential ambiguity about who carries out SAR activities 

in Ireland and who is responsible for the oversight of aviation safety. 

The Irish Aviation Authority Act of 1993 and the National SAR Maritime Framework of 2010 do 

not therefore contain all the necessary legal provisions for the establishment of a comprehen-

sive and internally coherent national SAR Regulatory Framework. As a consequence, the SAR 

System is not yet fully established in Ireland. 

The international, cross jurisdictional dimension of SAR operations is critical. Ireland has in 

place MoUs with the UK and other neighbouring countries in relation to SAR activities. A review 

of the various MoUs should be undertaken as part of the overall Framework review to ensure 

that they include an appropriate level of oversight. 

As part of the overall review of the SAR Framework, it is recommended that the IAA 
is clearly tasked to perform aviation safety oversight on RCCs. [recommendation 7] 

Separately it is recommended that DTTAS reviews the existing international agree-
ments and ensures that the implementation (a.o joint training requirements) is sub-
ject to adequate oversight. [recommendation 11] 
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6 Generate Improvements to the SAR System 

6.1 ICAO USOAP Audit 

ICAO audited Ireland in 2010 and made a finding with regard to the SAR oversight. This finding 

noted the establishment of a mechanism to carry out safety oversight of the ARCC/ARSC under 

the responsibility of the IAA and identified a lack of effective oversight of the MRCC/MRSCs. 

The audit recommendation was addressed by ICAO to the DoT. It is likely that Ireland will be 

subject to a new ICAO Universal Safety Oversight Audit Programme (USOAP) audit in 2020. 

After reviewing the documents of the UK Coastguard Maritime Agency (MCA), which has been 

contracted by the IRCG, to do safety audits on the RCCs (not the ARCC and sub-centre, which 

is the responsibility of the IAA) it is not clear to AQE if the UK MCA liaise with the IAA. The IAA 

has responsibilities for oversight on the ARCC and sub-centre which are closely linked to the 

other RCCs. Besides this issue, the UK MCA audit is based on the ISO-system which is a different 

auditing technique from the one that is common practise for audits of the aviation system.  

The ICAO Oversight tooling is a very effective means of identifying deficiencies and where 

changes need to be made to ensure not only compliance with global standards, but that effec-

tive oversight arrangements are in place. ICAO has published questions for the ICAO-USOAP 

audits that have to be answered by providing evidence in the form of documents on legal pro-

visions, roles and responsibilities etc. An exercise working through these questions would be a 

good way to identify and make improvements to the Aviation Search and Rescue system. 

In order to complement the MCA safety audit with an aviation specific audit; 

It is recommended that DTTAS requires that an ICAO Universal Safety Oversight Au-
dit Programme (USOAP) pre-audit be conducted on aeronautical SAR, and that the 
findings are reported and acted upon. [recommendation 10] 

The protocol questions, as used by the ICAO auditors, should be used in performing this audit. 

 

6.2 Elevate National SAR Approach 

The new EASA Basic regulation, applicable from April 2018, contains the provision that “where 

preferable, in particular with a view to achieving safety, interoperability or efficiency gains, 

Member States may apply, instead of their national law, the EASA Basic Regulation to aircraft 

carrying out …search and rescue… activities and services undertaken in the public interest”  

This option ‘to opt in’ has benefits for the Irish authority and the operator. It would bring all 

the operations of the Operator, including SAR operations, under a single EU/EASA regulatory 

structure. It would create more legal certainty and clarity for the operator and it would give 

clear guidance in the way that the oversight of the operator and of the services provided to 

the operator (Aeronautical Information Services) has to be performed.  
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There is however also another possibility to engage the EU/EASA and use the EU/EASA regula-

tory framework and the rulemaking process. Ireland could take the initiative to launch the idea 

of developing a SAR Acceptable Means of Compliance (AMC). Such an AMC, with best prac-

tices, could be developed for those States who have to integrate and implement the responsi-

bilities assigned by IMO and ICAO. Such an approach would also facilitate the cooperation be-

tween neighbouring States with analogous national SAR systems. The justification for allocat-

ing resources to such a task is that, within the European Union, more and more commercial 

operators are tasked with Search and Rescue operations. 

It is recommended that DTTAS considers the potential merits of engaging with the 
EU/EASA and using their regulatory framework and rulemaking processes as an op-
portunity to develop Europe-wide guidance on creating an effective civil SAR Frame-
work. [recommendation 8] 
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7 International Best Practice SAR 

7.1 Introduction 

In support of this review of the Irish SAR system, DTTAS has contacted SAR colleagues from 

Iceland, Finland, Spain, Sweden, and Australia to provide input regarding best practice for 

oversight of SAR aviation operations. A number of these Coast Guards also acted as Peer Re-

viewers for the Review in order to validate the methodology used and the conclusions and 

recommendations that emerged. 

As regards the Peer Review feedback, there was general endorsement both for the ap-

proach/methodology used in the review and the findings and recommendations in the report. 

In certain cases, parallels were identified with the oversight regimes and similar challenges 

faced in the jurisdictions in question. Many of the recommendations were seen as timely and 

relevant, and ultimately transferrable to other jurisdictions in addressing similar challenges.  

There was also support for the recommendation to elevate this issue at an international level 

and to promote greater cooperation on good practice models. A number of the Coast Guards 

described how they had addressed the oversight issues identified.  

In looking at the approaches taken across various jurisdictions, it is clear that there are no 

widely adopted international best practice models for civil aeronautical Search and Rescue. 

Each of the contacted parties has delegated the roles and responsibilities related to oversight 

of SAR aviation operations differently. Moreover, the mix of activities performed by the actual 

SAR operators is different (e.g. pollution monitoring, air ambulance, HEMS). The lack of a com-

mon oversight approach can be the source of ineffective use of resources and divergent prac-

tices. Regulation at EU/EASA level can mitigate these issues as clear and consistent require-

ments will help drive a uniform and standardised implementation. 

This mix of approaches also reflects the hybrid nature of SAR internationally – whether aero-

nautical or maritime, military or civil. In that context, Ireland’s case is not unique, and it is 

evident from looking at other jurisdictions that similar tensions arise at a structural and oper-

ational level. There are however some good models which should be considered, and some 

jurisdictions have made strides to address the potential gaps and uncertainties that exist. 

The following paragraphs present some useful parallels in other jurisdictions and highlight 

good practice models which may be transferrable to the Irish situation. All of the evidence 

gathered in this part of the review certainly reinforces the recommendations made in relation 

to benchmarking against international best practice (recommendation 2) and engaging with 

EU/EASA in relation to rule-making at a European level (recommendation 8).  

 

7.2 Australia 

There are some clear parallels between the issues identified in Ireland’s case and those in Aus-

tralia in terms of lack of clarity in relation to oversight. Australia provides a very good model 

in terms of addressing these issues. 

The Australian Maritime Safety Authority Act 1990 established the Australian Maritime Safety 

Authority (AMSA) as the national safety agency responsible for maritime safety, protection of 
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the marine environment and aviation and marine SAR. AMSA operates JRCC Australia, a joint 

aeronautical and maritime rescue coordination centre established in 1997 to align with the 

IMO and ICAO recommendations for States to establish JRCCs where practicable. 

Airservices Australia, the national ANSP, retained the responsibility for SAR alerting and the 

co-ordination of in-flight emergency response. Essentially Airservices coordinates the SAR re-

sponse whilst an aircraft is still airborne whilst JRCC Australia initiates the response required 

where it is likely the aircraft will make a forced landing or ditching. An MoU between Airserv-

ices and AMSA sets out the coordination and cooperative arrangements. 

The oversight of JRCC Australia’s SAR service, both aviation and maritime, involves various el-

ements performed within AMSA including: 

• a continuous improvement approach where JRCC coordination of SAR incidents may 

be analysed and debriefed to: 

o ensure that current policies and procedures are appropriate, 

o appropriate decision making, and correct application of procedures occurred, 

and, 

o lessons learned and opportunities for improvement are recorded and submit-

ted for consideration. 

• regular audits (by both internal and external auditors) as part of AMSA’s integrate 

Management System aligned to ISO requirements. 

The aeronautical SAR service component of AMSA’s JRCC SAR coordination service is not reg-

ulated by the Civil Aviation Safety Authority (CASA). However, CASA regulates all civil aircraft 

used for SAR response, Australian airspace including AMSA requests for temporary airspace 

changes for SAR response, and Air Traffic Services provided by Airservices Australia. In addi-

tion to this, AMSA audits SAR aircraft operators on the use of AMSA supplied SAR equipment, 

such as droppable supplies (Life Rafts, emergency Stores Containers, etc). 

 

7.3 Iceland 

An ICAO audit of the Icelandic SAR system identified similar issues to Ireland. This lead to the 

Icelandic Civil Aviation Authority (ICAA) entering into an agreement with the Iceland Coast 

Guard to take over duties as the ARCC for the Icelandic Search and Rescue Region (“Agreement 

regarding supervision of adopting Annex 12“). Before the ICG had been operating and been 

legally responsible for MRCC for the Icelandic SRR.  

Another agreement was made with ISAVIA, the government owned company that is responsi-

ble for ATC and operation of airports and airfields in Iceland regarding cooperation, training of 

ICG SAR controllers, operational procedures and so on. 

Finally, a regulation was issued by the Ministry of Justice in 2011 which is the ministry respon-

sible for SAR matters in and around Iceland how maritime and aeronautical SAR should be 
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conducted in general and which organization is responsible for what.  Based on these agree-

ments, the regulation and IAMSAR manual the ICG has set up aeronautical SAR procedures for 

the Icelandic SRR. 

 

7.4 Finland  

Parallels are less obvious in Finland where there is no civil aeronautical SAR at sea. This func-

tion is carried out by the Finnish Border Guard (military). The aircraft used are civil registered 

but operate, from a regulatory point of view, as military aircraft. Civil aviation regulations do 

not apply but are followed as closely as practical to ensure safe operation. Several exemptions 

(e.g. minima) have been granted. 

The Air Patrol Squadron is subject to EU 965/2012 (OPS-regulation) audits performed by the 

Finnish aviation authority, Trafi. There has not been a special audit for SAR. 

In Finland the MRCC, MRSC and ARCC are located in different cities. MRCC (Turku) and MRSC 

(Helsinki) are under Finnish Border Guard and ARCC (Tampere) is under ANS Finland (Air Nav-

igation Service). This is the same situation as in Ireland. However, MRCC and ARCC are co-

operating closely in for example in training and accident situations. MRCC takes care of aero-

nautical and maritime SAR at sea and ARCC takes care of aeronautical SAR on land. However, 

air traffic controllers from ARCC take part in Aircraft Co-Ordinator (ACO) training and they can 

be used as ACO in accident situations at sea.  

 

7.5 New Zealand 

In NZ the Cabinet and Ministers have responsibility for national policy relating to SAR in NZ. 

The National Security System (NSS) is made up of a number of components. Flexibility ena-

bles the NSS to respond at an appropriate level, with many events being managed by multi-

agency groups of senior officials. In contrast, when national leadership or involvement is re-

quired, the high-level planning and strategic response is directed by the Prime Minister and 

senior members of Cabinet.  

The NZSAR Council provides national strategic governance to the NZ Search and Rescue sec-

tor. In keeping with the Council’s high-level strategic function, its membership is drawn from 

the chief executives of the Ministry of Transport (Chair), NZ police, NZ Defence Force, Mari-

time NZ, the Civil Aviation Authority, the Department of Conservation and an independent 

member representing the on-government sector. 

 

7.6 Spain 

Spain’s SAR operations are a hybrid of military and civil operations.  The “ICAO Annex 12” 

SAR is within the competence of the Air Force (military regulations), and the “IMO” SAR is 

performed by, Salvamento Maritimo, also called SASEMAR (a civil framework). In Spain the 

ARCCs and MRCCs are totally separated and work with different rules. As such there are im-

portant parallels with the Irish regime.  
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Arising from a SAR helicopter accident in 2010 whereby 3 members of the crew died, the fol-

lowing recommendation was made in the report (Informe Técnico A-002/2010) on the acci-

dent “  

“REC 21/12: It is recommended that AESA (Spanish Aviation Safety Agency), as one 
of the bodies designated by Spain as its civil aviation authority, starts developing 
specific regulations suited to SAR operations in Spain.” 

Since July 2015, SAR operations for helicopters and planes are regulated more specifically fol-

lowing this recommendation. 

 

7.7 United Kingdom 

The UK CAA has published CAP 999, the “UK Helicopter Search and Rescue (SAR) National Ap-

proval Guidance” in May 2010. A Second Edition was published in August 2014. The docu-

ment CAP 999 has been published to assist organisations in determining procedures and op-

erations manual guidance to operate civil Search and Rescue helicopters in the UK. The docu-

ment is a guidance document, but it serves as a framework to which an SAR helicopter oper-

ator has to comply. It describes among others the legal-, operating- and performance re-

quirements. So far it is the most complete regulatory guidance document with regard to SAR 

helicopter operations. On basis of experience, feedback and safety data, CAP 999 is amended 

when needed. As a mature framework, the UK CAP999 could be used as a reference or start-

ing point in the future development of the Irish SAR system. 
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8 Conclusions and Recommendations 
This chapter summarises the recommendations from the previous chapters. Recommenda-

tions are classified based on the urgency to address them. A distinction is made between short 

term recommendations (within 3 months), medium term recommendations (within 3 to 9 

months) and long-term recommendations (more than 9 months) based on the expected time 

to complete the corrective actions. The recommendations are ordered by priority, starting 

with the recommendation with the highest priority. 

A key over-arching recommendation is for DTTAS to undertake a review of the National Mari-

time SAR Framework which takes account of the specific issues raised in this report. For clarity, 

the key issues for consideration in this review are set out in various individual recommenda-

tions below. 

Recommendation 1 

Short-term 

It is recommended that DTTAS formally and clearly assigns the IAA with responsi-
bility for the legal and safety oversight of civil aviation Search and Rescue activities.  

The existing allocation of tasks and responsibilities in formal national and international regu-

latory documents with regard to Search and Rescue leave room for different interpretations.   

 

Recommendation 2 

Medium-term 

It is recommended that DTTAS requests the IAA to develop clear and unambiguous 
State SAR regulatory material that is appropriate to the scale and complexity of the 
National aviation system, and which is aligned with international best practice.  

State SAR regulatory material should be available in a comprehensive and consistent manner, 

align to international best practice and use one regulatory regime. 

 

Recommendation 3 

Medium-term 

It is recommended that the IAA identifies the resources required to develop and 
implement SAR regulatory material  
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In parallel to the development of the regulatory material an impact assessment on the organ-

isation should be made. The ‘resource issue’ should be an integral part of that impact assess-

ment. 

 

Recommendation 4 

Short-term 

It is recommended that, as an integral part of the National SAR approval process, 
the IAA must require CHC Ireland DAC to produce and regularly review the safety 
cases for each of the twenty-seven alleviations and exemptions currently on the 
national SAR approval in the interest of continuous improvement of safety manage-
ment of complex operators.  

In the EU/EASA regulations there are specific requirements with regard to safety management 

systems and continuous improvement. CHC Ireland DAC is an operator having an AOC (Air Op-

erator Certificate) based on the EU/EASA regulations so it has to comply to those requirements 

(ORO.GEN.200) as well. 

 

Recommendation 5 

Medium-term 

It is recommended that DTTAS ensures that the roles and responsibilities are as-
signed appropriately to those organisations that have the skills, expertise and 
knowledge to fulfil those obligations, and that there is a consistent, shared under-
standing and implementation of the roles and responsibilities by the relevant or-
ganisations, as defined in the Irish National Maritime SAR Framework.  

The Irish National Maritime SAR Framework from 2010 as published by DTTAS and signed by 

the Minister is addressing many organisations involved in Search and Rescue operations and 

not only ‘Maritime organisations’ as the title seems to suggest. From the interviews and dis-

cussions from review team with the involved organisations it became apparent that not all the 

organisations had the same interpretation of the roles, responsibilities as described in the Irish 

National Maritime SAR Framework 
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Recommendation 6 

Medium-term 

It is recommended that DTTAS arranges a review of two particular aspects of the 
Irish National Maritime SAR Framework to address the following: 

- How it is intended to operationalise a joint maritime and aeronautical RCC 
(JRCC) in practice, including its roles and responsibilities, and the provisions for 
the training of staff in the relevant organisations. 

- The need to ensure that personnel involved in managing and tasking SAR avia-
tion operations including the tasking of helicopter missions, are appropriately 
skilled, knowledgeable and qualified.  

Some elements in the present Irish National Maritime SAR Framework are missing (for exam-

ple the provisions for the establishment of a joint maritime and aeronautical RCC (JRCC)) and 

some elements need reinforcement (for example the training of staff tasking for SAR helicop-

ter operations). 

 

Recommendation 7 

Medium-term 

As part of the overall review of the SAR Framework, it is recommended that the IAA 
is clearly tasked to perform aviation safety oversight on RCCs.  

The oversight on aeronautical information services and aviation activities (procedures/pro-

cesses) as performed by the IAA on the ARCC and sub - center, should be extended to all Irish 

RCCs. Presently this oversight process is split, performed by two organisations not using the 

same methodology. This creates inconsistencies.  
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Recommendation 8 

Long-term 

 It is recommended that DTTAS considers the potential merits of engaging with the 
EU/EASA and using their regulatory framework and rulemaking processes as an op-
portunity to develop Europe-wide guidance on creating an effective civil SAR Frame-
work.   

All the EU-member States have to define their own civil SAR Framework. States have not re-

quested the EU/EASA to make provision in the EU/EASA regulatory structure for SAR civil op-

erations. The main reason for this is that in the past in quite a few European States the SAR 

operations were performed solely by the military or in combination civil and military operators. 

However more and more commercial operators are nowadays involved in SAR operations. It is 

therefore opportune to initiate at EU/EASA level an initiative to find an adequate regulatory 

approach for SAR operations.  

  

Recommendation 9 

Medium-term 

It is recommended that DTTAS ensures that the IAMEAC members represent their 
organisations at an appropriately senior level and that the committee is chaired by 
an independent person.   

The IAMEAC is an important governing body to cooperate and coordinate at State level on all 

elements of the Irish national SAR Framework. In some States ministers are members of this 

governing body, in other states committee members consist of only civil servants involved in 

the daily implementation. For the Irish SAR operations, it is recommended to have members 

with appropriate seniority, who are entitled to take decisions impacting their organisations, as 

members of the IAMEAC. Furthermore, an independent chairperson who is familiar with 

DTTAS is recommendable.  

 

Recommendation 10 

Long-term 

It is recommended that DTTAS requires that an ICAO Universal Safety Oversight Au-
dit Programme (USOAP) pre-audit be conducted on aeronautical SAR, and that the 
findings are reported and acted upon.  
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The ICAO USOAP audit from 2010 has made findings on SAR-related issues which were based 

on the Irish National Maritime SAR Framework which was published a week before the actual 

ICAO-USOAP audit. In the past the Irish National Maritime SAR Framework is implemented. 

Most likely in 2020 Ireland will be subject to another ICAO-USOAP audit. If the internal audit is 

done before July 2019, enough ‘implementation evidence’ can be provided to the ICAO audi-

tors in 2020 which would also allow for timely correction of ‘issues’.  

 

Recommendation 11 

Medium-term 

It is recommended that DTTAS reviews the existing international agreements and 
ensures that the implementation (a.o. joint training requirements) is subject to ad-
equate oversight.  

According to the ICAO SAR requirements States have to make international SAR agreements 

with their neighbouring States. In some cases, cross-border SAR coordination and operations 

have to take place. For such events the international agreements have to be in place and now 

and then a joint training has to be organised. The same training requirement applies to aviation 

related activities by Rescue and Coordination Centres within the State. 

 

Recommendation 12 

Short-term 

It is recommended that DTTAS ensures that the IAA are involved directly by the IRCG 
in the aviation regulatory aspects of the contract with the operator to ensure con-
sistency in the application of relevant regulations and processes.  

The IRCG has been tasked by DTTAS to manage the contract with the CHC Ireland DAC. In the 

contract reference is also made to aviation technical safety regulations. The responsibility for 

managing and monitoring the legal contractual requirements is with the IRCG but it is recom-

mended that Safety Operation requirements of the contract which are related to the Operator 

are the responsibility of the IAA. 
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Annex 1  Work Packages 
The work has been divided in 5 Work Packages (WP). 

WP1: Review initial documentation and define a 'Frame of Reference' (FoR) 

The FoR was developed to create a common framework against which the review of the legal 

obligations and operational (legal) requirements for the oversight of SAR aviation operations 

could be structured. 

WP2: Present the FoR in Dublin 

The FoR was presented to the Steering Group (Department) and the parties relevant to the 

review. Additional information was collected. 

WP3: Document review and interviews 

WP3 consists of two parts: 

• Part A is an off-site review of received documentation to identify ‘initial issues’ and ask 

for clarifications. 

• Part B is a visit to Dublin for meetings to get clarifications and a first presentation of 

identified ‘issues to solve’. 

WP4: Prepare the draft report 

The draft report is prepared and submitted to the contracting party for comments and feed-

back. In parallel to writing the draft report the Department contacted SAR colleagues from 

Iceland, Finland, Spain, Sweden and Australia for input on best practices with respect to Over-

sight of SAR aviation operations. 

WP5: Review feedback and present the report 

Review received comments and feedback and present the report and discuss the recommen-

dations before finalising the report.  
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Annex 2 Generic Safety System Frame of Reference 
This annex explains the generic safety system that AQE has used as a frame of reference for 

this review. 

 

Figure 1: Generic Safety System Frame of Reference 

  

2-1 International Standardisation 

It is common practice for States to regulate, harmonise and even standardise cross-border ac-

tivities via international agreements at regional, e.g. European Union, or worldwide, e.g. 

United Nations, level.  

Where these international agreements contain mandatory requirements, States should trans-

fer those requirements to their national regulatory system. The exact implementation of the 

requirements can differ from State to State depending on the State’s specific legislative sys-

tem. 

Within the European Union, member States have delegated the responsibility for developing 

regulations for most of the aviation activities to the European Commission. The States are re-

sponsible for developing regulations for activities not covered by European regulations.  

2-2 Policies and Legislation 

Whether and, if so, how international agreed standards and recommended practices are used 

for a national regulatory system depends on the policy choices of States. States have the free-

dom to organise their national aviation system to best meet their own local legal framework 

and circumstances, as long as they comply with the agreed international standards. 
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2-3 Regulations Structure 

The international mandatory agreements do not prescribe how the requirements should ex-

actly be structured, but sometimes the International agreement requires that the mandatory 

requirements are transferred within a specific regulatory hierarchy. In certain areas it may be 

required that mandatory requirements are reflected in the constitution of a State, or in dedi-

cated law which encompass at least the requirements originating from the international agree-

ments.  

In some cases, the States, being a signatory to a treaty, oblige themselves to adhere to non-

mandatory, but recommended practices. Those recommended practices then have to be in-

corporated in the national regulatory system as well. 

2-4 Certification and Authorization 

Organisations, whether they are public or private, need to have either an approval, a licence, 

an authorisation or a certificate issued by the regulatory body (regional, national), to be al-

lowed to operate as part of the aviation system. The issued licences, approvals, authorisations, 

and certificates indicate that, at the time of issue, all requirements for safe participation in the 

system have been fulfilled. 

Continuous compliance with the requirements is monitored through the systemic oversight of 

the operations and safety performance of the holder of the approvals. 

2-5 Operations 

Having been granted access to the system, the organisation or individual has a responsibility 

to remain in compliance with all applicable requirements. 

The responsibility for the safety and performance of operations rests with the operator/indi-

vidual. 

2-6 Oversight and Enforcement 

The organisations / persons to which certificates, licenses, approvals, authorisations were is-

sued are subject to oversight (checks) by the competent Authority. The competent authority 

as regulator may revoke or suspend such approvals, licences, authorisations, certificates where 

there is a non-compliance with the regulations. 

2-7 Voluntary and Mandatory Reports and Safety Data 

It is essential that users of a system report safety issues to the responsible oversight authority. 

The safety data are essential to monitor the development of safety. The safety data are ana-

lysed to identify trends, risky areas and identify possible measures to improve the safety level. 

2-8 Incident and Accident Investigation and Reporting 

In some international agreements it is made mandatory for State to establish independent 

incident and accident investigation organisations. In aviation each State is required to have an 
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incident and accident investigation organisation which is independent from the National Avia-

tion Authority. This organisation deals with (serious) incidents or accidents in aviation. The 

Investigator will look for the root causes and will make recommendations to those players in 

the system which are responsible for solving the root cause (authority or relevant aviation 

industry sector). 
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Annex 3  SAR Standardisation Frame of Reference 
This annex applies the generic safety system to the SAR domain, resulting in a frame of refer-

ence for SAR standardisation as the 2nd step of the 3-step approach in this review. 

 

 

Figure 2: Total Safety System 

3-1 International SAR Standardisation 

The legal basis for establishing a national SAR system is based on the International Convention 

for the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS), the International Convention on Maritime Search and 

Rescue, the Convention on International Civil Aviation (ICAO) and its International Aeronauti-

cal and Maritime Search and Rescue (IAMSAR) Manual. 

Aviation safety is at the core of ICAO’s fundamental Objectives. ICAO develops global strategies 

and develops/maintains Standards, Recommended Practices and Procedures applicable to in-

ternational civil aviation activities 

The International Maritime Organization (IMO) is the United Nations’ specialized agency with 

responsibility for the safety and security of shipping and the prevention of marine pollution by 

ships. IMO uses conventions, codes, etc. 

Any oversight activity in aviation system forms a part of ‘a total oversight system’ as described 

in ICAO Doc 9734. This is represented by the 8 building blocks of a ‘total safety system’ (figure 

2). At the right side we have depicted the 8 building blocks which are essential in a safety 

system and at the left side we have depicted the 8 critical elements of the ICAO safety over-

sight system. Both the ‘safety system’ and the ‘ICAO-oversight system’ have to contain the 

elements as listed to ensure that the system is international accepted, coherent, comprehen-

sive and enforceable. 
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At the level of the United Nations organisation ICAO States have agreed to principles with re-

spect to aviation operations ‘over, into, within, and from’ the territory of each State. These 

principles are agreed in the Chicago Convention from 1944 and in the 19 Annexes to the Chi-

cago convention. The ICAO regulatory framework is constantly being updated to reflect devel-

opments in technology and operations. The new Annex 19 from ICAO (2013) does reflect the 

change in aviation from a silo/annex approach, to a system/integrated approach 

ICAO Annex 12 describes what a State should have in place for SAR organisation (services, re-

gions, units), cooperation (between States, with other services, dissemination of information), 

preparatory measures (training and exercises), operating procedures etc. The Annex does not 

specify standards or recommended practices for how States should regulate or oversee civil 

search and rescue flight operations or offer guidance to NAAs on how to construct a civil legal 

framework for SAR. 

Annex 12 is supplemented by the International aeronautical and maritime search and rescue 

IAMSAR. 

ICAO itself Audits via ICAO – USOAP audits if the State complies to the mandatory require-

ments and the recommended practices. In the list of Protocol Questions which are used in the 

ICAO USOAP audit all the questions related to Search and Rescue are listed under the chapter 

ANS (Air Navigation Services). The focus of the questions is primarily on the aeronautical SAR 

aviation activities. A State has to prove it complies to Annex 12 and the related ICAO is Doc 

9734 (safety oversight manual Part A; The establishment and management of a State’s Safety 

Oversight System) 

At the level of EU aviation regulations there is also no standardised approach with regard to 

SAR aviation operations. The EU/EASA Basic regulation (216/2008)
9
 did not; 

“apply to: products, parts, appliances, personnel and organisations referred to in paragraph 
1(a) and (b) while carrying out military, customs, police, search and rescue, firefighting, coast-
guard or similar activities or services.” 

However, in the same paragraph it is stated that: 

“The Member States shall undertake to ensure that such activities or services have 
due regard as far as practicable to the objectives of this Regulation.” 

This means that, although the EU has not been tasked by the EU member States to regulate 

SAR, the States have agreed that each State shall undertake effort to ensure that such activities 

or services have due regard as far as practicable to the objectives of the EU/EASA regulation. 

3-2 SAR Policies and Legislation 

Based on the International Standards every ICAO Contracting State should have statutes and 

related provisions in place that establish a legal foundation for a national SAR system and its 

resources, policies, and procedures [point 1.3.4 of IAMSAR Manual]. The establishment of 

                                                             

9
 On 22-8-2018 the new EU/EASA basic regulation 2018/1139 was published in the Official Journal of 

the European Union. 
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these policies and legislation (regulatory framework) and the corresponding national SAR sys-

tem are depicted in the figure 2. 

In addition to ICAO Annex 12 and its Doc 9731 Volumes 1, 2 and 3 (IAMSAR Manual), the na-

tional SAR regulatory framework is also linked to a number of ICAO provisions contained in 

Annexes 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 8, 10, 11, 14, 15 and 19, which define specific conditions that need to be 

followed by, or alleviated from, SAR activities and services. 

 

Figure 2: SAR Policies and Legislation – Establishing a National SAR System 

 

According to the EU legislation, the Member States have to follow a single set of standardised 

aviation regulations developed by EASA. These regulations do not specifically cover SAR oper-

ations.  

However, in the new EASA Basic regulation (2018/1139) published on 22 August 2018, in the 

whereas clause (10) it says,  

“Where Member States consider it preferable, in particular with a view to achieving 
safety, interoperability or efficiency gains, to apply, instead of their national law, 
this Regulation to aircraft carrying out military, customs, police, search and rescue, 
firefighting, border control and coastguard or similar activities and services under-
taken in the public interest, they should be allowed to do so. Member States making 
use of this possibility should cooperate with the Agency, in particular by providing 
all the information necessary for confirming that the aircraft and activities con-
cerned comply with the relevant provisions of this Regulation.” 

Therefore, in their national SAR Regulatory framework, EU Member States can now choose to 

include legal provisions in compliance to the new EASA Basic Regulation and its Implementing 

Rules. 

3-3 SAR Regulations Structure 

The national SAR regulatory framework shall define a hierarchy of documents and procedures 

that allow the establishment of the national SAR system. As this system will have to be super-
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vised by the State, the hierarchy of documents shall clearly show who in the State shall organ-

ize and run the SAR operations and who shall supervise their compliance to the national SAR 

regulatory framework. 

The EU member States have however not delegated the authority to standardise all the man-

datory ICAO requirements to States from the 19 ICAO Annexes to the European Union. The 

State responsibilities for the implementation of Annex 12 (Search and Rescue) into national 

regulations have not been delegated. This means that within the EU it is the responsibility of 

each State to set up and implement a national regulatory regime for Search and Rescue. (IAM-

SAR Manual Vol. 1). 

The regulatory work, including the oversight, is done via State agencies, and ICAO has devel-

oped requirements to what such entities have to comply. Those ICAO requirements have been 

transposed in the European aviation safety regulations in ‘Authority Requirements’. Those au-

thority requirements are also standardised in the EU/EASA regulatory framework.  

3-4 SAR Certification and Authorization 

For the certification and Authorisation of Civil Aeronautical SAR activities (aircraft / personnel 

and facilities) the ICAO Annexes 1, 2, 4-8, 10, 11, 14-16, 18 and 19 are to be used. For civil 

aeronautical SAR activities, the EU Member States should follow the certification and authori-

sation principles established in the EU. Therefore, the national SAR Regulatory framework 

should refer to, or define separately, the certification and authorization conditions to be met 

by the SAR operator, the RCC/RSC and SAR Units during SAR operations. 

3-5 SAR Aviation Operations 

The national SAR system typically has the following components: 

• An organisational structure defining the roles and responsibilities of the different man-

agement and operational / service provision levels; 

• Facilities (rescue coordination centres, communications equipment, aircraft landing 

fields, navigation systems, medical, training and other equipment); 

• Rescue coordination, flight operations, maintenance and training functions; 

• Supplies (medical and first aid equipment, food and water, blankets and protective 

clothing and other miscellaneous equipment). 

Aeronautical civil aviation operators and the Aviation Rescue Co-ordination Centre (ARCC) and 

its subcentre. 

3-6 SAR Aviation Operations Oversight 

The oversight of all the SAR activities, including those related to RCCs/RSCs and to flight oper-

ations, should be assigned to the Competent authority designated by the State [ref. Chapter 

2.3 of ICAO DOC 9734-A]. 

Although EASA requirements are not mandatory for military SAR units [ref. Article 2.3 of the 

new EASA basic Regulation], EU Member States may decide to ensure safety oversight of SAR 
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operations through specific arrangements with the Militaries for monitoring of compliance to 

best practices. Safety oversight inspections can take place during joint training exercises with 

Militaries to demonstrate compliance to such practices. 

3-7 SAR (VOR and MOR) Reports, SAR (Safety) Data 

All ICAO reporting requirements on safety data have been transposed in the European occur-

rence reporting regulation through Regulation (EC) No 216/2008, its implementing regulations 

and Regulation (EU) No 376/2014. 

3-8 Incident & Accident Investigation and Reporting 

ICAO Annex 13 and Annex 19.  
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Annex 4 Total System Approach 
The TSA in aviation encompasses all aviation domains and sectors in the governmental avia-

tion responsibilities and tasks as well as the aviation industry. In the TSA safety management 

activities are undertaken in a holistic, coherent manner. Organisations and individual person-

nel all have to work cooperatively, and the resulting outcomes will be more robust and com-

prehensive. 

The desired outcome is a continually improving level of safety performance. The regulator as 

well as all regulated providers of aviation services or products (hereafter referred to as 'ser-

vice providers') should implement effective and compatible safety management processes. 

These safety management processes facilitate effective interoperability between individual 

SMS which in turn reduces the risk of safety gaps or overlaps and clarifies responsibilities re-

garding hazard identification and risk management. It is also a proven and effective way to 

detect potential hazards and mitigate their consequences at all levels of the aviation system 

and at the earliest possible opportunity. In addition, it ensures that everyone "speaks the 

same language" when it comes to safety and safety management, thus supporting the effec-

tive and efficient delivery of safety performance. 

From an overall safety system perspective, the authorities and service providers (also those 

when involved in SAR aviation operations) in the aviation sector at the 'higher consequence' 

level in terms of risk exposure should be encouraged and supported to adopt a total system 

approach, and to link their safety management systems, mainly through an open communi-

cation on relevant safety data. 

Service providers in whose activities are exposed to this higher level of risk include those who 

undertake tasks such as: Operation of aircraft; maintenance of aircraft; airspace and air traf-

fic management and operation of associated systems; operation and maintenance of air navi-

gation and approach facilities; operation and maintenance of aerodromes; and the fitness 

and competence of key aviation personnel (flight crew, cabin crew, maintenance engineers, 

air traffic controllers etc.) 

Many interfaces and interdependencies exist at authority side and among the service provid-

ers some being more tightly coupled/connected than others. It is not always apparent where 

some of these interfaces exist, or where recognising and making these connections will de-

liver benefits in terms of both safety performance and business efficiency. The degree of in-

teraction influences the extent of cooperation, communication and integration required in 

terms of information flows, management structures and interfaces. It will also help to ensure 

that the appropriate level of oversight by the regulatory authority is implemented where 

SMS is a requirement. 

In general, the requirement of developing and introduction of a State Safety Plan provides a 

framework for an integrated total system approach and helps to facilitate the right conversa-

tions between the different domains and organisations active in aviation activities. However, 

that does require an open and timely communication with those involved in aviation opera-

tions or oversight on aviation operations. 

For a good and effective functioning of its oversight within the context of the Total System 

Approach it is necessary that the regulatory and oversight authorities, stakeholders, and their 
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internal processes have to be organised in a way that enables them to effectively coordinate, 

share, collect, analyse and protect safety information. 

This sharing of data, in a protected environment, will create conditions for a good safety 

management system. It requires a certain adaptation to have a more holistic approach from 

all involved in the system, instead of just focused on ‘the domain’ they are active in. This To-

tal System Approach impacts both Authority and Industry.  

 


