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DEVELOPMENT OF THE MARITIME DISTRESS AND SAFETY SYSTEM · 

THE· ASSEMBLY, 
• ' • • I , • •- -:: • • 

RECALLING · kr.ticl~.: 16(i) of the Convention on the Int.er-Governmental 

Maritime Consultative Org~~zation concerning the functions of the Assembly, 
. . . . .. ~. .. ·~ 

REC.ALLING ALSO re.s.9:J.ution A. 283(VIII) on the development of the 

naritime distress system, 

RECOGNIZING the need to improve the existing maritime 4~stre~s and 

safety system, 

HAVING CONSIDERED the recommendation made by the Maritime Safety ' 

Committee at its fortieth session, 

1. ADOPTS the recommendations contained in the Annex to the present 

resolution, concerning the maritime dis~ress and safety system and considers 

these recoIJJillendationa as the Il1CO policy docur!lent on the subject; 

2. RECOMMENDS Administrations to take as soon as possible whatever action 

is required for the implementation of the rec.ommended measures, in 

particular those indicated in paragraph 3 .. of: . -~-e lwpex to the present 
• • ... 1 • • •.. • . ~ .) : : ··:: • • • • • 

resolution; 

3. REQL1ESTS the Mari time Safety CoIIlIIli ttee · to ·continue. i ts: ~· st\1-4Y on. this 

·· s1,1bj_ect and to keep these recommendations under review for adjustment as 
:· · . 

, ; · ... . .. :._: i. ~ 

necessary; 

4. FURTHER REQUESTS ·the Secr~tary-General ~o comouni_cate the present 

resolution to the Internationai Telecommunication Union· --~i th the request,.; 

that action be taken as necessary with a view to implementing the measures 

recommended in the Annex; 

5. REVOKES resolution A.2e3(VIII). 

for reasons of economy, this document is printed in a limited number. Delegates 
are kindly asked to bring their copies to meetings and not to request add it ional copies. 
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. .. . , ... ANNEX 

.MARITIME DISTRESS AND SAFETY SYSTEM 

CONTENTS 

I General introduction 
. ,· ·, 

II Present system 
. "'.:, ~ . 

~ (" ~ ~. ' 

III Future system 

I GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

1 DEFINITION 

1.1 A ma.ritiDe distress and safety eystan is the co-ordinated use of va.rious 

elements incl~dirig radio ior 'the· ··purpose of safety of life at sea. 

1.2 The principal radio elements of the system include: . ... . 

• 1 stations participating in the ma.ritiI!le mobile servi~e; ... 

• 2 frequencies/modes; 

.3 , equipnient; 

.4 procedures and regulations in force; 

.5 personnel; : and . 

• 6 organizations. 

1.3 RadiocoIDI!luµications in the ·system inolude: 

• 1 alerting; 

.2 identifying; 

• 3 . posi ti onine1f; 

• 4 · co-ordinating. assistance; 

• 5 _·on-scene connmmications; 

.6 locating; and 

• 7 preventative. actip~. _. 
• • ' . .- ·: ' ' ; :0 ~ • ~' ' • • . I.•·::: .. , • ! ! ' , -- ' , -. . . . . .. 

. :!: 

'"'' ' · '· • ..:.. t, .• ..:;. 

. -: • . 

. , .. : ., . . . - ' 

-~ ".i 
1 -.t,· · 

.· .. 

• ! . • : : • : . ~ • • 

: ; ... · , .... 1 \ 

' ~ .. ' .~. . . . . ~ . . . . ' . 

Defined as the provision of information which will give the geograp!Ucal 
location of a ship in distress. 

The use -·of raM.oconurruriications to provide i?rl'orma.tion or support for 
distress and sa.f~ty ,purposes, e.g. ship reporting:, ··- na.viga.tional . and · 
meteorological warning broadcasts. . '. ' . 
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2 G~ REQUµ?EMENTS 

2.1 '. · The system shall · serve· the distress radioco!lIDunications requirements of 

Convention ships. .- The system- will also serve . any other craft properly 

equi:pped. · 
' . . . 

2. 2 The system shall provide for radiocommunications between · tho'se; which may 

become . involved~ in: a · distress. incidant, and include. facili tles:": :for·· direct 

commun;i:<,a:tions between ships. 

2.3 The systeo ' ehouid cooprise' f'acillties for radiocoI!lI!l.unicatibns at all ti.Des 

over all distan~es." 

2. 4 ;·, The · equipme~t ne~ded ·bl th~ system should be · reiiabie,· require · the Iilinicuo 

anou.i1t of filaintenanoe and be easy to operate. 

2. 5 The p~ocequre~ used should b~ internationally :standa:rdiz.ed and it is 

imperative that shore l.'esc~e facilities, . cbast stations,, ~hip reporting 

systems, search and rescue organizations: and other teroinal facilities 
. . ~ 

be established and co-ordinated Into a network.· 

2.6 Ultimately the system should include reliable means for automatic alerting 

and positioning. 

II PRESENT SYSTEM 

3 PROPOSED IMPROVEMENTS 

3.1 The pres~n.t prov~sione fo-.r; 5.00 kHz, ?182: kH_z, 156.8 MHz and HF 

frequenci~s ; including .4125 kHz, 6215,5. kHz and 8364 kHz, as well as 

121.5 MHz and .243 MHz are the foundation upon which consideration is 
. . ' . . ' ' . ·' ' . 

based. . RE?cor::lr:lendations . for improvipg existing _provisions and 

: _recomn~ndati()~s for new:. provisions are listed .Pelow. 

3.2 The following evolutionary, te~nically _feasible and p~~tical step~ 

should be taken to augment the present syete~ as~ ma.t~er of ~gency: 

.1 .For the purpose of providing an effective linkage between 1:he 
. . . . ' ·. ·, ' 

500 kHz and 218~. kHz distress system, Administrations should 
. ·· ' . . . . · .. . . . . 

· require that all Conventio,n ships Ullde~. the.ir juris4iction 

co~puls;ril~ eq~pped .with ,r .adiotelegr~ph. in_stal.latibns _ be 
. . ' . . . . . -~. ·. 

fi tt~q. _with 2 MHz radiotelephone transmitting and rec-eiving 

:equipment, ·. and be required to' keep continuous list,~rting wa:tcli cm 
·2is2· kH~. · · ·-· 
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.2 When outside the normal comounication range of 500 kHz, 2182 kHz 

or 156.8 MHz, ships oaintaining HF cotmrunications with coast stations 

.should use this alternative · means :of alerting and coomunicating with 

· respect to distress incidents·, recognizing the ava.ilab_ility_ .of 

4125 kHz and 6215.5 kHz which are designated as suppleo~nta.ry 

frequepcies to 2182 kHz_ for di_stress &nd safety purposes. 

· .• 3 All Cohvention ships ·should be ·fitted wit_h ma.ritime VHF facilities. 

Where short-range facilities are required, -156.8 MHz should be . 

used for distress ~d ~afety purposes. Ship ~tations should, 

whenever practicable, maintain watch on 156.8 Mffz, 

. • 4 Ad~quate frequenci~s oust b~ made available in all maritime bands 

for transmission of urgency and safety n.essages. In particular 

in congested areas the transraission of urgency and safety messages 
' . 

. by coast stations should be co-ordinated by .Administrations 

6oncemed and p~eferably be done by s'elected coast stations~ 

.5 The radiotelephone .9oast station distress coverage in those 

~egions where it is at present inadequate should be in.proved • 

• 6 The carriage of et1ergency position-indicating radio beacons 

(EPIRBs) should be required • 

• 7 A aeleotive oalling system which oeets the requirements of the 

Radio Regulations should be inplemented • 

• s Administrations should introduce narrow-band clirect-priuti.J:lg 

broadcasts for the purpose of prooulgation of navigational and 

n~teorological warnings to shipping. These transBissions should 

be oade for areas and sub-areas as defined in the Resolution on 

the World-wide Navigational Warning Service (rasolution A.419(XI)) • 

• 9 ·ships and coast stations should in general participate in a ship 

position-reporting systetl. 
I 

.10 Equipcient performance should be ·inproved. Telecornt1unication 

equipment used for · safety should be designed, instruction .manuals 

prepared and test equipment provided so as to ioprove reliability 

and to facilitate maintenance at sea • 

• 11 Th~. training of radi.o officers, radio operators and radi,otelephone 
·-· '\ ' . . 

operators should be carried out in compliance with the re_q1,1ireoents 
- -, 
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of the International Convention on Stand~ds . . of Training, 

Certification and .Watchkeepingfor Seafar~rs, ·1978, as well as the 
,• ' . . . . 

relevant reconmenda.tions ·· adopted· -by °the International ·-conference ·on 

Training and Certification of Seafarers, 1978. For radio officers, 

the Radioc~n.'!lunic~tion Operator's -G~nera1 -certificate ·should be 

implemented by Adoinistrations. 

III . FUTURE -SYSTEM 

4 GENERAL 

4.1 Even .with all the improvecents propose4 for incorp<;>rlltion in the 

present systeo, it will . still not be able to fulfil coopletely .all the 

general requiret!lents of a oaxitime di-stress and safety systeo. 

4.2 A new system should therefore be established in . the future when nore . ' 

effective measures, methods and techniques become available. 

4. 3 Before establishing a new system, extensive evaluati.on and practical 

testing must be performed to ensure that all requireiilents are _fulfilled. 

The future system should be proven oore reliable than the present system. 

Eleoents .froo the present system should be incorporated to the extent 

necessary to achieve the required level of safety for ail ships·. 

4.4 Maritioe satellite and high frequency comt:iunicatian -systems will be 

inportant eleoents of the future system. 

5 REQUIREMENTS 

5.1 · The future systen should provide reliable raeans to enable any ship 

properly equipped in any position at any time to achieve alerting and 

to be l _ocated with winimura delay if a ~istress situation occurs. 

5. 2 The systeo should prov~ide for fitting qf equipoent for automatic distress 

alerting and the autooatic transoission. of essential· additional 

infomation, such as identity of the ship in dietrase, its position and 

the nature· of the distress case, transnitted .in a standard format 

incorporated in the syste~. 

5,3 The system should provide reliable means for ·coLJIJ.unications for search 

and rescue operations including co-ordinating, assistance and "on-scene" 

cor:u:r.ru:ni ca ti on. 
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5.4 The future system will include satellite te.chniques. .The:r;e will exist 

a need for ter~estrial cor11unications between ships, between shi~ and 

shore, and between ships and aircraft. Terrestrial coonunicati.on 

would then still prqvide, on a mandatory or voluntary basis, the 

following functions~ 

.1 all communications services for ships not equipped for satellite 

c or:lI:luni cations ; 

.2 for ships fitted with eatellite terminals, cooplenentary or 

suppler:1entary services, such as distress conmunications in the 

nari tine . r1F /HF /VHF bands; and 

.3 linkage between ships fitted with satellite teroinals and ships 

fitted for terrestrial cooounications only. 

These factors underscore the need for close integration between 

satellite and terrestrial cornL1unications facilities and systeos, 

aboard ship. 

5.5 Adequate frequencies oust . bee.vailable in all oaritioe bands for 

calling purposes and tr~smission of urgency and safety nessages. 

5.6 If required to inpro~e system effi9iency, ship position-reporting systeos 

should be established, to provide for ships to report their positions 

by autooatic oeans. 

5.7 A co-ordinated distress and search and rescue cooounications net\/Ork 

should be ·provided, with the necessary .interconnections anong appropriate · 

SAR organizations, such as rescue co-ordination centres, ship reporting 

centres, terrestrial coast stations and satellite ground stations .. 

5.8 The training of radio officers and radio operators should be further 

expanded, as appropriate, to ensure continued and adequate operation, 

oaintenance and repairs at sea of the telecoIJIJunications and electronic 

navigation equipraent involved in the safety of life rit sea. 

6 PROPOSED TRANSITIONAL MEASURES 

6.1 The future systen should evolve fr?o the present systen by transitional 

neasures. During the transition it will be necessary to review and, 

possibly, to oodify the existing provisions of the 1974 SOLAS 

Convention. 
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6.2 During the transition to a future systen it will be necessary to 

naintain existing provisions of the 1974 SOLAS Convention and the 

Radio Regulations to ensure a reliable system for ships only fitted 

with terrestrial equipment. 

6.; The implementation of satellite comounications will oeet certain 

requirenents for the future systeo, in particular for ship-to-shore 

alerting, positioning co-ordination and long-distance search and rescue 

cooounications. These satellite coDI:1tmication facilities should be 

in addition to ship-to-ship alerting and "on-scene" co.oounications, 

on terrestrial channels. 

6.4 Operational procedures for the use of a selective calling systeo for 

distress and safety functions should be established. 

6.5 f..nortization of existing equipment should be provided to avoid 

unwarranted obsolescence. 
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