
SEARCH AND RESCUE  
USE CASE

BUSINESS PROBLEM

Vessels often do not declare they are in trouble until it is too late, 

resulting in a vessel either sending a distress signal at the very last 

moment, or in some situations no distress signal being received at all. 

There are three stages to alerting authorities of any problems at sea, 

the highest being the Mayday which is the final signal used. However, 

a vessel might flounder without any previous communica-tion 

announcing trouble or without any distress message at all.

A Rescue Coordination Center (RCC) needs to have an up to date 

image of all vessels and their status within the vicinity of a distress 

position. The RCC can then select the most appropriate vessels to 

proceed to the distress call, and which vessels to keep on station for 

backup. The RCC will take into account not just range and speed, but 

also the freeboard of a vessel, its cargo, and availability of assets such 

as helicopters and medical facilitates.

The International Cospas-Sarsat Program is a satellite-based search 

and rescue (SAR) distress alert detection and information distribution 

system. Cospas-Sarsat is an intrinsic part of The Global Maritime 

Distress and Safety System (GMDSS), however there is ambiguity 

within the system which could provide two possible locations of a 

distress. If one is on land then this will be discounted, but if both are 

in sea areas, it is possible that a SAR operation could be performed in 

the wrong area.
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HOW SATELLITE  

AIS CAN HELP?

• Satellite AIS provides 

global coverage and can 

help to resolve ambiguity 

surrounding rescue 

incidents

• Satellite AIS can enable 

authorities to be 

proactive when a rescue 

incident occurs

• Satellite AIS can provide 

information on the status 

of vessels as well as their 

proximity to a vessel that 

may be in distress
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APPLICATION FEATURE: 
WHY exactAIS®?

• exactAIS historic tracks can provide 

the last known position of a vessel in 

distress, ensuring resources can be 

quickly utilized effectively

• exactAIS data can be used by authorities 

to assess probable risk to ships, allowing 

for proper escalation procedures 

and ensuring an appropriate state of 

readiness to reduce response time

• exactAIS data provides the current status of a ship, and can 

be used to help the selection of the most appropriate rescue 

vessel in the vicinity. This ensures that authorities can best 

utilize resources in the area for a quicker rescue operation

• Historic track of the stricken vessel as well as other traffic, may 

indicate the proximity of other vessels failing in their duty to 

report an incident, or even to identify a vessel that may have 

caused the incident

exactAIS tracking of the 
Antarctic cruise ship, Orion 
as it diverted its course to 
assist in a rescue operation 
of a stranded French sailor 
in the Southern Ocean. The 
Orion was identified by 
Australian authorities as the 
closest ship in the vicinity of 
the distress signal to help
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