
 

NOAA satellites helped save 307 lives in 2016
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Forty-six crew members, with their lives hanging in the balance, were
safely pulled from a sinking fishing vessel in the Bering Sea near Alaska
last July. It was the largest single rescue in, or around, the United States
credited to NOAA satellites and ground systems.

In 2016, a total of 307 people were rescued—the highest number since
2007, when 353 people were saved.

NOAA satellites are part of the international Search and Rescue Satellite
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Aided Tracking System, known as COSPAS-SARSAT. This system uses
a network of spacecraft to detect and locate distress signals quickly from
emergency beacons employed on aircraft, boats, and from handheld 
personal locator beacons, or PLBs.

When a NOAA satellite pinpoints the location of a distress signal, the
information is relayed to the SARSAT Mission Control Center at
NOAA's Satellite Operations Facility in Suitland, Maryland. From there,
the information is quickly sent to a Rescue Coordination Center,
operated by either the U.S. Air Force for land rescues, or the U.S. Coast
Guard for water rescues.

Of the 307 rescues in 2016, 205 were waterborne rescues, 23 were from
aviation incidents and 79 were land based rescues utilizing PLBs. Other
rescue highlights from 2016 include:

Two South Carolina Air National Guard F-16 pilots ejected from
their aircraft after a mid-air explosion. Their seats were equipped
with PLBs that automatically activated. Both pilots were
recovered uninjured.
A distress signal from a PLB started the rescue of an injured
hiker from a remote mountainous area of the Canyonlands
National Park near Moab, Utah. A local rescue helicopter
transported the hiker to a medical facility for treatment of
injuries.
Two people were rescued from their stalled boat in open waters
about 13 miles off the coast of Wallops Island, Virginia. No
injuries were sustained by the two people on board the vessel.
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Coast Guard Air Station Kodiak aircrews, along with good Samaritans, rescue 46
crew members from life rafts after they abandoned ship approximately 690
miles west of Dutch Harbor, Alaska, July 26, 2016. Credit: NOAA Headquarters

"On any given day, at any given time, NOAA satellites can play a direct
role in saving lives," said Chris O'Connors, NOAA SARSAT program
manager. "These rescues underscore SARSAT's true value."

Since the program's inception in 1982, COSPAS-SARSAT has been
credited with supporting more than 41,000 rescues worldwide, including
more than 8,000 in the United States and its surrounding waters.

Owners are required to register their emergency beacons with NOAA
online. That registration information often helps provide better and
faster assistance to people in distress. It may provide information about
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the location of the emergency, how many people need assistance, what
type of help may be needed and ways to contact the owner. At the end of
2016 NOAA's registration database contained more than 515,000
entries.

  More information: Map of SARSAT U.S. rescues: 
www.nesdis.noaa.gov/content/sarsat-us-rescues
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