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Opening Remarks by Mr. Eugene Clonan,  Director (acting) of the Irish Coast Guard 

on the role of the Irish Coast Guard 

at the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Transport, Tourism and Sport,  

30 January 2019 

I thank the Chairman and the members of the committee for the 

invitation to attend. This is an excellent opportunity to engage with the 

Committee on what we do, the work programme ahead of us and the 

challenges we face as Ireland’s Search and Rescue and pollution 

prevention service.  

To note that the Coast Guard Director, Chris Reynolds, has taken up an 

appointment with the EU Capacity building mission in Somalia as of last 

Monday and is on special leave for a period of 11 months. I am Eugene 

Clonan the Acting Director and will respond in the best way I can to your 

questions. 

To assist me in dealing with subsequent questions I am joined by Niall 

Ferns our Volunteer Services and Training manager responsible for the 

Volunteer Coast Guard Units, Caoimhin O Ciaruain and Clare O’Connell 

from Maritime Services Division of the Department, which provides 

corporate support to the Coast Guard.  

Before taking questions from members, I would like to take a few 

minutes to set out the international context for our work, some of the 

history to our development, and an overview of our remit and 

challenges we currently face. 
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First of all, the international Context in which the Coast Guard operates: 

Search and Rescue & Responding to Marine Casualties 

The Maritime and Aviation world is regulated by two UN bodies, the 

International Maritime Organisation and the International Civil Aviation 

Organisation. This is done through International Conventions and 

agreements between States.  

The international framework for maritime search and rescue is based on 

the 1979 Search and Rescue Convention. The International Maritime 

Organisation's (IMO) Maritime Safety Committee divided the world's 

oceans into 13 search and rescue areas. In each area the countries 

concerned have delimited search and rescue regions (SRR) for which 

they are responsible.  

The limits of the Irish Maritime Search and Rescue Region correspond 

with those of the Irish Flight Information Region (FIR) - approximately 

200 miles off the West Coast, 30 miles off the South Coast and dividing 

the Irish Sea. The whole process of international Search and Rescue is 

based on close co-operation between the International Civil Aviation 

Organisation for aviation SAR and the IMO. It also requires very close 

cooperation and collaboration with our nearest neighbours, the UK’s 

Maritime and Coastguard Agency. 

Responding to Marine Casualties where a threat of pollution to the 

coastline or related interests. 

The international framework for responding to marine casualties is 

based on the Intervention Convention and the Oil Pollution 

Preparedness and response convention. These provide the legal basis for 
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States to take action for the purposes of preventing, mitigating or 

eliminating danger from pollution or a threat of pollution following upon 

a maritime casualty. 

A Brief History 

The Irish Marine Emergency Service (IMES) was established by 

Government Decision in 1990, as a Division of the Department of the 

Marine at the time. The name was later changed to the Irish Coast Guard 

(IRCG) in 2000 and the division was subsequently transferred to the 

Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport in 2006. 

Since 1990 the organisation has come a long way from old rocket 

houses, horse drawn carts, yellow southwester foul weather gear to the 

current progressive organisation with state of the art equipment. 

Today 

As we currently stand, the Irish Coast Guard (IRCG) is a discrete Division 

within the Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport. As with any 

other division within the Department, we report to the Management 

Board and the Minister.  Our responsibilities and powers are derived 

from Government Decisions, the Search and Rescue Framework 

document, authorised officers under the Sea Pollution Act 1991 as 

amended and the Merchant Shipping  (Salvage and Wreck) Act 1993. 

In performing our responsibilities, we provide a variety of services, as 

follows: 

 a marine radio distress listening service and a broadcasting service 

for marine safety information; 
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 Provide a Marine Assistance Service for ship casualties  

 We Monitor maritime traffic within our Traffic Separation Schemes 

(Tuskar/Fastnet), 

 We coordinate Search and Rescue in the Irish Search and rescue 

region, along the coasts and cliffs of Ireland and in support of AGS on 

major inland lakes and remote areas.  

 We monitor the Irish EEZ and intervene as necessary for marine 

casualties to prevent or minimise damage to the marine 

environment by oil and Hazardous and Noxious Substances’ (HNS) 

from ships and offshore installations and we coordinate the at sea 

response to maritime pollution from ships and offshore installations. 

 We provide support on request to statutory bodies or agencies 

particularly in emergency response.   

 

Under the State’s Major Emergency Framework, the Coast Guard is 

nominated as a Principal Emergency Service - Irelands 4th ‘Blue Light’ 

service - along with An Garda Síochána, National Ambulance Service and 

the Fire Service.  

To carry out these functions the Coast Guard organisation is made up of 

4 sections 

Coast Guard Operations 

The Coast Guard has 3 Rescue Coordination Centres, MRCC Dublin, 

MRSC Valentia and MRSC Malin Head.  These centres are responsible for 

search and rescue coordination, provision of coastal radio services, ship 
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casualty operations and coordination of all  Coast Guard volunteer 

activities.  

 

There current staffing compliment of 46 staff to maintain 24/7 watch 

coverage at all three centres.   

 

Maritime casualties 

As well as monitoring distress channels and responding to Search and 

rescue incidents , the RCCs monitor our EEZ and respond to maritime 

casualties which pose a threat of pollution to our coastline. 

 

The RCCs are supported by Maritime Casualty and Counter Pollution 

section within Coast Guard HQ which is responsible for developing, 

training and maintaining IRCG incident response to ship casualty and 

counter pollution preparedness and response, in line with the OPRC 

Convention. They also maintain the NOSCP, audit Local Authority and 

Harbour OSCPs, maintain the National pollution Stockpile in 

Blanchardstown, and develop Training for National Response teams for 

major Incident Management. 

There is currently one staff member in this area with two more to join 

soon. Coast Guard employs contractors to support operations in this 

area. 

To respond to marine incidents on the Coast the RCCs have a number of 

resources to call upon: 

 

Search and Rescue Helicopters 
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Coast Guard helicopter services are provided under contract by CHCI 

operating a fleet of Sikorsky S92 helicopters out of four bases in Dublin, 

Shannon, Waterford and Sligo. Helicopter services are on 15 minutes 

notice by day and 45 minutes by night. 

In addition to their primary role of provision of maritime search and 

rescue services the Coast Guard provides a round the clock medical 

evacuation service – so-called medivacs - to the offshore islands.  

In 2018 the Coast Guard flew a total of 102 island medivacs an increase 

on 2017. In addition Coast Guard helicopters conducted eight Long 

Range offshore medical evacuations.  

Coast Guard helicopters have flown in excess of 665 missions in 2018. 

These missions also include inland searches for missing persons in 

support of An Garda Siochana and Mountain Rescue Teams. 

Assistance to National Ambulance Service 

Coast Guard helicopters also provide HEMS (Helicopter Emergency 

Medical Service) to the National Ambulance Service including inter 

hospital transfers. The busiest inter hospital transfer route is from 

Letterkenny to University Hospital Galway.  

RNLI 

The RNLI is categorised as a declared resource to the Coast Guard which 

means that each individual station can be directly requested to respond 

to individual incidents. The RNLI maintain 38 lifeboats on the island of 

Ireland manned by volunteers. In 2018 the RNLI were requested to 

launch over 836 occasions. 

Coast Guard Volunteer Units 
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The nationwide network of Volunteer Coast Guard units are an integral 

part of the national search and rescue framework. With a membership 

of approx. 1000 volunteers formed into 44 individual units around the 

coast. All units are classed as onshore search units with 23 of them with 

additional function of boat operations and 17 Units with a cliff rescue 

capability. 

The Coast Guard units are composed of 12 x  3 function units, 16 x dual 

function units and 16 x single function units. The units comprise typically 

between 15 and 25 volunteers. Each Coast Guard volunteer unit is 

composed of a Volunteer OiC, Deputy OiC, Training Officer, Equipment 

Officer, Administration Officer and Education Officer. 

 

Coast Guard units were tasked from the RCCs on 1,180 missions in 2018. 

 All units are coupled with a capacity to support their communities 

during local emergencies including inclement weather. These 

community services were to the forefront during storm EMMA last 

March when major challenges were experienced in maintaining essential 

services. Coast Guard volunteers provided emergency transport to 

Health Care staff and also provided support for isolated homes.  

Niall here manages resources and trains the Coast Guard Volunteer 

units. There are ten dedicated Coast Guard staff in VS&T, which includes 

six staff on the coast managing the volunteer units directly. The sections 

resources are given considerable support by the Maritime Services 

Division of the Department, including Caoimhin and Clare beside me. 

Lives Saved 
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The Coast Guard attaches particular attention to what is categorised as 

Lives Saved. This refers to assistance provided that if it was not available 

would have resulted in loss of life or severe risk of loss of life or 

protracted hospitalisation. In 2018 the Coast Guard has recorded that in 

excess of 400 people were categorised as Lives Saved.   

And finally  

 

Engineering and Logistics Section 

The Engineering and Logistics section manages the radio 

communications network in the Rescue Co-ordination Centres and the 

radio aerial infrastructure around the coast to maintain marine VHF and 

HF coverage in the Search and Rescue region. i.e. VHF  Channel 16 and 

HF frequencies for distress listening and calling and working channels.  

Engineering also manage the Coast Guard stores in Blanchardstown. 

There are seven staff employed in this area with another three staff in 

the pipe line.  

 

 

 

Chairman, I have briefly set out the role and structure of the Coast 

Guard within the Department of Transport. 

The Coast Guard as we know it has existed for 19 yrs, and under the 

Department for Transport for 13 years. During that time it has evolved 

to the organisation it is today, monitoring distress channels and 

responding to incidents, saving lives and responding to threats of 

pollution to the coastline. Its success depends largely on the good will of 
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volunteers from the RNLI and its own Coast Guard volunteers to give of 

their time and become professional responders in maritime lifesaving 

situations in return the Coast Guard provides excellent training and 

equipment to carry out that task.  

While the role itself has not changed in those years, the challenges we 

face have evolved over time and continue to do so. The IRCG has always 

sought to place safety at the heart of its activities. However, we are 

involved in high risk activities on a daily basis. For that reason, we have 

invested significantly in training, equipment and systems to ensure that 

our volunteers and full-time staff are our first concern when we task a 

search, boat, cliff team or helicopter.  

Reliable information and awareness of risk is key. Strong communication 

channels are vital. Learning the lessons from missions that went well but 

also those that did not is essential to an organisation that wants to 

continuously improve what it does.    

Recent tragic accidents have been difficult for the organisation as a 

whole. We mourn the loss of close and valued colleagues and friends. 

We are also compelled to honour their memories by building a stronger, 

safer, more resilient Search and Rescue service for Ireland.  

I hope this provides a quick overview of who we are and what we are 

about. I am more than happy to take questions from the Committee. 

 

 

   


