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 Due to the increased melting of sea ice in the Arctic and other factors, human activity has 
started to increase in the region, a trend that is certain to continue.  For example, ship-borne 
tourism to the Arctic has already increased.  As a result of such increasing activities, many Arctic 
States have expressed the need for greater international coordination and cooperation with 
respect to search and rescue (SAR) in the Arctic.  The United States supports promoting safety in 
the Arctic Ocean and adjacent land areas through a new SAR agreement among the Arctic States, 
and seeks support from other Arctic Council members and the Permanent Participants for the 
Ministers to determine that such negotiations should take place starting next year.    

 What would be negotiated?   We have in mind negotiation of a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) that would serve as the basis for cooperation in the Arctic in the search 
and rescue of persons in distress at sea and survivors after aircraft accidents.  Thus, the 
agreement would cover both maritime and aeronautical SAR, and would be consistent with SAR 
provisions found in the International Convention on Maritime Search and Rescue, 1979, as 
amended, and Annex 12, Search and Rescue, to the Convention on International Civil Aviation.  
The MOU would identify relevant maritime and aeronautical SAR regions in the Arctic, without 
prejudice to the delimitation of any boundaries between nations.  Whether the maritime and 
aeronautical SAR regions would be co-extensive would be a subject for discussion.  The United 
States will be prepared to submit a draft MOU for consideration of the participants.   

 Would the MOU be legally binding?  Our thinking is that the MOU need not be legally 
binding.  A non-binding agreement would likely be easier to negotiate and conclude and, thus, 
would permit cooperation to begin more quickly under the instrument.  The pertinent objectives 
could be achieved through a non-binding agreement. 

 How would the MOU relate to other regional SAR agreements?  There are a number of 
other SAR arrangements already in force, between subsets of the Arctic nations, or under 
negotiation related to the Arctic region.  The objective of the Arctic-wide MOU would be to 
provide for overall coordination of SAR response consistent with those other arrangements.  
Thus, this MOU would not supplant those arrangements, but would add to them. 

  Who would participate?  In our view, the eight Arctic States would have the opportunity 
to participate in the negotiations and to join the resulting instrument.  In addition, other States 
with relevant interests and SAR assets who are observers to the Council could potentially join 
the negotiations and sign the resulting MOU, subject to concurrence of the Arctic States.   

 How would this work procedurally?  We suggest that the Ministers, at their April 2009 
meeting, establish a new subsidiary body, reporting to the SAOs, with the sole mandate of 
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negotiating the MOU.  Participants in the negotiations would be maritime and aeronautical SAR 
experts and foreign ministry officials.  The subsidiary body would report to the SAO’s on 
progress.  Once the MOU is completed, the body would be disbanded.  The body would have the 
authority and discretion to invite participation by non-Arctic States.  The Arctic Council would 
serve as the forum for negotiation, but would have no role in the implementation of the MOU. 


