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SAR
Search and rescue procedures are detailed in
ICAO’s annex 12. They are divided into three distinct
emergency phases: the uncertainty phase or
INCERFA, the alert phase or ALERFA,  and the dist-
ress phase or DETRESFA. A phase will develop into
the next if no news has been received from the air-
craft. SAR operations can be initiated for a number
of reasons, and the waiting time before doing so

and between the different phases varies
according to the type of flight and type

of airspace. 
Sometimes, the uncertainty and

alert phases are skipped altogether and
the distress phase is launched straight away,

for example when a pilot declares an emergency,
starting his message with “mayday, mayday,

mayday” and/or squawking 7700. Other
emergency situations, depending on 
circumstances, can lead directly to 
a DETRESFA. They include suspected 

or known hijackings, bomb alerts, technical
failures, smoke emission, limited 
fuel endurance, the likelihood of a forced

landing, an incapacitated flight crew member,
or any other unusual conditions leading to believe
that “there is reasonable certainty that an aircraft
is in distress”.

SAR authorities can also be alerted by worried
friends or relatives, or by a witness reporting what
he thinks to be an abnormal circumstance. 

ELTS
SAR operations can be initiated when an emer-
gency locator transmitter (ELT) is picked up, either
by a ground station, by another aircraft, or by the
Cospas-Sarsat satellite system        . 

ELTs are designed to activate on impact.
Sometimes a harsh landing, carelessness or
improper handling can switch on the beacon
inadvertently. In such an event, it is standard
procedure to call the nearest air traffic service
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VOCABULARY

This morning, Eliot is depressed. Since his
return from Berlin, the weather has not really
been “pilot friendly” and he is desperately sear-
ching the map to find the spot where he could
escape for just a few hours. He is beginning to feel
helpless when he remembers his visit to the CRNA-
Est        . That day, he had met André, a flight informa-
tion service specialist, and they had agreed to
meet again to discuss the job. Eliot's morale is back
to normal when, after calling André, he
finds himself seated in the cockpit
of F BASF, heading to Reims
Prunay airport.

FIS
The AIS office attached to Reims
air traffic control centre is in
charge of the emission,
reception, processing and
transmission of aeronau-
tical information and mes-
sages, including
NOTAMs. André and his col-
leagues collect and disseminate
information for the control room and
for airspace users within Reims FIR.

They also provide the flight information service
in Reims FIR on frequency 124,1, from 9 am  till 7 pm
(local time) 7 days a week. The service is available
for VFR flights in class G and E airspace up to FL115.
On request,  FIS agents give updates on weather,
airports or navigational aids operation, aeronauti-
cal activities, military zones status, and traffic
information on known aircraft (radio contact is
not mandatory in class E or G airspace). 

Furthermore they are responsible, in coordina-
tion with the control room supervisor, for the aler-
ting service: they notify the Rescue Coordination
Centre (RCC) when an aircraft is considered to be
in a state of emergency. It is then up to the RCC to
take action and to initiate a search and rescue
(SAR) operation if need be.

unit (ATSU) to cancel the alert. Starting
February 1st 2009, Cospas-Sarsat will cease
satellite processing of 121.5/243 MHz beacons.
Only 406 MHz digital signals will be detected,
with the advantage of swifter responses to dis-
tress signals, faster elimination of false alerts,
and better position accuracy. ELTs operating on
121.5 MHz will still be received by ground sta-
tions and airborne aircraft and used for
“homing” purposes.  

CLOSING A FLIGHT PLAN
Quite often, rescue services are set out to
search for overdue aircraft. When a flight plan
has been filed, the AIS office to which the desti-
nation aerodrome is attached receives an auto-
matic warning at the estimated time of arrival
(ETA). If the flight plan is not closed, the AIS
agent starts looking for the aircraft. He carries
out a search by phone, calling the aerodromes
within his area of responsibility. He will also
contact facilities along the planned route of
flight to check if the aircraft has not landed on
one of them. Thirty minutes after the ETA, the
INCERFA phase is initiated. The AIS agent conti-
nues his investigations. No rescue units are
engaged yet. The INCERFA develops into an
ALERFA sixty minutes after the ETA. The RCC in
charge of collecting all the information evalua-
tes the relevance of deploying rescue units. 30
minutes later the DETRESFA phase begins. It
remains active as long as the aircraft has not
been found. 

90 minutes after his ETA, a pilot neglecting to
close his flight plan will be declared, according
to ICAO’s definition of a distress phase, “threate-
ned by grave and imminent danger and requi-
ring immediate assistance”. A tad too much, isn’t
it, for just having forgotten a phone call    !
Needless to say, such unnecessary search and
rescue operations are a huge waste of time and
money. 
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The flight to Baden-baden is

now online too.

And why it is so important to close a flight plan
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