EPTRB—AN ESSENTIAL PIECE OF SAFETY EQUIPMENT

Many of our Station's members have made or are considering making Alaskan cruises.  For some of those cruisers an Alaskan cruise may be one of the more remote adventures that they undertake, and for this reason effective communications must be given high priority in planning for such a voyage.

Alaska poses some unique communication challenges. Not only are distances great and “line of sight” communications like VHF interrupted by topography, but VHF/DSC has not been widely accepted by either the USCG or the commercial vessel fleet.  Compounding these deficiencies, the VHF Channel 16 radio repeater system operated by USCG and heavily relied upon by the fleet as well as USCG has been mostly inoperable for several months and is expected to continue to be largely out of service for a good part of the coming season.

Details of this VHF repeater outage can be found online from several sources:

https://www.kfsk.org/2020/01/20/coast-guard-notes-communications-dead-zones-in-southeast/
https://www.kcaw.org/2020/01/03/new-vendor-awarded-8-5-million-to-service-coast-guards-failing-vhf-sites/
Some cruisers have come to rely on cellular or satellite telephones nearly as much as Channel 16 VHF for emergency communications. However this presents some drawbacks to effective communications. First and foremost is that no nearby vessel, which might offer more timely assistance, can hear your request for assistance.  With the VHF repeater system experiencing difficulties, the USCG cannot adequately pass on to nearby vessels your emergency commutations.  So it is essential to use your VHF even if  it fails to reach USCG.  The assistance you need might in fact already be near by.

Additionally several recent incidents have given indications that cell or satellite phone users are unfortunately not properly aware of the correct telephone numbers to call, or even how to properly use the satellite phone if they are not the primary user.

For South East Alaska the USCG Juneau Rescue Coordination Center telephone number is 907-463-2000.  The general administrative number  for USCG Sector Juneau is 907-463-2980

A very good communication alternative for all of Alaska remains HF-SSB radio.  Please note that the primary frequency monitored by both US and Canadian Coast Guard is now 4125 KHz.  2182 KHz is no longer monitored.  

The primary communication stations are Coast Guard Communication Station Kodiak, and Canadian Coast Guard Station Comox, BC  USCG Kodiak often has younger, less experienced operators than Canada's Comox station, but both operate well maintained and powerful stations.  It is essential to give either station the essential information as directly as possible.  Position, repeated at least once, is essential before proceeding to any additional information about the nature of the incident.  This is not only to ensure that that most essential bit of information is communicated before  before any loss of signal occurs or tenancy of the receiving station to get overly committed to a formal script that includes questions regarding PFD/Life Jacket use, number of people aboard, etc.  That information can be communicated in following transmissions as circumstances permit.  

The most reliable and effective signaling device to initiate a search and rescue operation is a 406 MHz

EPIRB, preferably one incorporating GPS positioning data.  Speed of response to the GPS enabled EPIRB is significantly faster.  In either case a responding Coast Guard aircraft or vessel will attempt to establish VHF communications as soon as possible, so a hand-held VHF radio should be taken on deck or into the raft as appropriate. 

To assure effectiveness of the EPIRB, make certain that the battery is replaced at the proper intervals, and that it is properly registered as required.  

Keep the Round Side Down

Keep the Water Out

Keep Everyone On Board

Sail Safe

