The Canadian Coast Guard Arctic Region:
Transforming Arctic Search and Rescue

Peter Kikkert and P. Whitney Lackenbauer

Canadian Coast Guard Auxiliary members from Tasiujaq, Kuujjuaq, and Kangigsualujjuaq, Canadian Coast Guard Arctic search and rescue officers, and Kativik
Civil Security personnel take part in Nunavik Search and Rescue (SAR) Exercise 2025.

On Monday, 23 June 2025, five tourists and their guide
returning by boat from a fishing trip in Ungava Bay went
ashore on an island at the mouth of the Koksoak River,
north of the community of Kuujjuaq. They were settling
down to brew tea on a camping stove when it exploded,
killing one of the tourists and severely injuring the others.
The guide had set up his Starlink before the accident and
managed to send out an emergency alert. As it happened
on land, the incident was a humanitarian or ground
search-and-rescue (SAR) case falling under the jurisdic-
tion of the Nunavik Police Service. With no marine ca-
pability, the police requested assistance from Joint Rescue
Coordination Centre (JRCC) Halifax. Within minutes,
the JRCC had tasked the Canadian Coast Guard Auxilia-
ry (CCGA) units from Tasiujaq, Kuujjuaq and Kangiqsua-
lujjuaq, which raced to the scene in their fast rescue boats.

The Nunavimmiut responders spotted the accident site,
landed and made their way up the slopes of the rocky is-
land. They were confronted by the screams of the injured
and immediately started treating shrapnel wounds, severe
burns, compound fractures and shock. George Kauki,
Kuujjuaq’s unit leader, ably served as the on-scene coor-
dinator, organizing the evacuation of the injured onto the
waiting rescue boats. The responders made it back to Kuu-
jjuaq in under an hour, where medical assistance awaited.

“That was great. It felt so real,” exclaimed one of the re-
sponders at the debrief conducted at the community’s
marina. The scenario was one of several prepared by Erin

Pigott, the Deputy Superintendent for maritime search
and rescue with the Canadian Coast Guard (CCG) Arctic
Region, and her team. For weeks, they had worked with
their partners in the Kativik Regional Government’s De-
partment of Civil Security to put together the multi-unit
SAR exercise, designed to practise skills and strengthen
the ability of the different units to work together and col-
laborate with JRCC Halifax. After the exercise, one veteran
Nunavimmiut responder explained, “You know, for us, the
Coast Guard used to be just an icebreaker a few days away.
That’s it. We didn’t know them. We didn’t work with them.
We didn’t ask them for help.” Gesturing to the CCG Aux-
iliary crews and the CCG SAR officers chatting alongside
the Kuujjuaq marina, the responder said “Now, look at us.”
Pigott understands this very well — the advanced training is
important, but the relationships “are everything.”

This exercise is a good example of how the CCG has trans-
formed its approach to Arctic SAR over the last decade.
The civilian agency has developed a better understanding
of the marine risks facing the region and its SAR require-
ments, which has guided new investments in equipment,
capabilities and people. It has worked to stitch Arctic re-
sponders, with their particular knowledge and skills, into
the broader SAR system. Developing the kind of relation-
ships that allow partners in this system to operate at the
speed of trust — a critical requirement in marine SAR,
particularly in the austere environmental conditions of
the Arctic - lies at the heart of these efforts.
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Several of the Nunavimmiut participating in the June
2025 Kuujjuaq exercise had been involved in the extensive
search for Martha Kauki, a well-known interpreter and
political leader, as well as her husband, Joanassie Epoo,
and their two teenage children, who went missing on Un-
gava Bay in their freighter canoe in August 2003. The op-
eration highlighted many of the issues that continue to
challenge SAR operations in the Arctic: CCG icebreakers
and primary SAR aircraft being located hours and days
away; the presence of fewer vessels of opportunity; the se-
vere weather and sea state; and the limited availability of
hydrographic information for the region. All of these fac-
tors slowed down the response. Despite repeated calls in
the 1990s for more marine SAR training and equipment
for Nunavik’s responders, they still found themselves
without the boats, equipment and training required to
take part in the operation effectively and safely. Worst of
all was the breakdown in communications between mili-
tary and CCG officials and the Nunavimmiut responders.
The Inuit felt that the federal practitioners did not respect
or use their knowledge of the family and of the currents,
winds and weather of Ungava Bay, particularly in the
modeling that guided the search area determination. In
short, the search — and others that preceded and followed
it - made Nunavimmiut feel like “third-class citizens.”

The Ungava Bay tragedy forced Nunavimmiut to “go their
own way and look after themselves.” The Kativik Regional
Government and Makivvik Corporation partnered up
and spent over $3 million on fast rescue boats for each of
Nunavik’s 14 communities, and they have spent millions
on their upkeep and training the crews since that time.
It is a remarkable example of regional resiliency and self-
sufficiency, but one that left these entities bearing more
than their fair share of the burden for search and rescue.
The fast rescue fleet effectively fulfilled the marine SAR
mandate of the CCG in Nunavik, but it rarely worked
with federal actors.?

A series of tragic multi-fatality marine SAR cases across
Inuit Nunangat in the 1990s and early 2000s highlighted
many of these recurring issues, particularly the lack of
local capacity and the poor collaboration and weak rela-
tionships among local, regional and federal authorities,
leading to delayed responses and limiting cooperation.’
Despite these challenges, SAR volunteers continued to
provide their communities and outsiders visiting the re-
gion with the safety net that they required to travel, har-
vest and work on Arctic waters, albeit with limited to no
support. One internal CCG report from 2000 noted that,
while the Arctic SAR system depended exclusively on vol-
unteers — more heavily than any other part of the country
- “they have not received a comparable level of support to
the remainder of Canada, especially when one considers
the absence of other SAR resources.™

In the early 2000s, a series of government reports called
on the CCG to strengthen marine SAR capabilities in the
Arctic and expand the CCGA in the region. The auxil-
iary first expanded into the Canadian North in the 1990s,
with official units established in Yellowknife (1992) and
Hay River (1997). A concerted effort to expand the CCGA
started in 2001, but a lack of funding, community engage-
ment and training opportunities, coupled with crew and
vessel standards that were unachievable in and inappro-
priate for the realities of northern communities, ham-
pered these efforts.’

By 2015, only nine CCG Auxiliary units had been es-
tablished north of 55, and several of these struggled to
remain operational on a consistent basis. The CCG had
stationed no primary SAR resources in the region, and
the team dedicated to SAR programming for the entire
Arctic amounted to three overworked individuals. North-
ern outreach activities by the coast guard and JRCC:s still
tended to be rooted in a crisis-response approach follow-
ing problematic cases. These efforts proved fleeting and

Nunavimmiut responders evacuate injured ‘tourists’ during a SAR exercise in Nunavik in June 2025.
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Exercise participants conduct a debrief at Kuujjuaq’s marina.

did little to strengthen the relationships required to im-
prove SAR in the Arctic.

Although these years saw little external investment in
community-level efforts, CCG personnel continued to
work closely with their international partners on Arctic
SAR. This cooperation was codified in the 2011 Arctic
Search and Rescue Agreement and advanced through the
2015 launch of the independent, informal, operationally
driven Arctic Coast Guard Forum, both of which were
spurred on by increased maritime traffic in the region.

The effects of climate change have increased the risk of
maritime incidents across the Canadian North, particu-
larly in the waters of Inuit Nunangat. Sea ice reduction
has led to longer boating seasons, with boaters travelling
earlier in the spring and later in the fall, risking expo-
sure to more severe environmental conditions. The long-
er boating season also means that Inuit are operating in
dangerous waters before CCG icebreakers deploy to the
Arctic in June and after they leave in November. Across
the North, more powerful boats also mean that people
are travelling further, with increased risks of running out
of fuel or experiencing mechanical failure. The pressures
of food insecurity often force harvesters to travel greater
distances and in poor conditions, increasing their risk.
These drivers, combined with a range of other factors
(severe weather, unsafe vessels, limited safety equipment,
drug and alcohol abuse), have increased the number of
accidents involving community vessels. Outside marine
traffic, including from cruise ships, bulk carriers, fishing
vessels, pleasure craft and adventurers, has also grown
significantly, leading to new SAR requirements across the
region.’

In the face of increasing risks, the CCG launched the
Arctic Search and Rescue Project in 2015 to address
the “unique challenges of SAR in the Arctic.” The proj-
ect team focused on studying the marine risks and SAR
requirements in the Canadian Arctic, while laying the

groundwork required to strengthen and expand the CCGA
in the region.” Visiting 45 northern communities over the
next two years, the team developed a better understanding
of local challenges and needs. It found that many commu-
nities dealt with marine cases on their own, never report-
ing them to the CCG or JRCCs. Consequently, the SAR
data for the region, which guides planning and is used to
justify the allocation of resources at the federal level, was
incomplete and inaccurate.

The project team also determined that, while many com-
munities would welcome and support a CCG Auxiliary
unit, most would struggle to find a suitable SAR vessel
that met all applicable regulatory requirements. As a re-
sult, the CCG used funding from the Oceans Protection
Plan to launch the Indigenous Community Boat Volun-
teer Program in 2017. Through this budget, communities
can purchase a new SAR vessel, required equipment and/
or storage facilities. The CCG also launched its Arctic
Community Engagement and Exercise Teams (ACEETSs)
to provide support to and training for communities as
they sustained existing auxiliary units and developed new
ones.

The Arctic SAR Project provided the structure, knowl-
edge, energy and funding required to jump-start im-
provements to the region’s SAR system and laid a firm
foundation for a range of ambitious initiatives — efforts
bolstered by the creation of the CCG Arctic Region in
2018.* Under the direction of Steve Thompson, the Arc-
tic Region’s Superintendent for maritime SAR, the last six
years have brought transformative change to the Arctic
SAR system, with a range of initiatives enhancing local
and regional capacity.’

The most important success has been the sustained ef-
fort to improve community-based marine SAR capabili-
ties through the rapid expansion and strengthening of the
CCGA. Across the Arctic Region, there are now 41 CCGA
units, with over 500 members and 60 vessels, including
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Cambridge Bay Coast Guard Auxiliary Unit after participation in a coast guard SAR exercise in August 2022.

Nunavik’s fast rescue fleet. Through these units, Arctic
responders enjoy more support from federal partners,
while the infusion of their skill, knowledge and energy
has strengthened the entire SAR system.

These investments have paid dividends, with units deliv-
ering fast and effective marine SAR responses and regu-
larly providing life-saving assistance to their fellow com-
munity members and to visitors to the region. They have
been busy: the number of official maritime SAR cases in
the Arctic Region has increased from 64 in 2020 to 121
in 2024, the complex result of increased risks, the greater
availability of units that can respond, effective reporting
procedures, and more requests for assistance from north-
erners who know there are skilled responders nearby. In
general, enhanced local capacity means there is less reli-
ance on CCG icebreakers and Royal Canadian Air Force
(RCAF) aircraft, providing for more immediate responses,
ensuring that these resources can be used for other SAR
cases, and saving considerable money compared to JRCC
operations using fixed- or rotary-wing aircraft based in
southern Canada.

CCGA personnel also play a critical role as SAR detectives,
feeding knowledge of local conditions, marine spaces and
the marine activities of their fellow community members
to the JRCC:s to assist with search planning and modelling.
Such detective work can also identify false alarms and pre-
vent the JRCCs from unnecessarily deploying additional
resources. Other crucial activities that benefit the broader
marine safety system in the Arctic include educating their
communities about boating safety, assisting with aids to
navigation and very high frequency (VHF) systems, and re-
porting unfamiliar vessels and other suspicious activities.
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Through their community engagement, CCG personnel
quickly realized that an auxiliary unit is not the answer in
every community that requires an improved marine SAR
capability. The Guardians programs across the North pro-
vide another answer. Through the Marine Protected Area
Training (MPAT) Project, CCG personnel have worked
with the Foxe Basin Kivalliq North Sapujiyiit Society
(Chesterfield Inlet, Coral Harbour and Naujaat, Nunavut)
and the Aviqtuuq Inuit stewardship program (Taloyoak,
Nunavut) to identify community training needs and de-
liver training in small vessel operations, marine first aid
and collaborative SAR response. By the time the pro-
gram ended in early 2024, dozens of Guardians had en-
gaged in training opportunities that expanded their op-
erational competencies and brought greater safety to their
communities."

In 2018, the CCG established another community-based
SAR asset when it launched the first primary SAR re-
source ever stationed in the Canadian North: the Inshore
Rescue Boat Station in Rankin Inlet. At the start of the
2023 season, the CCG upgraded the station into an Arc-
tic Marine Response Station, which included the hiring
and training of additional crew from local communities,
the extension of the station’s operational season by one
month, the procurement of an additional SAR vessel, and
other infrastructure improvements. The CCG regularly
employs northern Indigenous people to work at the sta-
tion, where they learn SAR skills that they can take back
to their home communities or to careers in the CCG.

CCG Arctic SAR officers have also been instrumental in
better preparing for mass rescue operations in the region.
These low-probability, high-consequence scenarios would



seriously test the SAR system, while the sudden influx of
hundreds of evacuees would challenge the infrastructure
and essential services of most communities in the Arctic.
CCG personnel have worked with their counterparts in
the military and in civilian emergency management to
plan and prepare for such incidents. They regularly prac-
tise these plans with domestic and international partners
in the Canadian Arctic, including through large-scale
multinational exercises such as the one conducted around
Herschel Island in 2023.

In support of these efforts, the CCG Arctic Region
launched an innovative Training and Exercising Program
in 2019, providing expert guidance to industry partners
(particularly cruise operators) on marine risks, how the
SAR system functions, and how a mass rescue would work
in the region. This program has helped smooth out some
of the complexity involved in mass rescues and ensures
that participating cruise ships are ready to assist during
SAR incidents in the region as vessels of opportunity. The
connections made through the program have heightened
the CCG’s awareness of the industry players involved in
the marine spaces of the Canadian Arctic, bolstering its
understanding of their risk profiles.

Behind the scenes, CCG Arctic SAR personnel have been
working to address longstanding jurisdictional issues in

the broader SAR system. For example, they have worked
closely with the JRCCs, regional and provincial authori-
ties, and Nunavimmiut responders to clarify the bound-
aries between inland and federal waters on several key riv-
ers in Nunavik, thus helping to establish when SAR cases
are a provincial responsibility and when they are federal.
They are also working with the National SAR Secretariat
and other partners to work through the complex issues
around the land-ice interface. If a hunter goes out to the
floe edge on a skidoo, and it breaks away as an ice floe, this
is considered a ground search-and-rescue (GSAR) case.
This is a situation in which capabilities do not align with
mandate, given that such a case would best be handled as
a marine SAR case by the JRCCs and coast guard.

Finally, new CCG vessel construction will eventually
provide a welcome boost to marine SAR capabilities in
the region. Currently, the CCG generally deploys eight
icebreakers to the Arctic each summer. The vessels are
aging but capable. When not undertaking icebreaking
operations, they are deployed to areas of increased risk
- such as where cruise ships are operating. The planned
construction of two polar icebreakers, six program ice-
breakers and two Arctic and Offshore Patrol Vessels for
the CCG will provide new capabilities and greater reach
for SAR operations.

Canadian Coast Guard Arctic members Stuart Thibert and Jeffrey Gordon participating in small group discussions at Nunavik SAR Roundtable 2022.
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Responders from Nunatsiavut and Nunavik participating in advanced training in Parry Sound, Ontario, in 2024.

By necessity, the CCG began its efforts to improve ma-
rine SAR in the Arctic in Nunavut, which had the fewest
resources available. This meant that other regions had to
wait longer for improvements. At the Nunavik Search and
Rescue Roundtable in December 2022, veteran respond-
ers raised a litany of concerns and criticisms with Super-
intendent Thompson. Why had they received so little sup-
port from the coast guard over the years? Where was the
outreach? Why had their local expertise been ignored in
past SAR cases? Rather than responding with excuses and
explanations to each question, Thompson said, “Thanks
for sharing. I hear you, I agree, and I'm sorry. We want
to work with you on this.” This exemplifies why the CCG
Arctic Region’s initiatives have been successful in recent
years: its personnel have listened, learned, built and sus-
tained relationships. Through these relationships, they
have co-developed and delivered flexible programming
that reflects the unique contexts of Arctic communities,
fully embracing and operationalizing the Coast Guard
Arctic Strategy’s “bedrock principle” of “in the North, by
the North, and for the North.”

Strong Relationships: Since the CCG launched its Arctic
SAR Project, the agency has prioritized community en-
gagement, relationship building and maintaining long-
lasting partnerships with responders, communities, and
territorial and regional governments. CCG Arctic SAR
personnel have also helped to strengthen relationships
between northern responders and other federal partners,
particularly the JRCCs. Having the same personnel car-
rying out these activities throughout the year (not only
during the summer months), and for extended periods of
time, has bolstered CCG relationship-building efforts."
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Deeper Understanding: CCG personnel have spent a lot of
time listening to and learning from northerners and the
other mariners that operate in Arctic waters. They have
developed a much deeper understanding of community
and industry marine activity, risks and requirements.
This learning process has been formalized in the Risk-
Based Analysis of Maritime Search and Rescue Delivery
(RAMSARD) Program, through which CCG personnel
visit every community in the Arctic Region over a five-
year cycle to update risk assessments and review SAR
services.

Sustained Access to Training and Equipment: Through the
Indigenous Community Boat Volunteer Program, 27 Arc-
tic Indigenous communities have been awarded the com-
munity boats and equipment required to operate CCG
Auxiliary units. While the new vessels bolster community
marine SAR capabilities, they would have limited value
without the training required to use them eftectively. To
support these units, the Coast Guard Arctic Region and
its CCG Auxiliary partners engage in a robust training
and exercise cycle, often in-community and on the wa-
ter, with materials and approaches co-developed by Arctic
responders. Auxiliary members and Guardians have also
been brought to the CCG base in Parry Sound, Ontario,
for advanced operational training.

Support to Responders: Finding a group of 15-20 CCG
Auxiliary members in small communities can be chal-
lenging, and volunteer burnout remains a major chal-
lenge. In some units, the same people are always on call
and respond to every search. This tempo of activity can
inhibit their ability to go out on the land and hunt and fish
for their families, contributing to food insecurity issues.



Many of these responders also wear multiple responder
hats — GSAR, fire department, ambulance and Canadian
Rangers (with approximately 24% of all CCGA members
in the territorial North also serving as Rangers). Recog-
nizing these difficulties, the CCG Arctic personnel have
continued to work with their CCGA partners to support
in-community recruitment efforts.

CCG Arctic SAR personnel also understand a defining
feature of SAR in the Arctic: the responders almost always
know for whom they are searching. SAR in the Arctic is
searches for family, best friends, neighbours and Elders.
Almost every responder has found someone close to them
deceased from the cold, from accidents, or from self-
harm. The toll of this trauma and tragedy on the mental
health of community responders is extreme. In response,
the CCG has embedded mental and psychological health
training for emergency responders into its Indigenous
SAR training program to assist with Critical Incident
Stress Management (CISM), with the Arctic Region thus
becoming the first region of the CCG to offer this service
to responders. The support that CCG Arctic SAR person-
nel provide to the volunteers goes beyond the training and
includes regular, informal check-ins and CISM support
following difficult cases.

Staffing: The CCG Arctic Region has increased the num-
ber of full-time equivalent positions (from the three CCG
personnel focused on Arctic SAR in 2015 to 17 in 2025). In
particular, it has made a deliberate effort to hire northern
Indigenous SAR officers, such as Brenda Panipakoocho
(Igaluit), Angulalik Pedersen (Cambridge Bay) and Jeffrey
Gordon (Kuujjuaq) - all of whom are also CCG Auxiliary
members in their communities. Together, these person-
nel keep in frequent communication with auxiliary mem-
bers, conduct training and exercise activities, and assist
with equipment and vessel maintenance.

Sustaining Progress

The initiatives developed by CCG Arctic personnel, par-
ticularly the expansion of the CCGA, have proven highly
successful. These efforts have yielded several best practices
that could shape resilience-building measures in other
northern and Indigenous communities, as well as guiding
the work of other federal departments involved in safety
and security. The most fundamental is the importance of
sustained, face-to-face relationship building.

Success is fragile and must be sustained. Northern re-
sponders regularly express concern that the latest wave
of CCG support will prove fleeting, with the initiatives
waylaid by shifting priorities, shrinking budgets and per-
sonnel cuts. If CCG personnel become less engaged, with
fewer training and relationship-building opportunities,
responders worry that auxiliary units will fail and the

newfound partnerships with the JRCCs and other part-
ners will be lost.

The recent cancellation of the successful MPAT Program
has fueled such concerns. So has the recent decline in the
number of CCG Arctic SAR positions in recent years,
from a high of 35 to the 28 current full-time equivalent
roles. The unit’s travel budget has also shrunk. In 2025,
its overall operating budget is $2.2 million, with a hard
travel cap set at $757,000, down from $1,193,715 in 2022-
2023 and $992,430 in 2023-2024. This is to cover all the
communities between Nunatsiavut and the Labrador Sea
to the Yukon North Slope and the Beaufort Sea, includ-
ing James Bay and Hudson Bay, and to operate the Arctic
Marine Response Station in Rankin Inlet.

Nunavimmiut responders practice cold water immersion skills during Nunavik
SAR Exercise 2025.
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Craig Lingard, Director of Kativik Civil Security, and Erin Pigott, Deputy Su-
perintendent for maritime SAR with CCG Arctic Region, recognized the service
of long-time responder Willie Annanack of Kangiqsualujjuaq during Nunavik
SAR Exercise 2025.

To sustain the transformation it has started, CCG Arctic
SAR requires secure funding and the personnel required
to operate in and with the North. Here, perhaps, the CCG
shift to the military could help. It may also help with re-
cruitment into the Arctic Auxiliary units if new avenues
can be opened to incentivize members (such as pay, akin
to that provided to Canadian Rangers for training and
operations).

With better funding and support for CCG Arctic SAR,
its members could continue to facilitate exercises like the
multi-community one held in Nunavik in June. During
one of the scenarios drawn up by Deputy Superintendent
Pigott’s team, a young unit member from Tasiujaq was
taught how to place a call to JRCC Halifax, what infor-
mation to provide, and how to act on any search patterns
provided by the coordinators. Initially nervous to call this
unfamiliar authority in the South, the young responder
grew more confident and soon relayed essential informa-
tion with ease. Just a few weeks later, that same responder
placed a call to the JRCC during a real mission, securing
air support for the search efforts.

On the last night of the exercise, Craig Lingard, the Direc-
tor of the Kativik Regional Government’s Civil Security
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Section, hosted a gathering to celebrate the bridges be-
tween the CCG and his region. Sharing caribou jerky and
stories, Pigott and her team already knew the Nunavim-
miut responders from previous training and regional SAR
roundtables. They talked about family, life in the North
and past SAR cases. “This is why we like working with
the Coast Guard more than most,” Lingard explained. “A
few years ago, it was different. But they’ve really listened.
They get it in now.” The laughter in the room sent a clear
message: this comfort, mutual respect and confidence are
what allow partners to operate at the speed of trust. To-
gether, these responders are creating a SAR system that
will operate at the speed of empathy.? That is Arctic SAR
transformed.Js
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3. 'These incidents include seven lost in a boating accident near Sanirajak in
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prepared by Canadian Marine Safety Services Inc., p. 9.
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6. For a more detailed review of SAR risks in the Canadian Arctic, see Pe-
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12. Inuitleader Sheila Watt-Cloutier has consistently emphasized that change
takes place at the speed of empathy. So, too, should SAR operations.
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