The role of the Coast Guard
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Historically, the Coast Guard has done exactly what its name implies, keeping a watch on a nation’s coast, and maintaining the rule of law around its periphery. However, in many countries, the 21st century Coast Guard has seen its terms of reference hugely expanded from one primarily revolving around lifesaving or surveillance.

In some countries, such as the United States and Japan, the Coast Guard is an arm of the military. In others, it is a civilian emergency service. In some services the Coast Guard is the enforcement arm of the maritime administration, in others it is associated with the Customs, protecting the revenue and guarding against smugglers. Whatever the role, the skills of the seafarer will inevitably form an essential part of the services’ requirements for those who serve in it.

The US Coast Guard is without doubt the world’s largest, with a wide range of responsibilities. A uniformed, armed service, it is effectively the world’s fifth biggest navy, with a substantial force of deep water cutters capable of extended operations., along with a huge number of smaller patrol craft and fast interdiction vessels. It is responsible for maintaining ice patrols (with its own icebreakers) search and rescue, and a coastal lifesaving service, with lifeboats and helicopters and fixed wing aircraft. It interdicts drugs and other illegal acts at sea, and serves as a marine administration, with a full scale inspection and survey service. It is also, since 9/11, a department of the nation’s homeland security service. It is responsible for the maintenance of navigational aids in US waters.

Other Coast Guard services operate many of these functions, but as civilians. Some focus on surveillance and provide an emergency service over their waters. Often it is the Coast Guard which will provide a Port State Control inspection service for visiting shipping (see Seascapes No. 56), and act as the Flag State authority. Some will be the licensing authority, and examine seafarers for professional qualifications. Coast Guards will sometimes inquire into maritime accidents and serve as the prosecuting authority in the case of infractions. Other services may have extensive facilities for disaster relief, for pollution control and operate as the principal control authority in the event of a marine disaster. Some services will also operate a Vessel Traffic Service over congested waters, such as the separation zones in the English Channel and the Dover Straits.

Coast Guards will themselves have a range of professional maritime qualifications within their ranks, suitable for the functions they fulfil. They will also have specialists available in such subjects as maritime law, maritime administration and many of the marine sciences. The Coast Guard offers a fascinating and worthwhile career, enjoys a high public profile and esteem, and in many countries is able to take its pick of bright young people wishing to join it.

