
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Report of the Trustees of 
The Centre for Search Research 

for the Year Ending 31st August 2000 
 
 

Registered Charity 
Number 1064927 

 
 
 

Company number 3421851 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Registered address: 
 

9 Astley Gardens 
Seaton Sluice 
Whitley Bay 
Northumberland 
NE26 4JJ 

 



LEGAL AND ADMINISTRATIVE INFORMATION 
 
The Centre for Search Research was incorporated in August 1997 as a private company limited by 
guarantee and not having a share capital (company number 3421851).  It became a registered charity 
in October 1997 (number 1064927).  Its Directors and Trustees on 1st September 1999 were: 
 
Mr David Owen (Chair) 
Mr David Perkins (Secretary and Treasurer) 
 
Sir Humphry Wakefield, who resigned as Trustee and Director in August 1999, became Patron in 
October 1999. 
 
The Trustees met six times during the year: September and November 1999, and February, April, 
June and August 2000. 
 
REVIEW OF PROGRESS AND ACHIEVEMENTS TOWARDS MEETING THE CHARITY’S 
OBJECTIVES 
 
The work done on behalf of the Charity towards meeting its Objectives is done by Mr David Perkins 
and Mr Peter Roberts.  Both are long-standing members of a local Search and Rescue (SAR) team, with 
a considerable degree of SAR experience.  Their work is voluntary and entirely unpaid. 
 
Object 1: to conduct research into all aspects of the techniques used for searching for missing 
persons. 
 
Activities and Achievements: we have been involved in some way with a wide range of research 
activities, some of which may provide extensive amounts of work in the future.  There has been 
continued involvement with the database for UK Missing Person Behaviour Statistics; we tried to 
promote some UK research into the use of hand-held GPS devices for the automatic real-time 
monitoring of the location of search groups in the field; we have had some involvement in field trials to 
examine night search techniques; we were involved in an initial field trial to investigate rapid response 
search techniques for helicopters. 
 
Missing Person Behaviour Statistics: following nine months of collection of historic data as a pilot 
exercise, the data collection system that we had helped to devise went live in January 2000.  It 
became part of the Mountain Rescue Committee of England and Wales  (MRC) standard procedure for 
reporting incidents involving all Mountain Rescue and SAR Teams, and is being managed by Mr Ged 
Feeney, the MRC Incident Statistics Collator as part of the reporting process.  Insufficient data had 
been collected by the pilot study to make a statistically meaningful report; instead, we are to make a 
presentation about the potential benefits of using Missing Person Behaviour Statistics in managing 
searches for missing persons, and the results of the data collection exercise to date with the 
Incident Statistics Collator at the MRC Conference in September 2000. 
 
Real-time monitoring of the location of search groups in the field: this is potentially a very useful 
area of research, in that it would enable the person controlling a search to monitor the location of 
search groups in the field with no action being required on their part.  The system depends on the use 



of hand-held GPS devices of the kind which are widely available, together with the kind of hand-held 
radio generally used by SAR Teams.  We facilitated an exchange of information and ideas between a 
research group at Newcastle University and SAR organisations in New Mexico, where the technique is 
widely used.   In the event, it transpired that the UK cost and availability of the interfacing 
electronics made the system inappropriate for general use, but nevertheless that in itself was a 
worthwhile finding, and useful contacts were established.  We feel that there is still some merit in 
this project, and may return to it at a later date. 
 
Night search techniques: searching at night should be an important component of a SAR Team's 
capability, and while much is known about the various ways of searching in daylight and their 
effectiveness, comparatively little is known about searching at night.  A simple field trial carried out 
by the local SAR Team, with our involvement, using a variety of lights and search techniques was both 
unsuccessful and inconclusive.  This is an important area of research and we will be involved in further 
field trials in the coming year. 
 
The use of rapid response search techniques by helicopters: the way in which helicopters are used 
in a maritime search situation is based on tables of data which relate to the state of the sea, the 
object being searched for, visibility and so on.  No comparable tables exist for land searching by 
helicopter, but in any case the great advantage of using a helicopter in land SAR is its ability to gain 
access to and search large remote areas much more quickly than searchers on the ground.  We were 
interested in the possibility of using 'hasty search techniques' with a helicopter, similar to those 
which form the standard first response of a land SAR Team.  These techniques would be based on 
simple procedures carried out in the field and should give predictable results; they should be easy to 
use and ideally could be carried out by helicopters other than those flown by dedicated RAF SAR 
crews.  Initial field trials were encouraging, but there is still a lot of work to do.  Our progress is 
limited by the fact that helicopters are a relatively scarce resource in the UK, and we are totally 
dependent on the goodwill of professional agencies to carry out this research.  We think that there 
are potential benefits from this work. 
 
Object 2: to provide training for voluntary and statutory emergency services in respect of 
missing persons. 
 
Activities and Achievements: we have acted as instructors on a new Incident Management course on 
three occasions, and in addition have been involved in Search Group Leader training. 
 
A great deal of our time and effort has gone into the development of a new course called Managing 
the Initial Response.  The purpose of this is to enable people, very often police officers with limited 
experience in dealing with such matters, to manage the initial period of the search for a missing 
person.  We have been involved as members of a small working group, together with highly experienced 
SAR colleagues from the USA and Canada.   As a result of our efforts, we now have manuals, texts and 
presentation materials for a new course.  We have acted as course instructors on three occasions 
during the year: twice in the USA, in January and May, and in the UK in July at the Headquarters of 
Northumbria Police.  The participants for the latter course were drawn from police forces from 
across the UK, and the new material was well received.  We are going to be involved to a great extent 
in the coming year in both teaching this course and developing it to a more advanced level.  In both 



respects we will be dealing with people from a variety of backgrounds - statutory organisations and 
members of civilian SAR teams - and with a wide range of experience and ability. 
 
We were asked to provide training at a regional SAR level in September for Search Group Leaders.  
These are the people who are in charge of a group of searchers, and the outcome of a search depends 
in no small way on their ability to manage activities in the field.  We devised a simple procedure for 
them to follow, and the results were encouraging.  We can see that this same procedure can be used in 
a number of different contexts, and will be channelling some of our attention into exploring the use of 
this generic procedure as a basic SAR skill in the coming year. 
 
Object 3: to publish materials to assist voluntary and statutory emergency services in respect of 
missing persons. 
 
Activities and Achievements: we have made two presentations at SAR conferences, but our attempt 
to publish a paper on the findings of research that we carried out last year into the performance of 
air-scenting search dogs suffered a setback when one of the leading SAR magazines in the US ceased 
publication shortly after we had made our submission to them.  We will be pursuing alternatives. 
 
We had been provided with a large volume of data from search dog assessment trials carried out by 
SARDA (South Scotland), and from this we were able to reach significant conclusions about the 
performance of the dogs and handlers.  We presented our findings to a conference of search dog 
handlers at Aberfoyle in April - several of these handlers had taken part in the assessment trials that 
generated the data we used - and again in the USA at the Washington State SAR Conference in May.  
On both occasions the presentations were well received and generated a lot of interest.  Much of the 
interest related to the use of the generic procedure referred to earlier as a framework to enable the 
handler to assess the problems posed by a particular search area and to use their dog to the best of 
its ability to deal with them.  There will be further work here, both in handler training and in assessing 
the outcome of using the new procedures. 
 
Object 4: to collect and collate information from other individuals and organisations and to 
disseminate as appropriate. 
 
Activities and Achievements: we are aware of much of the work done by other researchers by 
attending conferences and through a range of contacts; for example, we have included the most up-to-
date behaviour data on certain categories of missing person in our new Incident Management course.  
Our eventual intention is to use the internet as a means of disseminating our own work and, where 
necessary, the work of others.  There are, though, costs associated with all of this, and getting 
funding for intangibles such as attending conferences is not easy. 
 
 
 
 
David Owen 
15th November 2000 
 
for and on behalf of the Trustees 


