
What is SARA? 
SARA is a volunteer search and rescue charity, with Lifeboat and Rescue Stations along the length of 
the River Severn.  The teams based at Beachley (near Chepstow) and Newport work together, to 
perform rescues on the Usk, Ebbw and Wye as well as the Severn, and to conduct land search and 
rescue across Gloucestershire.  In 2018 these teams conducted 73 different operations. 

Recent Operations 
We often say that callouts come in peaks and troughs, and woe betide anyone who uses the ‘Q’ 
word. After a busy summer the late autumn months were, though, relatively free from operations.  
One notable exception was a major river search on a November evening, launched in response to a 
Mayday call received by the Coastguard.

The Coastguard assess all such calls to gauge the response required, and assessed a high 
likelihood that a craft called ‘Naughty Buoy’ was in difficulties near the M4 crossing.  In a complex 
operation, the two Beachley lifeboats searched for several hours and were joined by both RNLI 
Portishead and the large RNLI Barry Dock all-weather lifeboat, plus the Coastguard helicopter and 
shore-based teams from Chepstow Coastguard and SARA Sharpness.  After extensive searches 
nothing was found, and the search was called off as being a likely hoax.  At least it was a Thursday 
evening and the crews involved had some valuable training time!

The weekend before Christmas, the team was called out to 
Caerleon, to support Gwent Police with a task on the river bank.  
This required the Newport lifeboat to work together with an SRT 
party on the shore, and members of the Ambulance HART 
Team as well as the police.

On Christmas Day itself, lifeboat crew were woken at 04.40 by a 
page from the Coastguard.  It turned out that no response was 
needed - but then around 11pm there was a callout for real, 
which involved SARA Lifeboat 1 searching the River Avon 
(again, together with RNLI Portishead and others) before 
eventually being stood down early on Boxing Day!
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Land Search Training  
Over the last 6 months, our latest Land Search 
trainees have been undergoing an intense 
programme to prepare them for the often cold, 
dark, wet and miserable job of searching for 
missing persons.  Unfortunately, thanks to the 
extraordinarily good summer we’ve just had, 
they have largely come out prepared for hot, 
bright, dry and pleasant searches.

Luckily the onset of autumn provided some 
less-than-favourable weather conditions and 
enough hours of darkness to test their skills as 
they approached operational status at the 
beginning of December.  Training involved 
various search techniques such as hasty, 
efficient, low intensity and transient searches; 
radio communication, 
navigation, first aid 
and a fitness test.  
There was also a 
v a r i e t y o f o t h e r 
s c e n a r i o s f r o m 
dealing with crime 
s c e n e s , b a s i c 
swiftwater rescue, 
complex stretcher 
carry-outs, helicopter 
ground support, river 
bank searches and 
steep ground rope 
work.   

Live exercises gave them the opportunity to 
practise their skills with hapless wanderers, 
injured bird spotters, senile dog walkers and 
even a knife-wielding schizophrenic!  At the time 
of writing, the trainees had just completed their 
written assessment and were nervously 
awaiting the results!
 
Whilst some of the team were already familiar 
faces around the Beachley station from their 
work on the lifeboats, for others there was a 
steeper learning curve as they had to adapt to 
the surroundings and learn where all the kit was 
stored, as well as the equally important location 
of the kettle and biscuit tin!  Not surprisingly, all 
of the trainees proved themselves highly 
proficient in this regard…

MREW Party Leader 
Course 
Two ‘murders’, several ‘missing people’ and 
over a dozen ‘casualties’.  These were some of 
the challenging scenarios on the annual 
Mountain Rescue Party Leaders Course 
attended by one of our land search team 
leaders at the end of November.

Hosted by the North East Wales Team 
(NEWSAR) close to Mold, this was an 
opportunity for 35 people from MR Teams 
across the country to work together, to compare 
notes, and benefit from a series of experts 
covering different aspects of our role.  

Newport Training 
by Jonathan James 
I joined SARA in June and have thoroughly 
enjoyed every minute.  The training is very 
challenging but the way it’s delivered breaks 
things down into small manageable sections. 
One of the most challenging things I’ve done is 
the Swiftwater Rescue training, there is so 
much information to take in around you and 
everything is moving at a fast pace but the 
whole time your main focus is on the safety of 
everyone around you.  

The most fun part of 
training is getting out in 
the l i feboat , i t ’s a 
f e e l i n g I c a n ’ t b e 
describe and getting the 
opportunity to volunteer 
for SARA gives me the 
ability to achieve this. 

I’ve learnt so many 
things since I’ve joined 
SARA, too much to list 
here but what really 
surprised me is the 
amount of commitment that all the SARA crew 
give out of their own free time - it could quite 
easily be a full time job for some.  If things go to 
plan I’m hoping to be operational and on call 
sometime in the New Year, so fingers crossed.  
Happy New Year to all!
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Guinness Record for 
Rob Bickel 
It's official! Our own SARA Newport crewman 
Rob Bickel is the Guinness World Record 
Holder for running the fastest marathon dressed 
in full lifeboat gear (what they call 'dressed as a 
Coastguard')!  Rob ran the ABP Newport 
Marathon 5 hours 43 on 28 April, raising over 
£1500 for SARA.

 
Talybont Trial 
In September, six members of the Land Team 
took part in the annual Talybont Trial - 
organised by Brecon Mountain Rescue and 
Newport Outdoor Group. The event is a 20 mile, 
long distance walk taking in the lesser ventured 
parts of the Brecon Beacons with a gruelling 
total accent of 4500ft. Starting at the village of 
Talybont, the team slogged and navigated their 
way around the circular route, through a variety 
of forest, open field and hard going moorland, 
finishing the route in a pinch over 10hrs. 

Whilst providing a great sense of achievement, 
the event also offered SARA the chance to 
support one of our sister Mountain Rescue 
Teams.  The team look forward to partaking in
next year ’s 
event, even 
if the team 
s t i l l h a v e 
s o r e f e e t 
three months 
on!

Meet Ian Blayney 
Ian Blayney is well known as a Coxswain and 
maintenance engineer at Beachley.  In this 
exclusive interview, the first of a new series,  
Ian reveals all…

What’s your background, Ian?
I am a Rolls Royce trained aero mechanical 
engineer.  I have a background in motor racing 
& power boat racing working for Victory Team in 
Dubai for 8 years as chief race mechanic, then 
ran a powerboat team in Plymouth for 3 years. I 
live on Aylburton Common and have 2 young 
daughters Nimah, age 7 & Zara age 4, plus a 
black Labrador called Roxy.

What brought you to SARA?
I live close to two of the lifeboat crew, and they  
introduced me to SARA in 2011. I became a 
helm after 3 years and a cox after 5 years, as 
per the SARA protocol.   Three of us  are now 
Barrrus-trained Mariner & Mercury service 
engineers, able to service the lifeboat 
outboards.  This year I helped Chris Taylor to 
refurbish the launch tractor and the stand-in 
tractor; we have both also worked on the SARA 
20 trailer, and the Mobile 1 front-end rebuild.

What’s been your most challenging shout?
Early one February we were on a search, close 
to the Second Severn Crossing.  I was in SARA 
Lifeboat 3, in a force 8 wind at night, with rain & 
snow.  After about an hour of search the engine 
stalled, then the pull-start snapped.  We train for 
this, but hope it never happens.  We had to 
initiate a emergency start procedure in the dark 
by removing the engine cowl and and cover to 
get the engine re-started.  We kept (fairly!) calm 
and worked well as a team - it was satisfying to 
put our training into practice when we were 
under real pressure!  

What do you like about SARA?  
I love the team work & camaraderie, the great 
bond you make with other crew members.  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Fundraising News
Just before Christmas we received a cheque for 
an amazing £2,170 from the wonderful 
Devauden Village Hall Committee, following 
their Christmas Auction.  Committee Chairman 
John Rowlands came down to Beachley to 
present the cheque, which will be used to 
support the Beachley Land Search Team. Many 
thanks to the Hall Committee and everyone 
who has supported events at Devauden 
throughout the year!

Thanks also to the Unite Branch for the Severn 
Bridge, and both Tidenham and Christchurch 
Parish Councils for their recent donations. 

Collections at Tesco Chepstow, Lydney Coop 
and Cwmbran Shopping Centre during 
November netted over £2,000. We are very 
grateful to our many supporters and love 
meeting you!
  
Congratulations! 
We’d like to congratulate our crewman and 
team member Malcolm Robinson, who 
celebrated his 70th Birthday in November!

And in breaking news as this edition went to 
press, land team members Luke Rank and

Rebecca 
Ha i lwood have 
become engaged 
to each o ther, 
whilst on holiday 
in New Zealand!

Please Join Us! 
We are always looking for new operational crew 
members, both as Lifeboat Crew and Land 
Team Members.

In addition, our Fundraisers help to raise the 
essential money which is needed to keep the 
Station operational.  Other Specialist Members 
have skills such as administration and vehicle 
mechanics, which are essential to keeping the 
operation going.

All operational team members need to be 
physically fit; lifeboat crew should ideally live 
within 15 minutes of Beachley or Malpas, and 
must be able to swim.  Full training is provided - 
regular attendance during the training course is 
needed to become operational, and then 
continuation & progression training can follow.

                   Could this be you?

For more information contact
info@sara-rescue.org.uk
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Give Monthly Online  
 

As a charity SARA depends on donations.  

To support us, please visit: 
 www.sara-rescue.org.uk/donate 

Please consider setting up a monthly donation 
- you can now do that on our website! 

 
Please don’t forget to tick the ‘Gift Aid’ box!
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