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Abstract

With the deepening advancement of China’s maritime power strategy, maritime navigation and
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operational activities have significantly increased in frequency, leading to maritime emergencies
characterized by “sudden onset, rapid spread, and severe consequences”. As a core public welfare
endeavor safeguarding the right to life—the highest-tier legal interest—maritime search and res-
cue (SAR) has seen its collaborative efficiency become a crucial benchmark for the modernization
of maritime governance. In accordance with regulations such as the Maritime Traffic Safety Law, the
state explicitly encourages social forces to participate in SAR operations. Volunteers have thus be-
come an integral part of the SAR system. However, practical challenges persist, including ambiguous
legal status, insufficient professional capabilities, and inadequate incentive and support mecha-
nisms, which have trapped volunteer participation in a logical cycle of “lack of legitimacy—limited
effectiveness—unprotected rights and interests”. Grounded in the dual jurisprudential logic of
modernized public governance and the safeguarding of the right to life, this paper constructs, from
a legal perspective, a three-dimensional legal mechanism encompassing “management systems as
the foundation, incentives and safeguards as the support, and delineation of subject responsibili-
ties”. This approach aims to address the legal gaps in volunteer participation in maritime SAR,
thereby institutionalizing the principle of “life first”. It seeks to provide robust legal support for
mobilizing social rescue resources, enhancing SAR synergy and efficiency, and advancing the mod-
ernization of maritime governance capabilities.
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