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THE CRANSTON INQUIRY 

WITNESS STATEMENT OF CHRISTOPHER BARNETT 

I, Christopher Barnett, c/o Maritime & Coastguard Agency ("MCGA") will say as 
follows:-

Introduction 

1. I make this statement in my capacity as Maritime Tactical Commander for His 

Majesty's Coastguard ("HMCG") section of MCGA, in response to a witness 

evidence request dated 30 July2024. In November2021, I wasa SAR Mission 

Coordinator ("SMC"). 

2. The contents of this witness statement are based on my recollection assisted by 

contemporaneous documents, which I have used to refresh my memory of 

events. 

My Role as SMC at the Joint Rescue Coordination Centre ("JRCC"). 

Background 

3. I joined HMCG in 2017 as a Maritime Operations Officer ("MOO") after completing 

eight months' worth of training, including but not limited to; communications, 

1 

I NQ010140_0001 
INQ010140/1



service planning and conduct. The core elements of the training related to the 

taking of information, evaluating it and tasking assets to incidents. 

4. In 20191 was promoted to the role of SeniorMaritime Operations Officer("SMOO") 

and qualified as an SMC in early 2020 and have been able to conduct this role 

ever since. There was a two week course to complete for the SMC role which 

consistedof practical exercises and written exams based on scenarios. Shadowing 

andworking alongside peers, I wouldenactthe role of the SMC with oversightfrom 

anotherSMC during the period until I qualified. I learnt howto conductthe role of 

SMC on a more practical basis through osmosis. The SMC is the 'what if person 

who has oversight of the incidents. What I mean by this is the SMC is the person 

responsible for incidents and that considers decisions based on the information 

provided by the MOOs and SMOOs. The SMC will ultimately authorise rescue 

plans. Towards the end of 2020 I was promoted to Team Leaderwhich effectively 

meant picking up the pastoral care element of the job as well as acting as an SMC 

when watch keeping. I would also be responsible for line managing the MOOs and 

SMOOs on my watch at the JRCC. 

5. Finally, in August2023 I was promoted to Maritime Tactical Commander, which is 

my current role. 

Training relevant to Small Boat Search and Rescue ("SAR") 

6. At the time of the incident, I cannot specifically recall anyformal training specific to 

small boat incidents. I would havehad SARtraining,which largelyfollowsthesame 

principles butthe difference with small boats was the volume. WhilstI cannotrecall 
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formal training, I can recall that there was regularguidanceupdatedandcircuIated. 

Effectively, you would send as much resource as you could and satu rate that area 

to identify targets that you could rescue. To some extent, there was a lot of learning 

on the job but the main aim was to use the resources we had to locate boats in 

distress who had called through to HMCG. 

7. I had personallyspent a lot of time down in the Dover operations room, providing 

cover as a SMC so I had a lot of exposure to migrant crossings prior to November 

2021. I would say I wentto Doveraround 5 times formultipledays sincesmall boat 

incidents had increased. 

Role within HMCG 

8. The SMC is effectively the on the ground decision maker. Every incident will have 

a designated SMC. SMCs manage a team by giving authorityand guidance on key 

decisions in response to incidents. They are responsible forthe functional integrity 

of the coastguard both within the UK and within defined international operational 

areas. SMCs provide oversight for officers taking on operational command and 

control. SMCs are expected to follow upon incidents by reviewing post-operation 

reports. Generally, SMCs manage day-to-day operations, plan, prioritise and 

manage work based on a dynamic risk assessment and ensure resources are 

available for forecast and demand. It is the responsibility of the SMC to implement 

effective leadership into the operational team. 
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JRCC 

9. The JRCC is located in Fareham on the south east coast and is utilised as a central 

point to oversee all of the HMCG operation centres. Remote support to other 

Maritime Rescue Coordination Centres ("MRCCs") is often provided from the 

JRCC. As the JRCC is a central point of contact, it is well placed to assist other 

stations across the network when assistance is required. 

10. Both the Tactical Commanders and the Strategic Commanders are based at the 

JRCC, as well as the Aeronautical Tactical Commander. 

11. Any routine access to those personnel as the SMC would be to the Tactical 

Commanders and Aeronautical Commanders. Communications with the Strategic 

Commander would generally be through the Tactical Commander, ordinarily I 

would not have personally contacted the Strategic Commander directly. 

12. However, in the early hours of 24 November 2021, Dai Jones was the Tactical 

Commander and Dom Golden was the Aeronautical Commander, both of which 

were sat only 15 feet away from me. I therefore had a direct linkto them and did 

have discussions with them. 

The JRCC on 23-24 November 2021 

Roles of JRCC Staff 

13. In total, there was eleven people working at the JRCC on the nightshift on 23/24 

November 2021. Their respective duties are set out below: 

• Dai Jones was the Tactical Commander 
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0  I was the Team Leader (and qualified SMC) 

• One other SMOO/SMC 

0  Eight other MOOs (one non-operational) 

14. Of those staff, one would be maintaining a listening watch on channel sixteen for 

Solentzones, onewas non-operational (essentially observin g)an dthe oth ers were 

taking calls (for Solent zones), which would leave a small number of staff available 

for other tasks. Myself and the other SMOO took the lead on any SMC work. We 

provided remote cover to other stations and I had oversight that night of Solent, 

Falmouth and Dover MRCCs. 

JRCC Dover Strait Involvement 

15. On the evening of 23 November 2021, I would have taken over from Neal Gibson 

as SMC at Dover to provide cover for a four h ou rperiod starting at 22:30hrs. Stu art 

Downs, who was the MOO at Dover at the time would have also had a 1.5 hour 

break at that time so all Dover operations would have been moved to the JRCC 

during that period and I would have assigned two MOOs from the JRCC to answer 

Dover zones. One to listen to channel 16 and the other to take calls. I would have 

also been logged into those zones for purposes of oversightand tasking of assets 

as required. 

16. However, once Stuart Downs returned as the MOO at Dover at 00:00, he would 

have then taken over taking calls from one of the JRCC MOOs. The other JRCC 

operator would have remained on channel sixteen and I would have remained as 

the SMC. The first small boat incident I can see from the records was recorded at 
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00:29 as incident ALPHA CB/01 [INQ000234]which is opened by Stuart. As such, 

there would have been no involvement in small boat activity by anyone at the 

JRCC. Only I would have been involved from the JRCC at the point Stuart called 

in relation to incidentALPHA.Asthe night progressed and small boat activity was 

increasing, I did ask the other JRCC SMC; Name, to monitor the tracker. I can 

also see that ____Name (MOO at JRCC) was incidentally involved with the 

mayday relay on in cidentCharlie as at thattime shewasthe Dover channel sixteen 

operator. Other than those mentioned, the only other involvementwould be from 

the Tactical Commander in decisions around air cover. 

17. The reason for JRCC involvementthat day was to support Dover whilstthe SMC 

was conducting otherdutiesand the MOO be allowed a break. It was usual practice 

for the JRCC to provide support to Dover, in line with temporary operating 

instruction TOI-005-21 CB/02 [INQ006190]. 

My Role on 23-24 November 2021 

18, I would have arrived at the JRCC just before 19:00hrs (approximately 18:50) and 

would work until just after 07:00hrs. 

19. I had oversightof all staff on shiftatthe JRCC, as theteam leader as well as Long 

range SAR, another Coastguard function. I also conducted the SMC role at Dover 

whilst Neal Gibson was designated to other duties and took some calls when he 

returned. There was a period that I would have also been SMC for Falmouth, as 

Name would have had to cover the MCC operator for their break. 
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20. My supervisor would be the Tactical Commander, Dai Jones, he would oversee 

all incidents across the country, and the SMCs and I would be supervising all of 

the maritime staff at the JRCC, the operator at Dover in Neal's absence and the 

two operators at Falmouth, as they didn't have an SMC at theirstation . When I say 

oversee the staff, I really mean oversee all of the incidents and ensuring we are 

taking appropriate action to make sure the incidents resolve with a positive 

outcome. 

21. Effectively from 22:30hrs — 00:00hrs, the cover from Dover was not strictly remote 

as all of the operations for Dover had moved to JRCC whilstStuart Downs was on 

a break. Therefore, essentially all of Dover operations were then in my operations 

room at the JRCC. Neal Gibson ,provided a handover via TalkBox which was 

relatively routine as there was no small boat activity by that point. 

22.After midnight, when Stuart returned, remote cover was provided by way of using 

TalkBox, which is a live calling function where you can be connected to those at 

Dover to discuss matters. I would have had access to all of the same ViSION logs 

and the tracker and the calls would come in, in the same way. Therefore, the only 

thing I would miss was any in person discussions that were not recorded whilst 

providing remote cover. 

23. From 22;30hrs until Neal Gibson returned I was covering as the SMC at Dover 

(remotely after midnight). I cannot recall exactly what time Neal Gibson returned 

but I believe it may have been earlier than expected due to the level of calls we 

started to receive. The firsttime I can see anything recorded by Neal on the ViSION 

logs is at 01:42:38 on incident CHARLIE CB/03 [INQ000237] so I expect he would 
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have returned to shiftnot long before that, possibly around 01:30hrs. The nature 

of my role would have been to analyse information, make decisions and in some 

cases to answers calls, though whilst SMC I tried to avoid that to focus on 

oversight. 

24. During the period where I provided remote cover for Neal, I would not have had 

any contact with him as he was conducting other duties. When he returned, I 

• expect I would have had a brief discussion with h imovertelephone, eitherTalkBox 

or anothercall to discuss matters. We would have been in fairly regular contact but 

I cannot now say the extent of those conversations, given the passage of time. 

25. 1 would have communicated after midnight with Stuart Downs via TalkBox to 

discuss situational updates on incidents. I expect the firsttime I would have spoken 

to Stuart would be around 00:30 when the first incidentwas recorded, ALPHA 

CB/01 [INQ000234]. 

26. Below is a chronology of the nature and extent of my involvement 

(decisions/calls/relevantcover) in the Dover Strait relating to small, boats on. 23-24 

November 2021. 

Incident Involvement 

Whilst providing SMC Cover 
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