Mountain Rescue Operations
and Life-Saving at Sea in Bulgaria
by K. Petrov and D. Venov

The Bulgarian Red Cross is pursuing its good work in all kinds
of different fields, testifying to its lively interest in humanitarian
questions. Thus, as an example, nearly all the blood collected for
medical purposes is given free by the donors, thanks to the co-operation
of the medical establishments and the main organizations of the
Red Cross whose workers are performing, in addition, particularly
useful work in schools and universities. In every class, a Red Cross
group imparts the rudiments of hygiene, gives the pupils instruction
in some form of medical knowledge and is always at hand to administer
first aid. Internationally, too, great endeavours are being made, by
bringing aid to the victims of war and natural disasters, to put into
practice the principle of solidarity in the midst of suffering which
binds National Societies together.
But there is one activity where the Red Cross in Bulgaria has
always played, and increasingly plays, a leading role, and that is in
mountain rescue work and in life-saving at sea.
In many countries, aquatic sports, mountaineering and mountain
sports are rapidly becoming increasingly popular and are the cause
of a growing number of accidents. For the Red Cross, this has meant
that an extensive field of action has been laid open. Already in 1932,
International Review had published an article on " The Red Cross
at the service of winter sports ", in which were to be found news and
illustrations concerning the Bavarian mountain rescue service of the
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Red Cross. Since then, other accounts have been printed in International Review of Red Cross activities in these new sectors. The
Bulgarian Red Cross is one of the National Societies that performs
these tasks most efficiently, as may be seen on reading the article
which we publish below and for which we extend to its authors our
thanks. [Ed.]
For many years, the rescue and life-saving services operating in
mountains and on water have been organized by the Bulgarian Red
Cross, under the leadership of its Central Committee. These
activities, which are of great utility, are familiar to all who benefit
from them in Bulgaria and are much appreciated, and they strengthen still more the authority of the Red Cross as a humanitarian
organization.
Mountain rescue service1
The increase in the number of people who go climbing and
skiing in the mountains of Bulgaria has given rise to problems
concerning their safety. That was why the Mountain Rescue Service
was created in 1933. At first, it acted as an independent service,
but, from June 1950, it was incorporated into the Red Cross as one
of its special health units, constituted on a broad social base, to go
to the rescue of victims of mountain accidents and to take measures
to prevent such accidents occurring.
The Mountain Rescue Supervision Service is based entirely on
the principle of volunteer work. Members of rescue teams are
volunteers and may consist of workmen, engineers, doctors, and
so forth, most of whom have reached a high professional standard.
Their number is more than a thousand, and from the sporting
angle, they are among the most vigorous apostles of skiing,
mountaineering and tourism. After having obtained a first-class
sports certificate and the rank of sports instructor, they undergo
a training course and have several years' practical experience.
1
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Further, all caretakers and wardens of mountain huts are trained
in mountain rescue work. They are grouped into 34 detachments,
whose mission is to keep a watch at specified points where rescue
operations may have to be put into action, in case of accident.
Statistics for 1971 give an indication of the mountain activities
carried out in Bulgaria: rescue workers did 7,369 days of voluntary
service, going on duty in the mountains during their holidays. They
carried to hospital 414 persons seriously hurt in accidents and saved
the lives of 94 others.
The basic work of the Mountain Rescue Supervision Service
consists in an extensive information campaign throughout the
country on the causes of mountain accidents, the various ways
these can be avoided and how first aid is to be administered in case
of need. The campaign is conducted through radio, television,
newspapers and periodicals. The Service issues twice weekly a
bulletin on snow conditions in the mountains, practical advice
relating to possible dangers and how to avoid them, and warnings
about the risk of avalanches.
Public instruction concerning mountain accidents is given by
the Bulgarian Red Cross and the Bulgarian Union for Tourism
which organize courses and lectures for tourists and climbers,
which are attended by over 50,000 people. People living and working up in the mountains are given more intensive instruction, and
the most proficient go to swell the ranks of the Rescue Service.
Every year, inspections are carried out of all huts and places where
mountain excursions are made.
The Service's base depots and first-aid posts are stocked with
rescue equipment, medical stores and radio sets. They are to be
found in the most popular mountain resorts, where the majority of
people go for their holidays. A high standard is required for rescue
workers, who have to undergo extensive and systematic training.
Every year regional and national courses are held to train rescue
workers and improve their abilities, and every two years nationwide competitions in mountain rescue work in winter have attracted
in recent years international competitors. Competitions include the
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performance of medical duties and complicated rescue operations
and are a means of assessing the level of preparedness of rescue
workers, who are thus stimulated to improve their standard.
Through the dedicated work of its Mountain Rescue Supervision
Service, and its deeply humanitarian nature, the Bulgarian Red
Cross is ready to go to the assistance of all those who may find
themselves to be in difficulties, at any moment and in all situations.
The work of the rescue detachments is highly appreciated by all
sections of the population, who extend to it their gratitude and
support.
Life-saving service at sea 1
Conditions in Bulgaria are excellent for the development of all
water sports: there are well-equipped beaches and seaside resorts,
hundreds of natural and man-made lakes, swimming pools and
sailing facilities. The extensive expansion in domestic and international tourism and the construction of water development projects
in recent years have made it necessary to seek a solution for safety
problems, as much for the local population as for foreign visitors,
who flock to beaches and holiday resorts in the summer.
In 1964, prompted by the Bulgarian Red Cross, a unified LifeSaving Service covering the whole country was set up, and two main
tasks were allotted to it:
(1) to take precautionary measures with the purpose of safeguarding
the population from accidents that might occur on water;
(2) to carry out immediately rescue operations, when such accidents
do occur, by setting up a wide network of sea rescue stations
and first-aid posts.
With the aim of organizing and performing most efficiently the
activities for the execution of those two basic tasks, a Central
Life-Saving Commission was formed within the Central Committee
of the Bulgarian Red Cross, and the country's best swimmers,
1
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together with representatives of the ministries and institutions
concerned, were invited to become members of the Commission. In
other parts of the country, the Bulgarian Red Cross set up further
Commissions, and it is through these that it was possible to ensure
in the field of life-saving operations on water the participation and
co-ordination of State organs and social institutions.
Based in this manner on the social state principle, the LifeSaving Service draws its inspiration from the fruitful social traditions of the Bulgarian Red Cross and its methods of work.
The Service's precautionary measures comprise numerous duties:
instructing the population, by giving them special courses on the
rudiments of water rescue work and on the dangers that might
occur when bathing and swimming; showing how to administer
first aid to rescued persons; teaching them how to swim. Through
radio, television, the press and other mass media, precautionary
measures are analysed, descriptions of the accidents that have
occurred are related and publicity given to individual acts of
bravery performed in rescuing drowning persons.
This preventive action is strengthened, too, by a special State
decree imposing upon owners of various bathing establishments
and of natural and man-made expanses of water where there may
be a risk of accidents the obligation to take the required safety
measures by providing for special equipment and trained life-saving
personnel to be available on the spot. In this way, by a process of
decentralization, over 1,200 rescue stations and posts, manned by
more than 10,000 life-savers trained by the Bulgarian Red Cross,
operate during the entire holiday season, and, in some places, the
whole year round. From 1973, senior life-saving members will be
trained at the special Life-Saving Training School set up at Sozopol
on the Black Sea Coast. It will contain 100 beds, a covered swimming
pool and tower for frogmen, a training ship and all needful equipment for trainees to get still more advanced instruction.
The volunteer members constitute the backbone of the LifeSaving Service. In their free time after work, they watch the expanses
of water close to the populated areas where they live, and during
their holidays, many work together, the whole day long, in manning
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the life-saving stations strung along the coast of the Black Sea
where the demand for senior life-saving members continues to grow.
In order that there should be competent medical assistance
available as near as possible to those spots where bathing fatalities
are liable to occur, a plan has been devised comprising four different
steps to be taken. Alarm systems coupled with swift means of
transport bring a qualified anesthaesiologist to the scene of the
accident three or four minutes after the call for help is given.
A special programme has been drawn up to ensure that lifesavers are always up to the mark and to help them improve their
efficiency in artificial respiration, and the majority start training
before the season gets under way. In 1970, the national Bulgarian
team obtained first place in the World Life-Saving Championships
organized by the International Life-Saving Federation. Here, of
course, sports do not constitute an end in themselves but are an
incentive towards improving training facilities for life-savers.
As a result of the measures that were taken, already in 1964, the
number of fatal accidents fell by nearly 60 per cent (189 as compared
with 413 in 1963), a margin that is much too big to be written off
as just a coincidence. In later years, notwithstanding the considerable
increase in visitors, the number of fatalities has dropped to about
100 to 150 persons per annum. That is surely a great encouragement
to the thousands of volunteer life-savers and rescue workers and
will stimulate them to devote themselves even more whole-heartedly
to that noble humanitarian ideal that is the fight for saving human
lives.
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