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Defund Frontex, Build a European
Search and Rescue programme

Over 18,709 people have drowned in the Mediterranean Sea since 2015. Their fundamental
right to life was denied to them by the EU and its Member States, whose conscious,
deliberate and carefully planned policies continue to condemn innocent lives at sea to date.

Every one of these deaths is a direct consequence of Europe’s ever-growing obsession with
borders; a mindset deeply rooted in the continent’s racist and colonialist worldview,
crystallised into a rampant anti-migration political agenda.

Key to the enforcement and advancement of this border-centric, life-depriving agenda lies
the European Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex).

Frontex is currently the EU’s most powerful agency, with a € 5.6 billion budget and its own
army of 10,000 border guards due by 2027. The neglectful growth and expansion of the EU
border agency took place during the period in which the Mediterranean Sea became the
world’s deadliest migration route.

These events, which don’t merely coincide in time but are in fact closely intertwined, reveal
a political choice being made as to where the EU’s priorities - and the valuable resources
that come within - lie.

By choosing not to deploy the necessary resources to save lives at sea, the EU’s deliberate
inaction has caused the death of thousands of people at sea. By relentlessly reinforcing its
border policing, and by externalising further border control by the means of dangerous
partnerships, the EU’s calculated action has condemned thousands of innocent lives.

Meanwhile, Frontex has not only become the central actor in implementing the EU’s wish to
prevent people from seeking safety in Europe; the EU border force has also used its
expanded powers to pursue an agenda of its own, which further endangers the lives of
people on the move.

The time is long-overdue to reverse this course. We must dismantle the structures that have
caused - and continue to cause - violence and death at sea. In their place, we must build
new systems and structures that create safety for all.
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1.Policing comes first:
Why border policing is incompatible with
the obligation to save lives at sea

All European Member States have the obligation, according to international maritime and
human rights law, to save lives at sea and disembark those that have been rescued in a
place of safety. Yet, historically, the States - and the EU - have neglected taking the
necessary steps to comply with their duty. Instead, the EU has chosen to rely on law
enforcement actors operating in the Mediterranean Sea, and in particular on the European

Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex), to carry out search and rescue operations.

This has traditionally presented Frontex with a two-faced, incompatible set of duties: on the
one hand, Frontex’s political mandate is to prevent people who migrate from crossing the

EU’s external borders. At the same time, like any other stakeholder present at sea, Frontex
deployments at sea have the obligation under international law (article 98 of the United

Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea; and regulation 33(1), chapter V of the SOLAS

Convention, as amended in 2004) to rescue people from situations in distress, and help

them reach a place of safety (3.1.9, annex of the SAR Convention as amended in 2004),

namely on European soil. These requirements are also enshrined and referred to in article
9(1) regulation (EU) N° 656/2014 of 15 May 2014.

Presented with this contradiction - to follow Europe’s anti-migration agenda and, at the
same time, to comply with the duty to render assistance - Frontex, first and foremost a law

enforcement agency, has made its choice: border policing prevails over saving lives.

Over the years, Frontex’s disregard of the obligation to save lives has become blatant and
widely documented, especially in the Central Mediterranean Sea, one of the world’s

deadliest migration routes.

Through three key policies and decisions, Frontex has sidelined the obligation of its
deployments to conduct search and rescue in order to prioritise border control. By doing so,

it has condemned thousands of innocent lives at sea.


https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/default/files/what-we-do/policies/securing-eu-borders/fact-sheets/docs/20161006/eu_operations_in_the_mediterranean_sea_en.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1573722151667&uri=CELEX:32019R1896
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/unclos_e.pdf
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/unclos_e.pdf
https://www.imo.org/en/KnowledgeCentre/ConferencesMeetings/Pages/SOLAS.aspx
https://www.imo.org/en/KnowledgeCentre/ConferencesMeetings/Pages/SOLAS.aspx
https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/432aca724.pdf
https://treaties.un.org/doc/Publication/UNTS/Volume%201405/volume-1405-I-23489-French.pdf
https://www.refworld.org/docid/432acad44.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32014R0656
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32014R0656
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Air surveillance exclusively: an engineered gateway for avoiding
assistance at sea

Frontex operations traditionally rely on assets (air, sea and land) contributed at Frontex’s
request by European countries, EU and non-EU. In 2011, Frontex was given the power to
lease and charter assets from private companies for its own operations, the main objective
being that Frontex would be able to cover any gaps left by insufficient asset contributions

by EU countries, which could potentially lead to unwanted crossings of European borders.

This power was renewed in 2016 with the first big expansion of Frontex; in 2019, Frontex’s

powers were further expanded, granting the agency the capability of not only leasing, but

also acquiring its own assets. Frontex is now foreseen to be able to create and operate its

own fleet by 2027, independent from European countries’ contributions.

How Frontex has chosen to date to use this power and invest its resources exemplifies well
how, given the opportunity, Frontex prioritises border patrolling while disregarding the

legal duty to save lives.

Air assets such as planes, helicopters or drones, and maritime assets such as vessels and
boats, are meant to work in coordination during search and rescue operations in order to
save lives. Air assets monitor the sea and locate boats in distress much more easily than
vessels. Upon the sighting of people in distress, air assets can alert maritime assets, which
can then sail towards the emergency site, rescue people, provide medical attention if

needed, and bring them to a place of safety.

Yet through years-worth of policy decisions, Frontex has actively deprived its operations
from maritime assets which, if deployed, would inevitably trigger Frontex deployments’
obligation to rescue lives at sea. Instead, Frontex has heavily prioritised its aerial fleet,
which allows it to conduct surveillance and border control tasks, yet de facto renders the

agency unable to rescue people in distress.

This transition into aerial predominance was conceived and executed at a time where
Frontex was well aware that the maritime resources European countries were willing to
contribute to the border agency’s operations were highly insufficient - both in number of

assets needed and in duration of deployment.

Year after year, the gaps between the assets Frontex says are necessary and what European
countries decide to contribute has consistently been wider for maritime assets than for
aircrafts. In 2016, European countries only agreed to contribute 48% of the offshore vessels

Frontex had requested; for that year, countries did cover 100% of Frontex’s aircraft needs.
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https://frontex.europa.eu/about-frontex/key-documents/?category=ebcgt-tep-report
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32011R1168&from=EN#d1e1188-1-1
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32016R1624&from=EN#d1e2834-1-1
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32019R1896&from=EN#d1e5013-1-1
https://frontex.europa.eu/assets/Key_Documents/EBGT_TEP_Report/2016_Frontex_Annual_Report_on_the_EBGT_and_the_TEP.pdf

FREEDOM OF MOVEMENT

4/13

DEFEND SOLIDARITY

In 2017, countries only met 73% of vessel needs, but 100% of aircraft needs; with
comparable numbers for 2018 (71% and 100% respectively). In 2019, countries contributed

only 11% of necessary vessels, but 37% of aircrafts requested by Frontex.

These gaps were meant to be addressed via Frontex’s power to lease its own assets. Logic
would dictate that, in view of the severe and persistent shortage of maritime assets, Frontex
would seek to lease and charter vessels first and foremost. Notwithstanding, Frontex has

taken the opposite approach.

Since 2015, Frontex has invested € 100 million in leasing and acquiring air assets to be
deployed in its operations. This includes multiple aircrafts, aerostats such as zeppelins, and
surveillance drones. During this period, however, European countries were already

contributing 100% of Frontex’s aircraft needs, with the single exception of 2019.

For the exact same period, Frontex has invested a total of € 0 in leasing or acquiring
maritime assets. This is in spite of the fact that countries’ maritime contributions
consistently and largely failed to meet Frontex’s own requirements, with vessel shortages of
up to 89%.

During this period, at least 2,870 people died in the Mediterranean per year on average. The
difference between the type of asset Frontex chose to reinforce (aerial) and the one that it
chose to disregard (maritime) is that, while both types of assets allow Frontex to carry out

border control tasks, only the latter bounds the agency to rescuing people in distress at sea.

In fact, while Frontex has been extremely diligent in investing millions of euros in
incorporating aircrafts and other air assets to its own fleet, the EU border agency has

consistently dragged its feet when it comes to procuring itself with maritime equipment.

In 2015, Frontex decided to invest € 7.8 million in 2-year contracts with private companies
for the leasing of aircraft for its operations. The largest part of this budget (€ 7.4 million) was
dedicated to aircrafts to be operated at sea. In 2017, Frontex’s aircraft contracts were

renewed with an extended financial ceiling, now mounting to € 14.5 million.

During this period, no contracts or leasing procedures were issued or arranged for maritime

assets.

Frontex did, however, find time and resources to engage in creative approaches to border
control via aerial surveillance. In 2017, Frontex announced its intention to trial the use of
zeppelins at the EU’s borders. To date, the agency has invested € 3.4 million euros in two of

these experiments: one in 2019, and a second one in 2021.



https://frontex.europa.eu/assets/Key_Documents/EBGT_TEP_Report/2017_Frontex_Annual_Report_on_the_EBCGT_and_the_TEP.pdf
https://frontex.europa.eu/assets/Key_Documents/EBGT_TEP_Report/2018_Frontex_Annual_Report_on_the_EBCGT_and_the_TEP.pdf
https://frontex.europa.eu/assets/Key_Documents/EBGT_TEP_Report/EBCGT__TEP_Report_on_the_operational_resources_in_2019.pdf
https://missingmigrants.iom.int/region/mediterranean
https://frontex.europa.eu/assets/Key_Documents/EBGT_TEP_Report/2017_Frontex_Annual_Report_on_the_EBCGT_and_the_TEP_operational_resources.pdf
https://ted.europa.eu/udl?uri=TED:NOTICE:118656-2018:TEXT:EN:HTML&src=0
https://www.statewatch.org/news/2018/january/after-eu-agencies-jointly-test-maritime-surveillance-drones-frontex-moves-on-to-aerostats/
https://ted.europa.eu/udl?uri=TED:NOTICE:22827-2019:TEXT:EN:HTML&src=0
https://ted.europa.eu/udl?uri=TED:NOTICE:8683-2021:TEXT:EN:HTML&src=0
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In 2017, Frontex put its equipment leasing strategy into paper. The document confirms
Frontex’s intention to heavily prioritise the use of air assets in its operations, and the

agency’s disregard for maritime assets.

The 2017 Frontex Strategy for Acquisition of Technical Equipment outlines ongoing and
future plans to lease and acquire more air assets, as well as other equipment such as patrol
cars and mobile surveillance systems. When it came to maritime assets such as vessels and

boats, the document merely states:

“Frontex is exploring the feasibility of leasing OPVs with full technical
crew on the market. (...) This internal study aims at bringing clarity to if
this approach is realistically possible, the baseline requirements to be
applied, what the market can offer in terms of (technical) crew and
financial implications. The study will continue during the autumn of 2017
and following the results an assessment will be made on the plausibility

of deploying a leased OPV in a Frontex-led operation.”

One year later, at the end of 2018, Frontex seemed to be stuck in its exploratory phase,

merely communicating that it would:

“run a Pilot Project in order to test the concept of leasing/chartering
maritime patrol vessels in order to cover potential gaps in one or more

operations.”

By 2019, and while progress on the procurement of maritime assets seemed to have stalled,
a new round of leasing contracts for aerial surveillance was in order; this time, with a
substantial budget increase mounting up to € 27 million, out of which € 25.5 million was
intended for aircrafts deployed in sea operations.

That same year, Frontex also published a contract notice for the acquisition of the agency’s

first surveillance drones. A 2-year contract was awarded in 2020, for € 50 million.

Meanwhile, Frontex’s vessels remain nowhere to be seen. In 2019, Frontex reported that it
would develop “a strategic operational concept with the support of experts from Member
States and external experts” with the view of acquiring “a Coastal Patrol Vessel(s) with

technical crew.”


https://frontex.europa.eu/assets/Management_Board/decisions/MB_Decision_28_2017_adopting_Strategy_for_the_Acsquisition_of_TE.pdf
https://frontex.europa.eu/assets/Key_Documents/EBGT_TEP_Report/2017_Frontex_Annual_Report_on_the_EBCGT_and_the_TEP_operational_resources.pdf
https://ted.europa.eu/udl?uri=TED:NOTICE:132816-2019:TEXT:EN:HTML&src=0
https://ted.europa.eu/udl?uri=TED:NOTICE:639133-2020:TEXT:EN:HTML&src=0
https://frontex.europa.eu/assets/Key_Documents/EBGT_TEP_Report/EBCGT__TEP_Report_on_the_operational_resources_in_2019.pdf
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In February 2020, the agency published a notice convening a meeting with industry
representatives: “Frontex is organising a maritime informative event to gain comprehensive
information on products and services available on the market regarding coastal patrol
vessels (CPV), in order to perform maritime technical equipment services. More specifically,
Frontex intends to charter 1 CPV to be deployed in the Mediterranean (Greece) in 2021 for

up to 2 years, as a pilot project.”

No further information or conclusions have been made public with regards to the course of
this meeting. The February 2020 invitation indicated a contract notice for the chartering of
vessels was expected to be published on 30 September 2020. However, no contract notices
have been issued by Frontex regarding the acquisition of vessels at the time of writing
(August 2021).

During the period in which Frontex pivoted towards a predominance of aerial surveillance,
the mortality rate in the Central Mediterranean doubled on a yearly basis. By 2019, the
known rate of deaths per departure reached a new high: one out of 21 people died while

attempting the crossing.

(In)action from the air: people left to die or
pulled back into torture

Frontex’s shift from the seato the air entails a shift from potential assistance to surveil-

lance, thus enabling the agency to fulfil its mission of preventing migration to Europe.

From the air, Frontex-deployed aircrafts carry out aerial surveillance, gathering footage and
collecting information that it then uses for internal purposes or transmits to third parties. A
lack of sufficient maritime assets deployed at sea means that, when a Frontex aircraft
comes across a boat in distress in need of rescue, the border agency needs to rely on third
parties to conduct a SAR operation. Frontex’s decision on who it relies on triggers violations

of human rights and further puts lives in danger.

Rescue organisations present at sea have denounced multiple times how, upon witnessing
a boat in distress, Frontex will alert the relevant authorities: the Italian and Maltese Rescue
Coordination Centres, but also - and in fact, mainly - the Libyan Joint Rescue Coordination
Centre (JRCC). This is in spite of the fact that the so-called Libyan Coast Guard, when
dispatched to intercept a boat in distress, will unlawfully pull those people back into Libya.
Various documented cases also show how Frontex will even withhold information from civil
vessels in the vicinity of a distress case in order to favouring rescue operations carried out
by the so-called Libyan Coast Guard.


https://ted.europa.eu/udl?uri=TED:NOTICE:76565-2020:TEXT:EN:HTML&src=0
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Migration/OHCHR-thematic-report-SAR-protection-at-sea.pdf
https://sea-watch.org/en/frontex_crimes/
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On 28 August 2020, the Sea-Watch’s Airborne’s ground crew observed a Frontex aircraft
orbiting in the Libyan SAR zone, close to the Maltese SAR zone boundary. Later that day, in
the same area, Sea-Watch’s Moonbird’s crew spotted the so-called Libyan Coast Guard
patrol boat Al-Kifah heading north in the Maltese SAR zone. Around 5 nautical miles (nm)
away, a boat was carrying around 30 people in need of rescue. The Italian and Maltese
authorities were informed about the distress case and of its likely interception, but these
authorities did not take any action to prevent it. Instead, the Moonbird crew witnessed the
interception of the people in distress by the so-called Libyan Coast Guard in the Maltese
SAR zone, around 8 nm from the SAR zone boundary. They were pulled back to Libya. At
that time, both NGO vessels Astral and Louise Michel had been operational in the Central

Mediterranean; they were, however, never contacted by the Frontex aircraft.

These interceptions sometimes deliver violent scenes, where the people in distress have
suffered aggressions or even been abandoned to die at sea. On many occasions the
intervention by the so-called Libyan Coast Guard is purposefully delayed or unreliable to
the point of refusing to deploy any assets - with deadly consequences: by the time Libyan
patrol vessels arrive, the boat in distress has capsized and its occupants have drowned, all

while Frontex’s aircraft witness the scene from the air.

Arecent shipwreck in the Central Mediterranean tragically exemplifies the consequences of
Frontex’s (lack of) approach to search and rescue. In April 2021, Frontex spotted a boat in
distress from one of its airplanes. Instead of cooperating with private vessels and guiding
them to the position of the people in distress, the agency chose to rely on an interception by
the Libyan authorities. Yet the lack of response from the so-called Libyan Coast Guard and
Frontex’s inaction resulted in the death of up to 130 people. When questioned about why
the border agency hadn’t done anything more to save those people’s lives, Frontex wrote in
an e-mail: “Itis also important to note that Frontex does not have any vessels in the Central
Med area at the moment.”

Meanwhile, those who are intercepted and brought back to Libya will face well documented

violence, abuse, torture and detention in “concentration camp-like conditions”.

Frontex’s decision to abandon the seas and dedicate its focus to aerial surveillance goes
hand in hand with the EU’s push - via training, monetary support, provision of equipment
and public legitimation - to rely on the so-called Libyan Coast Guard for the interception of

boats in need of rescue.

Since 2015, at least 18,709 lives have been lost in the Mediterrenean. 14,782 of these lives
perished in the Central Mediterranean, where the so-called Libyan Coast Guard operates
and the EU doesn’t.


https://sea-watch.org/frontex_crimes/
https://twitter.com/seawatch_intl/status/1410584003065884677
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-europe-migrants-idUSKBN1K72HY
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2021/apr/25/a-mayday-call-a-dash-across-the-ocean-and-130-souls-lost-at-sea
https://fragdenstaat.de/en/documents/117782/
https://fragdenstaat.de/blog/2018/libyen-fluechtlingslager/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/12/revealed-the-great-european-refugee-scandal
https://missingmigrants.iom.int/region/mediterranean
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Since the start of 2021, 14,388 people have been forcefully and unlawfully pulled back to

Libya, where they will be subject to recurrent violence and human rights violations.

Beyond omission: how Frontex actively prevents human rights
actors from saving lives.

Frontex’s partnership of choice with the so-called Libyan Coast Guard comes at the expense
of collaboration with other actors who are willing to save and protect lives of people on the
move. This prioritisation exemplifies once again how, when given the option, Frontex will

rather stop people from crossing EU borders than taking steps to save lives.

Rescue organisations have documented and shown how, from the air and during
operations, Frontex has repeatedly refused to request SAR assistance to NGO or commercial
vessels, even if these were in the proximity of a boat in distress and ready and willing to
intervene. Some of these occasions have resulted in the drowning of the people in distress,

in what’s come to be known as “left-to-die” tragedies.

On 22 January 2021, the emergency hotline Watch The Med - Alarm Phone alerted relevant
authorities after having been contacted by the 81 people on board of a boat in distress. The
civilian aircraft Colibri 2 also spotted the people in the Libyan SAR zone. Meanwhile, Sea-
Watch’s Moonbird’s ground crew observed the track of Frontex aircraft Osprey3 orbiting
above the boat carrying 81 people, and then leaving the scene, first flying towards Tripoli
and then back again to the people in distress. We must therefore assume that the Frontex
aircraft was guiding the so-called Libyan Coast Guard towards the distress case. In total,
Osprey3 orbited for more than 40 minutes above the people in distress. By the time
Moonbird’s aircrew spotted the boat in the Libyan SAR zone, Osprey3 had already left the
scene and was heading back to its home base. The so-called Libyan Coast Guard patrol boat
Fezzan was at this point only 1 nm away. Moonbird’s crew observed Fezzan intercepting the
81 people and pulling them back to Libya. The NGO vessel Ocean Viking had been
operational in the area at the time of the incident and was never contacted by Frontex’s
aircraft in order to rescue the people in distress. Instead, Frontex’s apparent cooperation
with the so-called Libyan Coast Guard resulted in a likely coordination of a pullback to
Libya.

In addition to this deliberate lack of cooperation around life-or-death emergencies, Frontex
has also contributed to the smear campaign against sea rescue NGOs, yet again

endangering the lives of people who migrate.


https://twitter.com/IOM_Libya/status/1407024276562194434
https://sea-watch.org/en/frontex_crimes/
https://twitter.com/seawatch_intl/status/1357787888394653697
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In 2017, a Frontex internal report critical of NGOs made its way to international headlines;
the document smeared civil society rescue vessels by baselessly accusing them of

collaborating with people smugglers. These accusations were used by prosecutors in Italy
to open up investigations, contributing to an ardent criminalisation campaign against sea

rescue in the Central Mediterranean.

The criminalisation of civil society rescue efforts has had an important toll: vessels being
seized, detained and immobilized for flimsy reasons, activists being prosecuted... In all, the

life-saving fleet of NGO rescue vessels in the Mediterranean has shrunk significantly since

2017. And the already-reduced number of civil rescue capacities are increasingly and
systematically blocked and prevented from leaving port towards the search-and-rescue
zone. As a result, less resources are deployed to save lives, and sea crossings become

deadlier.

2.A humanitarian shield:
how Frontex uses sea rescue to defend and
legitimise itself

In November 2020, Frontex found itself under heavy fire. Journalistic investigations had
revealed the EU border agency was taking active part in illegal pushbacks at the Greek-
Turkish maritime border, with extensive evidence placing Frontex at the centre of violence

against migrants and human rights violations.

This however was not the image one could perceive by looking at Frontex’s Twitter profile.

“Frontex Director Fabrice Leggeri: "My thanks to Frontex surveillance
team for playing a key role in the rescue of 100 people. As the European
Border and Coast Guard Agency, on duty 24/7, we are committed to

saving lives at sea in close cooperation with all operational actors*

Tweeted on 12 November 2020.

“Frontex Executive Director Fabrice Leggeri: “The tireless Frontex
surveillance team works day and night. They again played an important
role in the rescue of more than a 100 people and helped to avoid more

casualties.”

Tweeted on 13 November 2020.



https://www.ft.com/content/3e6b6450-c1f7-11e6-9bca-2b93a6856354
https://www.dpa-international.com/topic/ngos-fire-migrant-rescues-mediterranean-urn%3Anewsml%3Adpa.com%3A20090101%3A170503-99-304770
https://www.law.ox.ac.uk/research-subject-groups/centre-criminology/centreborder-criminologies/blog/2021/04/criminalising
https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2021/june-2021-update-ngo-ships-sar-activities
https://www.bellingcat.com/news/2020/10/23/frontex-at-fault-european-border-force-complicit-in-illegal-pushbacks/
https://twitter.com/Frontex/status/1326798575184060420
https://twitter.com/Frontex/status/1327288583665963011
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“We care deeply about the safety and security of hundreds of millions of
European by helping to protect our borders. And we care deeply about
the lives of those in distress at sea. This is why we helped to save more

than a quarter million people in recent years.”

Tweeted on 14 November 2020.

This self-portrayal of Frontex as an agency that cares deeply about the lives of people in
distress at sea is not new. Over the years, Frontex has used social media to present itself as

a border actor with a humanitarian heart.

This includes quotes from officials participating in Frontex operations saying: “Saving lives
is certainly the most fulfilling job that we can do”. Search and rescue is advertised as “a
crucial component of new #Frontex operation #Themis” in the Central Mediterranean.
Pictures “drawn by children rescued by Norwegian vessel in operation #Triton” are

showcased in a tweet.

Throughout its years of existence Frontex has used search and rescue operations, which it
has only carried out on occasion, to shield itself from criticism: whatever faults might be
revealed around the agency’s work and regardless of their systemic and systematic nature,
Frontex will always counter-argue by highlighting a fundamental rights-related

exceptionality.

This response always omits, of course, the grim reality: years-worth of policies to, first,
render search and rescue capabilities in the Mediterranean useless; and second, externalise
emergency assistance at sea to a dangerous and unfit third-country body which routinely

breaks international maritime and human rights law.

It also obfuscates an essential principle: that border control and border policing are, by
definition, incompatible with human rights, as their main goal is to actually restrict and
prevent people’s exercise of their right to seek asylum; people’s right to leave a country;
and people’s right to life. Frontex operations quintessentially embody this incompatibility.

The narrative around Frontex as a human rights-caring and compliant actor is therefore not
only inaccurate and misleading - but also dangerous. As long as Frontex keeps being
presented and treated as a body in charge - and trustworthy - of respecting and ensuring

human rights, including search and rescue, no alternatives are needed.

Frontex is however a border police force which has long-disregarded its obligations when it

comes to search and rescue, and has instead invested valuable taxpayer-funded resources


https://twitter.com/Frontex/status/1327608820521197569
https://twitter.com/Frontex/status/1041612414649868289
https://twitter.com/Frontex/status/960485177951686658
https://twitter.com/Frontex/status/648786394375155712
https://frontex.europa.eu/we-support/types-of-operations/search-rescue/
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in life-depriving policies. An alternative to this model therefore is not only urgently needed -

but a long-overdue debt with the lives that have been lost at sea due to years of (in)action.

3.Defund Frontex,
Build a European Search and Rescue
Programme

The right to life is a fundamental and non-derogable human right. It is enshrined in article 2
of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union, which states that “Everyone
has the right to life”.

For too long now, the EU and its Member States have violated this principle. Through
conscious (in)action, the EU has condemned thousands of lives now lost at sea in the
Mediterranean. At the same time, any steps taken by the EU have been in one direction only,
increased border policing; a political decision which not only knowingly accepts, but

actually enables the death of thousands of people at sea.
This is a course we must halt and reverse.

Respecting and ensuring people’s right to life is non-negotiable. It must mean dismantling
life-depriving policies and the structures that keep them in place, and divesting these

resources into new systems, structures and policies that rescue and create safety.

Frontex cannot and will not guarantee safety - but its resources can. Frontex’s annual
operational budget for the year 2021 is € 370,444,469; with merely a third of this figure, the

EU can choose to refrain from causing harm and preserve life instead.

We advocate for the creation of a European Search and Rescue Programme - a body with

one mission only: to guarantee safety at sea, and to preserve the lives of those in danger.

This body - the structures and resources that keep it in place - must be public-led, by the EU
and its Member States; it must be run and operated by non-military, non-law
enforcement actors only. It must deploy adequate and consistent resources in order to

enable it to fulfill its mission.

The European Search and Rescue Programme must be the main and priority actor tasked

with search and rescue operations throughout the Central and Eastern Mediterranean,


https://frontex.europa.eu/assets/Key_Documents/Budget/Budget_2021.pdf
https://frontex.europa.eu/assets/Key_Documents/Budget/Budget_2021.pdf
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where its fleet must be deployed on a permanent basis.

An example of such a programme already exists in the Western Mediterranean. In Spain,

Salvamento Maritimo is a public body founded in 1992 and operative since 1993. This

public-led, entirely public-financed search and rescue programme has one mission only: to
protect life at sea. It is run and operated exclusively by civilians; as such, it is free and
independent from all law enforcement-related tasks which would be incompatible with its
mandate. With its fleet, Salvamento Maritimo conducts search and rescue operations
throughout 1,500,000 km?, covering the waters of the Western Mediterranean and parts of
the Atlantic Ocean. Its budget for the year 2021 is € 150 million.

The Salvamento Maritimo Programme however demonstrates how the creation of a worthy
structure is not enough if its resources are not adequately managed and deployed.
Salvamento Maritimo’s own workers have denounced multiple times how Spanish

authorities’ decision to increasingly sideline their services in favour of security forces’

intervention in search and rescue, as well as resource mismanagement such as staff
shortages, severely endangers the programme’s life-saving mission. The cost of this policy-
driven deprioritization is a tragic and unacceptable one: the Western Mediterranean

remains a deadly migration route where thousands of innocent lives are lost every year.

Calculations made on the basis of publicly available information demonstrate that a
European Search and Rescue Programme is an attainable reality which would require
merely one third of Frontex’s annual operational budget.

By defunding the Frontex operational branch, currently the border agency’s main
instrument to enforce and promote violence and death at sea, the EU and its Member States
can and must choose to protect life instead. They must divest these resources towards
guaranteeing safety at sea, putting an end to the harm it continues to cause to date. They
must once and for all align with their obligations under international law.

The creation of such a European Search and Rescue Programme must, of course, be
encompassed by additional and complementary measures: the EU and its Member States
must immediately cease all cooperation with - and support to - the so-called Libyan Coast
Guard. They must also cease all criminalisation efforts against NGOs, activists and all
human rights defenders. All rescued people must be brought to ports of safety, which

unequivocally rest in European soil.


http://www.salvamentomaritimo.es/
https://www.elsaltodiario.com/planeta-desarmado/gobiernos-contra-el-salvamento-maritimo-publico-y-civil
http://salvamentomaritimo.org/flota-maritima/entrevista-a-ismael-furio-trabajador-de-sasemar-y-secretario-de-organizacion-de-cgt-mar-y-puertos-en-el-programa-itsas-tantak-de-la-onda-vasca/
http://salvamentomaritimo.org/flota-maritima/entrevista-a-ismael-furio-trabajador-de-sasemar-y-secretario-de-organizacion-de-cgt-mar-y-puertos-en-el-programa-itsas-tantak-de-la-onda-vasca/
https://caminandofronteras.org/monitoreo/monitoreo-del-derecho-a-la-vida-del-primer-semestre-de-2021/
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The campaign “Defund Frontex - Build a European Search and Rescue programme” is
supported by:

® ARGOS - International Observatory for Migration and Human Rights
® ASGI - The Association for Juridical Studies on Immigration
e Balkanbriicke

e Baobab Experience

e Border Violence Monitoring Network

® Borderline Europe - Menschenrechte ohne Grenzen e.V.
e Borderline Sicilia

e FragDenStaat

e HuBB - Humans Before Borders

® |Leave No One Behind

® MareLiberume.V.

® Mediterranea Saving Humans

® M.V. Louise Michel

® OpenArms

® Resqgshipe.V.

e Sdchsischer Fliichtlingsrat e.V

® Sarah - Search And Rescue for All Humans

® Sea-Eyee.V.

® Sea-Watche.V.

® Seebriicke

® SMH - Salvamento Maritimo Humanitario

® Watch The Med Alarm Phone

This document was researched and authored by organisations FragDenStaat and Sea-Watch.
It was published in August 2021.



https://fragdenstaat.de/en/
https://sea-watch.org/en/
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