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This factsheet presents a summary of the distress cases 
witnessed in September 2023 by Sea-Watch’s Airborne  
Operations with the aircraft Seabird 2.1  

In September 2023, we conducted 10 operations over a 
total flight time of 61 hours and 02 minutes. We spotted 
13 boats, carrying over 793 persons2 in distress at sea.
 

1 Since 2017, together  
with the Swiss NGO 
Humanitarian Pilots Initia-
tive, Sea-Watch monitors 
the Central Mediterrane-
an Sea with its aircraft 
Seabird 1 and Seabird 2.

2  These numbers are based 
upon the estimations 
of Seabird 2's crews as 
well as numbers which 
the initiatives Watch The 
Med - Alarm Phone, SAR 
NGOs and Mediterranean 
Hope-FCEI have provided 
to us.
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1.  Overview of boats in distress and  
 empty boats spotted

Libyan Search and Rescue (SAR) zone
• 61 persons, aboard 1 boat in distress, were rescued by the 

NGO vessel Geo Barents3 and disembarked in Italy
• 107 persons, aboard 1 boat in distress, were rescued by the 

NGO vessel Open Arms4 and disembarked in Italy
• Around 210 persons, aboard 3 boats in distress, were intercept-

ed by the so-called Libyan Coast Guard and pulled back to Libya
• The outcome for 40 persons in distress, aboard 1 boat in  

distress, is unknown

Maltese Search and Rescue (SAR) zone
• 70 persons, aboard 1 boat in distress, were rescued by the 

Italian authorities and disembarked in Italy
• The outcomes for around 305 persons in distress, aboard  

6 boats in distress, are unknown

In September 2023, we must assume that the European Border 
and Coast Guard Agency Frontex was involved in the narrative for 
around 70 persons, aboard 1 boat in distress sighted by Seabird 2’s 
crew which was eventually rescued by the Italian authorities.  

In September, Seabird 2’s crews sighted 5 empty boats, the out-
comes for which are unknown.

2.  Details and outcomes regarding selected 
boats in distress and empty boats
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3  The Geo Barents is 
operated by the NGO Mé-
decins Sans Frontières.

4 The Open Arms is ope-
rated by the NGO Open 
Arms.

5 A RHIB is a rigid hulled 
inflatable boat - a fast, 
lightweight and stable 
boat usually used by the 
military for operations at 
sea.

6 Footage of the dangerous 
behaviour is available at: 
x.com/seawatch_intl/ 
status/17078034331456 
80293
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The so-called Libyan Coast Guard are financed, 
trained and equipped by the European  
Union and European member states: with such 
cooperation, European actors co-perpetrate 
crimes against humanity.8 We demand that the 
authorities of European member states and the 
European Union cease their cooperation with 
Libyan authorities – instead, they must actively 
engage in Search-and-Rescue operations,  
in compliance with the law.
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7 A “mayday relay” is an 
emergency procedure 
that provides information 
about a boat in distress 
via maritime or aerial ra-
dio, requesting any asset 
in the vicinity to assist. 

8 See the ECCHR’s commu-
nication to the Internatio-
nal Criminal Court:  
ecchr.eu/en/case/in-
terceptions-of-migrants-
and-refugees-at-sea/

9 The document is available 
at: statewatch.org/media/
documents/news/2020/
jun/malta-libya-mou-im-
migration.pdf
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This patrol boat was recently given to Libyan 
actors within the framework of the Emergency 
Trust Fund for Africa.10 The European Union and 
European member states must stop their policy 
of death at sea. Instead of illegally outsourcing 
European states’ duties to the so-called Libyan 
Coast Guard, authorities of European member 
states must comply with the law and engage in 
search and rescue operations.

10 See: neighbourhood-en-
largement.ec.europa.
eu/news/commissio-
ner-oliver-varhelyi-at-
tends-handover-cere-
mony-eu-financed-se-
arch-and-rescue-ves-
sels-libya-2023-02-06_en
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