
Sea-Watch.org - Sea-Rescue at Europe's Borders 

Sea-Watch e.V. Advocacy · Moosdorfstr. 7-9, 12435 Berlin · eMail: advocacy@sea-watch.org · Recognized as non-profit organization.

This factsheet presents a summary of the distress cases 
witnessed in October 2023 by Sea-Watch’s Airborne  
Operations with the aircraft Seabird 1 and Seabird 2.1  

In October 2023, we conducted 20 operations over a total 
flight time of 103 hours and 54 minutes. We spotted 32 
boats, carrying around 1548 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
• 233 persons, on board 5 boats in distress, were rescued by  

5 NGO vessels3 and disembarked in Italy
• The outcomes for around 205 persons, on board 3 boats in 

distress, remain unknown

Maltese Search and Rescue (SAR) zone
• 225 persons, on board 8 boats, were rescued by 4 NGO ves-

sels4 and disembarked in Italy
• 532 persons, on board 7 boats in distress, were rescued by the 

Italian authorities or arrived independently to Lampedusa, Italy
• Around 40 persons, on board 1 boat in distress, were possibly 

rescued by the Armed Forces of Malta and disembarked in 
Malta

• The outcomes for 313 persons, on board 8 boats in distress, 
remain unknown

In October 2023, we must assume that the European Border and 
Coast Guard Agency Frontex was involved in the narratives for 
at least 468 persons, on board 5 boats sighted by Seabird 2. Of 
these, 1 boat sighted, carrying 63 persons, was rescued by the 
NGO vessel Geo Barents. 2 boats, with around 295 persons, were 
rescued by the Italian authorities or arrived independently to Italy. 
The outcomes for 2 boats in distress, 110 persons, remain un-
known. 

In October 2023, we sighted 49 empty boats. The outcomes for 
these boats remain unknown.

3  The persons in distress 
were rescued by the 
vessel Louise Michel 
(operated by a group 
of activists), the vessel 
Aurora (Sea-Watch), the 
vessel Geo Barents (Mé-
decins Sans Frontières), 
the vessel Mare Jonio 
(Mediterranea - Saving 
Humans)  and the vessel 
Ocean Viking (SOS MEDI-
TERRANEE).

4 The persons in distress 
were rescued by the 
vessel Life Support 
(operated by the NGO 
EMERGENCY), the vessel 
Aita Mari (Salvamento 
Marítimo Humanitario), 
the vessel Humanity 1 
(SOS Humanity) and by 
the vessel Ocean Viking 
(SOS MEDITERRANEE).
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2.  Details and outcomes regarding selected 
boats in distress and empty boats
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5 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. 
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It is the duty of a rescue coordination centre to coor-
dinate the rescue of persons in distress in their SAR 
zone and ensure their disembarkation in a place of 
safety. Malta must cease its cynical behaviour and 
engage in rescue operations without delay, instead 
of ordering merchant vessels to standby, endange-
ring the lives of persons in distress. The negligence 
and irresponsible transference of responsibilities bet-
ween the Italian and Maltese authorities must stop!
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We demand that the Maltese authorities and any 
other European actors coordinate rescue ope-
rations and ensure related disembarkations in a 
place of safety, in compliance with international 
law. Libya is not a place of safety and the Tareq Bin 
Zeyad militia not a partner with which to coordinate 
search and rescue operations!

6 See: x.com/seawatch_intl/ 
status/16849049135438 
64321

7 More information on 
the unit and its acts:  
aljazeera.com/features/
longform/2023/8/11/
eastern-libya-mili-
tia-operates-illegal-pull-
backs-in-mediterranean; 
amnesty.org/en/docu-
ments/mde19/6282/2022/
en/; x.com/seawatch_intl 
/status/168991215171503 
7184
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NGOs save lives because states have deserted the 
central Mediterranean sea. Authorities of European 
member states must stop relying on merchant ves-
sels and cease attempting to hinder NGO vessels 
at all costs - we urge the Maltese and Italian autho-
rities to finally comply with the law and engage in 
search and rescue operations.
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