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In its daily work in the Central Mediterranean, Frontex, 
the European Border and Coast Guard Agency, primarily 
aims to hinder people from arriving in Europe, no matter 
the costs. In order to do so, the agency relies on violent 
militias like the so-called Libyan Coast Guard to intercept 
people trying to flee. As a result of the agencies’ way of 
operating, people are forced back to torture, forced labor 
and exploitation. 

This factsheet outlines the way in which Frontex operates 
in the Central Mediterranean Sea. It provides a selection 
of representative situations with boats in distress where 
Frontex was involved in 2022, 2023 and early 2024.1 The 
factsheet is based on data collected by the Airborne 
department of Sea-Watch, which carries out monitoring 
flights in the Central Mediterranean and documents hu-
man rights violations. The collected data allows us to draw 
conclusions about the role of Frontex in pullbacks to Libya. 

Crimes of the European
Coast Guard Agency 
Frontex – Second Report
Insights into Frontex’ ongoing and unpunished aerial 
complicity in human rights violations in the Central  
Mediterranean Sea – Spring 2024

1 For cases from 2020 and 
2021, please refer to our 
first Frontex factsheet: 
https://sea-watch.org/
frontex_crimes/
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2  Frontex also operates 
two vessels from Sicily 
and Lampedusa, however 
they are not operated in 
areas were distress cases 
usually occur. 

3  See the following 
article: digit.site36.
net/2021/10/08/
whatsapp-to-libya-
how-frontex-uses-a-
trick-to-circumvent-
international-law/ and 
more recently the tweet: 
x.com/matthimon/ 
status/17262927337 
26519429

4 See Sea-Watch’s first 
Frontex factsheet, Dist-
ress case D.

5 See: Report of the 
Independent Fact-Finding 
Mission on Libya - 27 
March 2023: www.ohchr.
org/en/hr-bodies/hrc/
libya/index

6 Ibid.

7 According to Annex of 
the 1979 SAR Convention 
3.1.9, rescue operations 
are considered to termi-
nate with the disembar-
kation of the rescued 
individuals in a place of 
safety. According to the 
International Maritime 
Organization’s Guidelines 
on the Treatment of 
Persons Rescued at 
Sea (MSC.167(78)), a 
place of safety is a place 
where the survivors' 
safety of life is no longer 
threatened and where 
their basic human needs 
(such as food, shelter 
and medical needs) can 
be met. Furthermore, the 
law of the sea should 
be considered in light of 
human rights. The duty 
to render assistance, 
therefore, combines with 
fundamental rights such 
as the right of asylum and 
the non-refoulement prin-
ciple. Therefore, returning 
people back to Libya or 
Tunisia is unlawful.

Frontex in the Central Mediterranean Sea: 
Watchdog for violent militias
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8  See: https://www.hrw.
org/video-photos/in-
teractive/2022/12/08/
airborne-complicity-fron-
tex-aerial-surveillan-
ce-enables-abuse

9  See: https://www.
ombudsman.europa.eu/fr/
press-release/en/182676

10 See ECCHR’s communi-
cation to the International 
Criminal Court, November 
2022: https://www.ecchr.
eu/en/case/interceptions-
of-migrants-and-refuge-
es-at-sea/

11 Since 2017, together with 
the Swiss NGO Huma-
nitarian Pilots Initiative, 
Sea-Watch monitors the 
Central Mediterranean 
with aircraft, currently 
with Seabird 1 and Seab-
ird 2.
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12 See for instance the NGO 
BVMN’s report for the 
Commission’s evaluation 
of Frontex’ regulation, 
regarding the Balkan 
route, Greece and Turkey: 
https://borderviolence.eu/
app/uploads/Frontex-sub-
mission-with-annexes-1.
pdf

13 See the annex to the Re-
port from the Commission 
to the European Parlia-
ment and the Council on 
the evaluation of Regu-
lation (EU) 2019/1896 on 
the European Border and 
Coast Guard, including a 
review of the Stan-
ding Corps, available 
at: ec.europa.eu/info/
law/better-regulation/
have-your-say/initiati-
ves/13557-European-Bor-
der-and-Coast-Gu-
ard-Frontex-stan-
ding-corps-re-
view-and-evaluati-
on-of-Regulation_en,

 See European Parliament 
resolution of 14 Decem-
ber 2023 on Frontex 
building on the fact-fin-
ding investigation of 
the LIBE Working Group 
for Frontex Scrutiny 
(2023/2729(RSP)):  
www.europarl.europa.eu/
doceo/document/TA-9-
2023-0483_EN.html

14 See Report from the 
Commission, p. 5, 
available at: eur-lex.
europa.eu/legal-con-
tent/EN/TXT/?uri=CE-
LEX%3A52024DC0075&-
qid=1707206855327
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Frontex’ role in interceptions – selected cases

This factsheet presents different cases of involvement of Frontex 
in interceptions to Libya. The patterns of involvement are (1) Pull-
backs from the Maltese search and rescue zone, (2) Interceptions 
by different militias, (3) Frontex willfully not informing NGO vessels.
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15 Nautical Miles (nm) is the 
unit of measurement used 
at sea. 1 nautical mile is 
equal to 1,852 kilometers.

16 In May 2022, Amnes-
ty International called 
for the leader of the 
Libyan Stability Support 
Apparatus to be held ac-
countable: amnesty.org/
en/latest/news/2022/05/
libya-hold-stability-sup-
port-authority-militia-lea-
ders-to-account 
 
Regarding the Tareq Bin 
Zayed, see a similar call 
by Amnesty: amnesty.org/
en/latest/news/2022/12/
libya-hold-com-
manders-of-ta-
riq-ben-zeyad-ar-
med-group-accountab-
le-for-catalogue-of-hor-
rors/

 Further information 
regarding the brigade: 
aljazeera.com/features/
longform/2023/8/11/
eastern-libya-mili-
tia-operates-illegal-pull-
backs-in-mediterranean

Interception in Maltese SAR zone Photo: David Lohmüller
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https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/12/libya-hold-commanders-of-tariq-ben-zeyad-armed-group-accountable-for-catalogue-of-horrors/
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/longform/2023/8/11/eastern-libya-militia-operates-illegal-pullbacks-in-mediterranean
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/longform/2023/8/11/eastern-libya-militia-operates-illegal-pullbacks-in-mediterranean
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/longform/2023/8/11/eastern-libya-militia-operates-illegal-pullbacks-in-mediterranean
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/longform/2023/8/11/eastern-libya-militia-operates-illegal-pullbacks-in-mediterranean
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/longform/2023/8/11/eastern-libya-militia-operates-illegal-pullbacks-in-mediterranean
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Interception by the Tareq Bin Zayed milita

17 See final report of the UN 
Security Council Panel of 
Experts on Libya, § 60: 
documents.un.org/doc/
undoc/gen/n23/234/61/
pdf/n2323461.pdf?to-
ken=na599WvycDsuYhE-
BRz

18 See this article by 
AlJazeera: aljazee-
ra.com/features/
longform/2023/8/11/
eastern-libya-mili-
tia-operates-illegal-pull-
backs-in-mediterranean
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19 See the thread:  
x.com/seawatch_intl/ 
status/168490491354386 
4321

 Note that this case was 
mentioned in investiga-
tions conducted by a jour-
nalist collective, including 
the Lighthouse Reports 
– lighthousereports.com/
investigation/frontex-and-
the-pirate-ship/, Aljazeera 
– aljazeera.com/features/
longform/2023/8/11/
eastern-libya-mili-
tia-operates-illegal-pull-
backs-in-mediterranean
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Multiple Orbits by Frontex aircraft Sparow4 over the distress case.Interception by the so-called Libyan Coast Guard, with a boat 
donated by the European Union

20 A video of the in-
terception with the 
recording of Frontex’ 
coordination is available 
on the following link: 
x.com/seawatch_intl/sta-
tus/17635711098934522 
73
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In light of the above, Sea-Watch demands
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The history of the agency is one of human 
rights violations, misconduct and lies.  
We therefore call for the abolishment of  
Frontex. Instead, we urgently need safe and 
legal routes to Europe and the establishment 
of a European Search and Rescue Mechanism 
with the only and primary task of saving lives 
at sea, acting in accordance with international 
human rights and maritime law.

21 ecchr.eu/en/case/in-
terceptions-of-migrants-
and-refugees-at-sea/
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