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Key events in the Central Mediterranean 
February – July 2020 

 

Steps taken by the EU to avoid saving lives at sea  
 

17 February: EU foreign ministers take the decision to end EUNAVFOR MED (European Naval Force 

Mediterranean) Operation Sophia as of 31 March 2020. 

1 April: EUNAVFOR MED Operation Irini is launched in the Central Mediterranean with the aim of enforcing 

the UN’s arms embargo on Libya.  

6 April: The German government asks German search and rescue NGOs not to return to sea and to recall 

ships already at sea. 

8 April: Italy closes its ports to NGO vessels carrying rescued people and flying non-Italian flags.  

11 April: The Maltese government announces the closure of Malta’s ports.  

28 May: Malta and the UN-recognised Government of National Accord (GNA) in Libya sign a memorandum 
of understanding (MoU) focused on ”combating illegal immigration in Libya and the Mediterranean”.  
 
7 July: The Italian parliament approves the renewal of its cooperation agreement with Libya to further control 
migration from Libya.  

Rescues by NGO search and rescue ships  
 

18-19 February: Ocean Viking, operated by MSF and SOS MEDITERRANEE, rescues 276 people in three 

operations. The survivors are disembarked in Pozzallo, Sicily, on 23 February and begin their quarantine.  The 

ship and its crew are also put in quarantine. 

6 April: Sea Eye’s Alan Kurdi rescues 150 people. Following an 11-day stand-off with authorities, during which 

one person attempts suicide and three people are medevacked, the ship is instructed to transfer the 147 

remaining survivors to the Rubattino ferry, off the coast of Palermo, which it does on 17 April.  

14 April: Salvamento Marítimo Humanitario’s Aita Mari rescues 43 people from a boat in distress 53 nautical 

miles from Malta after four days in which neither Maltese nor Italian authorities provide assistance. The 43 

survivors are transferred to the Rubattino ferry on 19 April.  

17, 18, 19 June: Sea-Watch 3 rescues 211 people in three separate operations. The survivors are transferred 

to the Moby Zaza quarantine ship near Porto Empedocle, Sicily, on 21 June. The ship and its crew are put in 

quarantine. 

25 June, 30 June, 1 July: Ocean Viking, now operated solely by SOS MEDITERRANEE, rescues 181 people in 

three separate operations. After seven requests within a week for a place of safety to the relevant maritime 

authorities, and following six suicide attempts by survivors within the space of 24 hours, Ocean Viking 

declares a state of emergency on the vessel on 3 July and is finally allowed to disembark the rescued people, 

who are transferred to Moby Zaza on 7 July for quarantine.  

 

https://www.politico.eu/article/operation-sophia-to-be-closed-down-and-replaced/
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/country-files/libya/news/2020/article/libya-operation-irini-q-a-from-the-press-briefing-01-apr-20
https://twitter.com/seawatch_intl/status/1247234366058778625?s=20
https://i2.res.24o.it/pdf2010/Editrice/ILSOLE24ORE/ILSOLE24ORE/Online/_Oggetti_Embedded/Documenti/2020/04/09/decreto-porti.pdf
https://www.maltatoday.com.mt/news/europe/101670/maltas_100m_libya_proposal_aims_to_turn_wartorn_state_into_safe_port_for_migrants#.XyPz8ygzZPY
https://www.independent.com.mt/articles/2020-06-03/local-news/MoU-signed-by-Malta-and-Libya-published-Malta-to-push-for-funding-for-Libya-6736223826
http://www.senato.it/service/PDF/PDFServer/BGT/1157411.pdf
https://twitter.com/MSF_Sea/status/1230132973351194624?s=20
https://twitter.com/MSF_Sea/status/1231642375765864451?s=20
https://twitter.com/seaeyeorg/status/1247969460800999425?s=20
https://twitter.com/seaeyeorg/status/1250687117853896704?s=20
https://twitter.com/seaeyeorg/status/1251217613784571905?s=20
https://www.smh.eus/en/2020/04/14/aita-mari-rescues-43-people-adrift-in-the-central-mediterranean/#:~:text=The%20ship%2C%20which%20was%20sailing,mobilized%20their%20coastguards%20for%20it.
https://www.lefigaro.fr/flash-actu/coronavirus-180-migrants-en-quarantaine-sur-un-ferry-face-a-palerme-20200419
https://twitter.com/seawatch_intl/status/1273880231586271233?s=20
https://twitter.com/seawatch_intl/status/1275000937539649536?s=20
https://twitter.com/SOSMedIntl/status/1278105852596170752?s=20
https://sosmediterranee.com/press/state-of-emergency-declared-on-the-ocean-viking-immediate-disembarkation-required/
https://twitter.com/SOSMedIntl/status/1280477588788596742?s=20
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Operations by rescue ships impeded  
 

17 April: MSF and SOS MEDITERRANEE announce the end of their partnership on Ocean Viking. 

6 May: Italian authorities impound Alan Kurdi at the port of Palermo, citing “irregularities of a technical and 

operational nature”.  

7 May: Italian authorities impound Aita Mari at the port of Palermo, citing “technical and operational” 

irregularities. 

9 July: Italian authorities impound Sea-Watch 3, citing “various technical and operational irregularities”. 

22 July: Italian authorities impound Ocean Viking, operated by SOS MEDITERRANEE, at the port of Porto 

Empedocle.  

Autonomous arrivals in Italy  
 

12 April: A boat with 101 people on board arrives autonomously at Pozzallo, Sicily, while a second boat with 

77 people on board reaches Porto Palo, Sicily, after receiving no assistance from maritime authorities.  

22-24 July: Almost 1,000 people arrive on Lampedusa from Tunisia and Libya, with as many as 14 boats 

arriving on the night of 24 July. 

Fatalities at sea 
 

9 February: At least 91 people reportedly die or go missing when a boat capsizes off the coast of Garabouli 

in Libya, leaving no survivors.  

14 April: 12 people die or go missing in the Maltese search and rescue region after a boat spends six days 
adrift without receiving assistance from Maltese authorities. The survivors are eventually picked up by a 
commercial ship and handed over to Libyan authorities.  
 
23 May: A boat carrying 20 Tunisians capsizes off Sfax, Tunisia; one person is confirmed dead and six are 
reported missing. 
 
9 June: A boat with 73 people on board capsizes off the coast of Graten, Tunisia; there are no survivors.  

13 June: A boat capsizes off the coast of Zawiya, Libya, leaving 12 people missing, including two children.  

20 June: A shipwreck off the coast of Tripoli, Libya, claims the lives of at least five people; 19 survivors are 
rescued by a fisherman and taken to an unofficial detention centre in Libya. 

8 July: Seven people go missing when a boat with 25 people on board drifts for at least seven days; 18 
survivors are returned to Libya by the Libyan coastguard; four are in a critical condition and are taken to 
hospital. 

Delayed rescues 

14 March: Malta reportedly delays the rescue of 110 people in the Maltese search and rescue region for 

more than 18 hours.   

8 April: A boat with 66 people on board is rescued by the Armed Forces of Malta almost 40 hours after its 

first distress call. According to Alarm Phone, instead of rescuing the people immediately, the Armed Forces 

of Malta use aerial assets to observe the boat in distress.   

https://www.msf.org/eu-states-use-covid-19-shirk-search-and-rescue-obligations
https://twitter.com/seaeyeorg/status/1258052651368853511?s=20
https://www.smh.eus/en/2020/06/02/aita-mari-june/
https://twitter.com/seawatch_intl/status/1281187214261719040?s=20
https://sosmediterranee.com/press/ocean-viking-detained-in-italy-sos-mediterranee-condemns-a-blatant-administrative-harassment-manoeuvre-aimed-at-impeding-our-lifesaving-work/
https://www.ilgiornale.it/news/cronache/nuovo-sbarco-migranti-sicilia-100-sono-approdati-pozzallo-1853251.html
https://www.siracusanews.it/ritornano-gli-sbarchi-a-portopalo-in-77-dal-mali-tutti-uomini/
https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/26240/more-boat-arrivals-on-lampedusa
https://missingmigrants.iom.int/region/mediterranean
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25875&LangID=E
https://www.infomigrants.net/fr/post/24955/tunisie-un-mort-et-six-disparus-apres-un-naufrage
https://missingmigrants.iom.int/region/mediterranean
https://twitter.com/IOM_Libya/status/1271832466228228096?s=20
https://twitter.com/fedsoda/status/1274363863732039680?s=20
https://twitter.com/IOM_Libya/status/1280855464528482306?s=20
https://alarmphone.org/en/2020/03/14/sos-110-people-in-malta-sar-need-immediate-rescue/?post_type_release_type=post
https://alarmphone.org/en/2020/05/03/sabotage-delays-and-non-assistance/
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10 April: The Libyan coastguard intercepts a boat 12 hours after its first distress call, after the Italian maritime 

rescue coordination centre reportedly dispatches aerial assets to monitor the wooden boat, but does not 

take coordinating responsibility to conduct a rescue.  

11 April: The Armed Forces of Malta reportedly turn away at gunpoint a boat with 101 people on board, 

before providing them with fuel and the GPS coordinates to reach Italy. The boat reaches Pozzallo, Sicily, on 

12 April.  

13 July: Aerial pictures taken by Sea-Watch’s Moonbird on 13 July reveal an Italian coastguard vessel and a 
commercial cargo ship, Karewood Star, apparently ignoring a boat in distress only a mile away from their 
position. The boat is eventually rescued two days later by an Italian Guardia di Finanza military ship.  
 
23 July: The Armed Forces of Malta rescue 95 people from a sinking dinghy between Libya and Malta after 

letting them drift for more than two days. Sixty-five of the survivors test positive for COVID-19.   

26 July: The Armed Forces of Malta rescue 95 people from an overcrowded rubber dinghy more than 33 

hours after its first distress call.  

28 July: Libyan authorities fail to take on the coordination of a rescue operation in their own search and 
rescue region. The Italian maritime rescue coordination centre sends its naval unit Asso29 to conduct the 
rescue of 84 people from a dinghy which, by that time, has almost entirely sunk.  

Cooperation with commercial vessels for the forcible return of people to Libya 
 

25 May: 98 people are rescued in Libya’s search and rescue region by the Portuguese-flagged commercial 
ship MS Anne; two days later they are handed over to the Libyan coastguard on the order of Maltese 
authorities. 
 
14 April: 51 people on a boat in distress are picked up by a private Maltese fishing vessel, Dar Al Salam 1; 
they are returned to Libya and taken to Takiq Al-Sikka detention centre.  
 
30 April: A New York Times investigation reveals that in April Maltese authorities dispatched a small fleet of 
private merchant vessels, including the Dar Al Salam 1, to intercept people at sea and return them by force 
to Libya. A former high-ranking Maltese official, Neville Gafa’, admits under oath that he coordinated the 14 
April pushback of 51 people on the instructions of the Office of the Prime Minister. 
 

Use of offshore vessels to hold rescued people in Italy and Malta  
 

17 April: Italian authorities start using the privately chartered Rubattino ferry to quarantine people rescued 

at sea, as a first group of 146 survivors are transferred from Alan Kurdi to the ferry.  

13 May: Italian authorities start using a second privately chartered vessel, Moby Zaza, to quarantine people 

rescued at sea.  

22 May: A Tunisian man held on board Moby Zaza jumps off the ship in an effort to swim to land; he drowns.   

30 April – 6 June: Maltese authorities start to hold people rescued at sea between 30 April and 7 May on four 

privately chartered Captain Morgan Cruises ferries, stationed 13 nautical miles offshore. The 425 people 

arbitrarily detained on the ships are finally allowed to disembark in Malta on 6 June; some have spent more 

than five weeks on the private vessels.   

 

https://www.eu-libya.info/img/RemoteControl_Report_0620.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/may/20/we-give-you-30-minutes-malta-turns-migrant-boat-away-with-directions-to-italy
https://www.ilgiornale.it/news/cronache/nuovo-sbarco-migranti-sicilia-100-sono-approdati-pozzallo-1853251.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jul/15/italian-coastguard-and-cargo-ship-ignored-stricken-migrant-boat
https://twitter.com/msehlisafa/status/1287490354564956164
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-malta-migrants/malta-says-65-rescued-migrants-test-positive-for-covid-19-idUSKCN24T2GV
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/27/world/europe/migrant-boat-malta-stranded.html
https://www.guardiacostiera.gov.it/stampa/Pages/Comunicato-stampa-del-29-luglio-2020.aspx
https://observador.pt/2020/05/26/navio-que-devolveu-migrantes-a-libia-cumpriu-ordem-de-malta-diz-santos-silva/
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25875&LangID=E
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/30/world/europe/migrants-malta.html
https://timesofmalta.com/articles/view/neville-gafa-says-he-coordinated-libya-pushback-on-opm-orders.788951
https://www.redattoresociale.it/article/notiziario/tragedia_moby_zaza_il_garante_chiede_spiegazioni_al_ministero_vicenda_va_chiarita_
https://www.maltatoday.com.mt/news/national/102799/captain_morgan_migrant_protest_four_boats_dock#.XygR4igzZPY
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Life-threatening disembarkations in Libya  
 

9 April: 280 people returned by the Libyan coastguard to Tripoli remain on the overcrowded coastguard 

vessel after Libyan authorities refuse to let them disembark due to active shelling in the port area. 

8 May: 25 people cannot be disembarked for hours due to shelling around Tripoli port. 

24 July: IOM confirms that at least 2,300 people, many of whom were returned to Libya by the coastguard, 

are detained in state-run Directorate for Combating Illegal Migration (DCIM) centres in Libya; IOM expresses 

“grave concern” for their health and safety.  

28 July: Three Sudanese boys and young men aged 15 to 18 are shot by Libyan authorities at a disembarkation 

site in Al Khums after being returned by the Libyan coastguard.  

 

 

 

 

 

KEY NUMBERS AND STATISTICS 
 

 So far in 2020, 295 people have lost their lives in the Central Mediterranean. In June alone at 

least 101 people died or were reported missing, including six children.   

 As of 3 August 2020, 14,438 sea arrivals to Italy have been recorded so far this year (including 

autonomous arrivals, disembarkations from NGO ships, Italian coastguard and commercial 

ships), representing a 268% increase on the same period in 2019, when there were 3,920 

arrivals.  

 According to UNHCR, from 1 January to 30 June 2020, a total of 1,699 people were rescued at 

sea and disembarked in Malta. This is a 33% increase on sea arrivals in the same period last 

year (1,276).  

 So far in 2020, 2,175 people have been reportedly rescued from the Central Mediterranean 

by search and rescue NGOS (524 by Sea-Watch 3; 864 by Ocean Viking; 196 by Aita Mari; 228 

by Alan Kurdi; and 363 by Open Arms).  

 This year, Italian authorities have impounded four ships (Aita Mari, Alan Kurdi, Sea-Watch 3, 

and Ocean Viking) in ports in Sicily, citing “irregularities” of a technical and operational 

nature.   

 As of 30 July 2020, 6,265 people have been intercepted and forcibly returned to Libya by the 

Libyan coastguard. The majority were taken to detention centres. As of 24 July, around 2,300 

refugees, asylum seekers and migrants are currently detained in official detention centres 

across Libya.  

https://www.iom.int/news/libya-considers-its-ports-unsafe-disembarkation-migrants
https://twitter.com/IOM_Libya/status/1258508007085727744?s=20
https://twitter.com/IOM_Libya/status/1286669918641979396
https://www.msf.org/people-shot-and-killed-libya-while-trying-flee-arbitrary-detention?component=pull_quote-281285&id=pullquote-281285
https://missingmigrants.iom.int/region/mediterranean?migrant_route%5B%5D=1376
https://www.interno.gov.it/sites/default/files/2020-08/cruscotto_statistico_giornaliero_05-08-2020.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/mt/wp-content/uploads/sites/54/2020/07/Malta-Sea-Arrivals-and-Asylum-Statistics_UNHCR_June2020.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/UNHCR%20Libya%20Update%2030%20July%202020.pdf
https://twitter.com/IOM_Libya/status/1286669918641979396

