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1. 



for renewed efforts to reduce the loss of life at sea, including increased search and rescue capacity 
and a predictable disembarkation mechanism.1 

 
6. In the second week of April, Italy and subsequently also Malta declared that neither of their 

respective ports could be considered to be a ‘place of safety’ according to the Hamburg 
Convention on Maritime Search and Rescue due to the COVID-19 situation and – in the case of 
Malta - overstretched reception capacities. As for Italy, this affected only NGO vessels rescuing 



and interceptions by the Libyan Coast Guard in the Libyan SRR, has contributed to a situation in 
which more boats are traveling further from the Libyan coast this year than last year in order to 
pass beyond the Libyan SRR and seek rescue by European actors or arrive directly in Europe. This 
can increase the level of risk refugees and migrants are facing at sea on these longer journeys, 
despite smugglers appearing to have generally reduced overcrowding on boats and provided more 
with satellite phones compared to 2017. Detection of boats by aerial surveillance and increased 
calls for help from boats have helped reduce the number of deaths so far, but with around 80 
people usually on each inflatable boat, any capsize or deflation at sea far from help would soon 
result in many more deaths. 
 

10. In the Eastern Mediterranean, UNHCR has called for an end to push-backs at sea and for asylum-
seekers to have access to asylum procedures.3 While the Hellenic Coast Guard has shown 
exceptional dedication and courage to save countless refugee and migrant lives at sea, the present 
allegations go against Greece’s international obligations and can expose people to grave danger. 

 
11. Post-disembarkation procedures raise different protection concerns in North Africa, presenting  

specific security risks such as shootings, shelling, and detention in Libya, and limited access to 
persons under UNHCR’s mandate in detention or at risk of refoulment, as well as narrow 
protection space for persons with diverse profiles in Algeria and Mauritania 

 
 

12. In response to the protection risks faced by individuals with different ages, genders and 
backgrounds, including trafficking, exploitation and violence, UNHCR calls for the implementation 
of strengthened coordination with academic institutions, including on disclosure and 
identification of protection needs, and accessible services. 

South-East Asia 

13. From January 2019 to June 2020, about 3,300 Rohingya embarked on a journey across the 
Andaman Sea and Bay of Bengal. A small number of Bangladeshi and other Myanmar nationals 
have also undertaken this journey. A minority reached Malaysia, their intended destination, 
others were intercepted at sea, turned back after spending several months stranded at sea, or 
their ship wrecked or washed ashore due to engine trouble or bad weather.  
 

14. In response to these movements, some coastal states have implemented interception and 
pushback measures, to prevent onward journeys towards their territory. In the absence of 
adequate search-and-rescue efforts, these practices have resulted in refugees and migrants 
remaining stranded at sea in dangerous circumstances for several months aboard vessels. 
 

15. At least 170 Rohingya refugees have died or gone missing in the Andaman Sea and the Bay of 
Bengal since January 2020, including 166 in the first half of 2020. Refugees at sea face life-
threatening distress situations due to unseaworthy vessels, unpredictable sea and weather 
conditions, shortages of food and water, and physical and sexual abuse by smugglers. 

 
16. Some states demonstrated that rescue at sea and subsequent disembarkation can be managed 

safely, in respect of adequate measures to manage public health risks. In the first half of 2020, 

 
3 https://www.unhcr.org/news/briefing/2020/6/5ee33a6f4/unhcr-calls-greece-investigate-pushbacks-sea-
land-borders-turkey.h



Bangladesh, Malaysia and Indonesia implemented health screening and quarantine arrangements 
for persons rescued at sea. 

 
17. UNHCR has actively engaged with States and other stakeholders in the region to promote 

protection at sea and responsibility sharing, including coordinated search and rescue, equitable 
and predictable disembarkation options, and screening mechanisms. For instance, in Indonesia, 
Malaysia and Bangladesh, UNHCR has engaged during the reporting period with national coast 
guard agencies and conducted capacity building initiatives to promote and support a protection-
sensitive response to the needs of persons rescued at sea. Furthermore, UNHCR and partners such 



 
23. In the context of the Refugee and Migrants Multi-Sector and the Mixed Migration Working Group, 

UNHCR and IOM continue to lead the humanitarian response for migrants, asylum-seekers and 
refugees in Yemen, including those arriving by sea. Support for reception, registration and refugee 
status determination is provided by UNHCR, along with health care, financial and other assistance 
services. The Assisted Spontaneous Returns (ASR) of Somali refugees supported by UNHCR 
decreased during COVID 19 pandemic, however counselling through help desks continued in 
Aden. 

 
 
 


