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Update from MSF Search and Rescue Operations in the Central Mediterranean, Libya and the 

humanitarian implications of European Migration Policies. 

Chairman, members of the committee, my name is Sam Taylor and I am the Director of Médecins 

Sans Frontières / Doctors Without Borders here in Ireland. Sitting next to me is Hassiba Hadj-

Sahraoui, Humanitarian Affairs Advisor on Migration. I would like to thank you for affording MSF this 

timely opportunity to share with you an update on our lifesaving work in the Central Mediterranean 

Sea and on the ground in Libya.  

Médecins Sans Frontières is in an international, independent, medical humanitarian organisation 

that delivers emergency aid to people affected by armed conflict, epidemics, natural disasters and 

exclusion from healthcare.  

Our teams offer assistance to people based on need; irrespective of race, religion, gender or political 

affiliation and our actions are guided by medical ethics and the principles of neutrality and 

impartiality. 

We go where we are needed; regardless of where our patients may be. 

We currently have around 40,000 staff working in more than 70 countries worldwide. More than 95 

per cent of our funding comes from private individuals which means we are financially independent 

from state power, religious groups and multilateral organisations.  

Irish medical staff are providing lifesaving care to communities caught up in some of the world’s 

most severe humanitarian crises:   Central African Republic, Democratic Republic of Congo, Iraq, the 

Rohingya crisis in Bangladesh, South Sudan, Syria and Yemen to name but a few. 

MSF also provides medical care to refugees, migrants, asylum seekers across the world.  

Wars, persecution, conflict and poverty are pushing record numbers of people from their homes. 

The UN estimates that there are currently 68.5 million displaced people worldwide and today with 

85% of displaced people hosted in developing countries, looking after people on the move is a 

necessity worldwide and not just something that is only relevant Europe. 

Challenging Political Context for SAR 

We appear in front of this committee following what was is the deadliest seven day period so far this 

year, when 200 people have lost their lives at sea (170 of them since last Friday when the European 

leaders agreed to blame search and rescue and NGOs and obstruct their work). This is a critical time 

for people embarking on these crossings, and when NGO search and rescue is being blocked and 

demonised by European governments. 

We commend An Taoiseach Leo Varadkar’s offer to welcome 25 vulnerable people from the 

humanitarian search and rescue ship the MV Lifeline which was turned away from a number of 

European ports last week. It is a humanitarian gesture and sent a positive message out to a Europe 

in need of such acts of solidarity and compassion right now.  

Speaking at the conclusion of the EU summit last Friday, An Taoiseach Leo Varadkar quite rightly 

commented that “this isn’t so much a migrant crisis as it is a political crisis”.  



But the Taoiseach unfortunately also made some more unhelpful comments about NGOs saving lives 

at sea, saying that some are “not up to much good in the Mediterranean”. These were unfair 

comments - NGOs engaged in search and rescue have saved tens of thousands of lives in the last 

three years. 

In Europe now it is becoming popular to seek scapegoats, rather than acknowledging Europe’s own 

failure to respond to migration in a way in keeping with Europe’s stated values of solidarity and 

humanity.   

NGOs have provided the only dedicated search and rescue capacity on the Mediterranean as 

European policies support efforts by the Libyan Coastguard to intercept and return people to Libya. 

Demonising NGOs or the refugees and migrants they assist is not going to help this situation. Search 

and rescue is a response to, and not the cause of, this crisis.  

We note that Ireland is using its identity as a neutral, humanitarian player on the world stage to 

pitch for a non-permanent member status on the UN Security Council – it is important to exercise 

this same consistency of voice and approach on behalf of the people attempting to flee violence and 

abuse in Libya. 

 Especially in a moment when the politics of populism threatens to take away the human element of 

the response to migration. It is crucial that we put the lives of the men, women and children who we 

assist every day at sea above politics. 

One year ago, MSF appeared before this committee before the decision to end the humanitarian 

operation Pontus was made. The men and women of the Irish Navy have shown great 

professionalism and compassion saving lives as part of Operation Sophia. But it should be noted that 

a main focus of that mission is to support the Libyan Coastguard’s efforts to intercept migrant 

dinghies and boats leaving the shore and return them to Libya, where many face horrific treatment 

and abuses. 

European migration strategy prioritises preventing people from reaching our shores above the lives 

of people. The aim is to keep human suffering out of sight and out of mind of the European public. 

We again thank you for giving us this opportunity to address the Committee today and I will hand 

you over to 

Hassiba Hadj-Sahraoui, Humanitarian Affairs Advisor on Migration with Médecins Sans Frontières.   

MSF began its search and rescue operations in the Mediterranean in May 2015, after Italy 

discontinued its Mare Nostrum operation. At the time, it appeared that Europe was willing to allow 

people to die at sea in large numbers. We fear that is again the case today. 

Since then, MSF teams have rescued and assisted more than 76,650 people in peril and provided 

emergency healthcare to people once onboard our rescue ships. 

 Time after time on board, we hear the hard stories from refugees and migrants who have come 

through Libya. 

A 21-year-old female from Nigeria recently told our Nurse on board the Aquarius: 



“When they beat people and they saw the UN was coming, they would hide the beaten people in 

another room and they said to us don’t tell the UN anything that happens here, if you say that, we 

are going to kill you. They will threaten to kill us so nobody say anything. 

Last week’s European Council conclusions fall short of the humanitarian obligations of Europe. The 

only thing European states appear to have agreed on is to block people at the doorstep of Europe 

regardless of how vulnerable they are, or what horrors they are escaping – and to demonise non-

governmental search and rescue operations. This is a distraction. The real issue is that EU member 

states are putting migrants and refugees in a situation where they have a choice between risking 

drowning at sea or being trapped and abused in Libya.  

For a summit that was supposed to be a defining moment for the EU, governments appear to have 

only agreed on the lowest common denominator – hardening their stance on search and rescue and 

further dehumanising people in need, turning migrants, refugees and asylum seekers into little more 

than commodities.             

The same governments that were just a few months ago condemning reports of slave markets in 

Libya, seem today to have no hesitation in escalating policies that may increase the suffering of 

people trapped there. People whose only ‘crime’ is that they flee conflict, violence or poverty.  

The European Council conclusions state, and we quote: “will step up its support for the Sahel region, 

the Libyan Coastguard, coastal and Southern communities, humane reception conditions, voluntary 

humanitarian returns, cooperation with other countries of origin and transit, as well as voluntary 

resettlement. All vessels operating in the Mediterranean must respect the applicable laws and not 

obstruct operations of the Libyan Coastguard”. It may sound innocuous. Make no mistake though. 

Behind this wording, there is a deliberate policy from EU member states to trap some of the most 

vulnerable people in Libya. Policies the human cost of which MSF is directly witnessing. 

Libya is not a safe place for people. Whether those who risk their lives at sea in overcrowded and 

unsafe dinghies are fleeing conflict, persecution, poverty - or on the move for other reasons - what 

they all share in common are their experiences in Libya. Where refugees and migrants are subject to 

horrific abuses including violence and sexual violence, torture, forced labour, beatings and other 

forms of abuse.  

Most of the people who we assist at sea will have spent time in places of detention or in captivity 

where they suffer and witness extreme levels of violence. Under the pretence of saving lives and 

disrupting the business model of smugglers and traffickers, the Libyan Coast Guard are supported 

and empowered by EU states to intercept people at sea and send them back to the very conditions 

they were trying to escape.  

A 21-year-old female from Nigeria gave an Irish MSF nurse on board the Aquarius the following 

testimony:  

“When the Libyans caught me in the sea they took me to a place, a deportation camp. When they 

took me there was no deporting. There were so many things happening there. In the middle of the 

night they would wake up some ladies to sleep with them. Some of the women got pregnant in that 

situation. They would inject them to take away the pregnancy because the guards didn’t want the 

baby in that place. They would beat the women and inject them to take away the baby. One 



pregnant woman lost her life. They covered her with black lino. She had no good treatment, no hot 

water to clean her womb. Her baby was bleeding and the baby died. I stayed there for 6 months.” 

A ‘rescue’ should conclude with a disembarkation of rescued people in a place of safety. What MSF 

witnesses at sea are not rescues by the LCG but interceptions at the behest of EU member states 

and forcible returns to land. People end up back in these same situations if brought back to Libya, a 

policy supported by European governments. 

 If our team on board the Aquarius was forced to return refugees and asylum seekers to Libya where 

we know they face serious mistreatment and abuse it would be against the principle of refoulment 

in international human rights law. Rescued people need to be disembarked in a port of safety. 

The numbers of people drowning in avoidable tragedies is growing. Since the declaration of the EU 

deal last Friday over 200 people have died at sea. Since the inception of Operation Sophia, crossing 

the Mediterranean has become more deadly. Figures from the UNHCR show that between January 

and March 2017, 1 in every 62 people died attempting the crossing. In the same period this year, 1 in 

every 30 have died.  

MSF is concerned and opposed to Europe’s stated desire to facilitate and increase interceptions by 

the Libyan coastguard.  

The vast majority of people rescued by the Aquarius, have transited through Libya and almost all 

report witnessing extreme violence against refugees and migrants, including beatings, sexual 

violence, torture and killngs.  

Last week, Aoife Ní Mhurchú, an Irish nurse who has been on the Aquarius since May, wrote in the 

Irish Examiner that one rescued man, who had left Sierra Leone after the Ebola crisis, told her that 

after witnessing 60 migrants being shot right in front of him that he had prayed for his own death.  

She told us of a man she treated on board the Aquarius who had attempted the perilous journey five 

times before being rescued - each time being brought back to land and abuse in Libya. 

She also relayed to us the following testimony from a 24-year-old male from Sierra Leone who she 

met onboard the Aquarius, who stated that he was in a place of captivity in Libya:  

“The sexual violence that I endured in Libya, I’ve never seen in my life.”  

“I saw many others die. I saw women they used the stick on them to death. It was a place of tears. We 

were forced to carry the corpses to the dustbin, and the desert. We were forced to carry the female 

corpses to the open Hilux and then forced to go to the desert to get rid of the bodies. Many people who 

didn’t have money for bail died like that.” 

In Libya, kidnapping of migrants and refugees and holding them captive and using torture to obtain 

ransoms is common. In one area, Bani Walid, where places of captivity exist in Libya we donate 

about 50 body bags a week, such is the mortality rate for people held there. 

No one fleeing Libya should be intercepted at sea by the Libyan coastguard and forcibly returned. 

Libya is not a place or port of safety and as such under international maritime and human rights law 

people cannot be returned there. 



The European response to addressing the high number of drownings in the Central Mediterranean is 

to seal off the coast of Libya and “contain” refugees, asylum-seekers and migrants in a country 

where they are exposed to extreme and widespread violence and exploitation. 

In a further effort to contain people in Libya, by facilitating interceptions by the Libyan coastguard, 

European governments are blocking search and rescue operations and making it harder for NGOs to 

operate.  

Even if Irish and other European navies are not themselves directly transferring rescued people to 

the Libyan coastguard, even greater numbers of people are being forcibly returned to Libya as a 

result of European policies and with the help of European money. European state’s fingerprints are 

everywhere.  

For nearly one year the Italian Maritime Coordination Centre has on occasion put our rescue ships 

on standby as Libyan Coast Guard were directed to the scene to perform interceptions of those 

fleeing the country.  The standby can last up to four hours. This further endangers already vulnerable 

people who have been in these unseaworthy rubber boats for hours, and further puts them at risk of 

drowning.  

Saving lives is not a crime. Destroying search and rescue capacity will lead to more unnecessary 

deaths at sea, and further entrap people inside Libya, where abuses and exploitation of migrants and 

refugees is well documented. 

EU governments must put human lives first and assume shared responsibility to strengthen the 

capacity to save lives and prevent refugee and migrant deaths at sea through dedicated and 

proactive search and rescue operations which are committed, in accordance with international law, 

to take people to nearest port of safety.  

From Libya to the Mediterranean, from the Aegean Sea to the Western Balkans, MSF staff witness 

first-hand the consequence of inhumane measures implemented at Europe’s borders which have 

contributed to preventable suffering in startling ways. We treat the medical consequences of 

arbitrary detention, violent push backs, slow asylum procedures and inadequate humanitarian 

assistance in Europe.   

MSF appeals to the basic humanity of leaders across Europe as we urge them – yet again – to 

remember that what we are talking about here is human lives and human suffering. 

--Ends 

 

 

 

 


