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1. Refugees fleeing conflict and persecution continued to resort to dangerous journeys by sea 
throughout the reporting period in many parts of the world: in the Caribbean, across the Gulf of 
Aden and the Red Sea, along the various routes from North Africa towards Europe, in the Bay of 
Bengal and Andaman Sea, and elsewhere.  Refugees and stateless people travelling in 
unseaworthy vessels in search of safety and asylum typically, but not always, do so alongside 
migrants who may not ultimately require international protection as refugees but whose lives 
and human rights must be protected.  Death and injury at sea, strained and at times insufficient 
search-and-rescued responses, difficulties in securing safe disembarkation, as well as 
exploitation and endangerment by smuggling operations, remain common features along many 
routes.  UNHCR continued during the reporting period to actively pursue and support protection 
at sea, through advocacy in support of effective, cooperative and protection-sensitive 
approaches to search and rescue and disembarkation arrangements; through operational 
activities at places of disembarkation or arrival by sea; and through supporting access to asylum 
and other longer-term action on addressing the drivers of dangerous journeys. 

 

Caribbean 

2. There has been a growing number of asylum-seekers and refugees arriving in 

http://www.unhcr.org/refugee-response-plans.html
http://www.unhcr.org/refugee-response-plans.html
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promotion of search-and-rescue efforts to reduce loss of life and measures to address the 
exploitation, abuse and violence experienced by people travelling irregularly by sea, as well as 
capacity-

http://www.unhcr.org/desperatejourneys
http://www.unhcr.org/desperatejourneys
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/mediterranean
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/mediterranean
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at sea jointly developed by UNHCR and IOM.4  

http://www.unhcr.org/5b35e60f4
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for ransom, forced labour, sexual violence and exploitation, as well as witnessing multiple 
deaths.  Testimonies also described the difficulties experienced by refugees and migrants arising 
from specific search-and-rescue situations, including claims regarding vessels refusing to provide 
assistance, multiple days spent at sea before being allowed into Maltese territorial waters, and 
confusion and tensions at sea due to fears of return to Libya.7 

17. Significant changes were noted in 2018 in the routes taken by refugees, and migrants from West 
Africa heading to Europe.  The main entry point to Europe became Spain as more people 
attempted the perilous sea crossing over the Western Mediterranean, as well as the West Africa 
Atlantic Coast sea route to the Canary Islands. 

18. At the end of 2018, the w
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delivery of non-food items, and capacity-building activities with Coast Guard staff members.  
UNHCR has established direct communication with the Joint Rescue Coordination Center 
centrally and the local Coast Guard offices at field level, 
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the Andaman Sea towards Malaysia and Indonesia.  At least 760 people using this route 
departed from Myanmar and Bangladesh in 2018.  The trend has continued in 2019 with close to 
600 people undertaking the same journey to date.  Many vessels were however intercepted at 
sea by the authorities before they could leave the territorial waters of Myanmar or Bangladesh.  
The sea journey remained dangerous and at least 21 refugees are believed to have died or been 
reported missing at sea between January 2018 and May 2019, including ten deaths during the 
first five months of 2019. 

27. Despite the political commitments made by all Bali Process member states in their March 2016 
Bali Declaration on People Smuggling, Trafficking in Persons, and Related Transnational Crime 
and reaffirmed at the August 2018 Bali Process Ministerial Conference,8 there are to date no 
regional mechanisms in place to ensure coordinated search-and-rescue operations and 
disembarkation of refugees and migrants in distress at sea.  The Indonesian Presidential 
Regulation remains the sole commitment in South-East Asia to rescue and disembark refugees in 
distress.  With the support of UNHCR, IOM, and UNODC, the fourth meeting of the Bali Process 
Task Force on Planning and Preparedness in February 2019 focused on information sharing on 
maritime movements and current responses in the region.  During the reporting period, UNHCR 
has conducted two trainings for navy, coastguard and other law enforcement officials from 
South-East Asian countries on protection at sea and trafficking in persons.  

8  h mo from 

http://www.refworld.org/docid/5799ef3c4.html
http://www.refworld.org/docid/5799ef3c4.html
http://www.baliprocess.net/ministerial-conferences-and-senior-officials-meetings
http://www.baliprocess.net/ministerial-conferences-and-senior-officials-meetings

