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Foreword 

In response to the continued, significant increase in small boats crossing the English Channel and the clear 
Ministerial direction to prevent small boats reaching UK shores a number of new Border Force Maritime 
Command (BFMC) tactics have been developed. They have been developed through a number of cross 
agency sea trials, development training and the Law Enforcement (LE) tactics of other partner agencies. They 
reflect professional judgement, operational experience and live exercising and training across BFMC using 
experienced RHIB/TWC coxswains, LE mariners and a number of external SME's. 

The development of the Vessel Arrest Boom (VAB) for disabling a small boat is also now well established and 
trained to staff along with the ability to deliver a flexible maritime LE response based on the use of a Cutter, 
Rigid Hull Inflatable Boat (RHIB - Pacific (PAC) 22 or MST) and Tactical Water Craft (TWC). 

This tactical plan is underpinned by the ability to have a range of options available for operational 
commanders and practitioners to dynamically respond to the circumstances at the time in respect of threat 
and risk in order to achieve the clear operational objectives set for this operation. In delivering this plan all 
staff (and in particular vessel coxswains and commanders) must have the skills, training, experience and 
equipment to make good decisions at the right time. 

The use of tactics to safely stop, turn around, direct and escort migrant vessels back into French Territorial 
Waters (TTW) in order to prevent their on-going passage through to the UK has now been trialled and 
practised by BFMC over a number of months. This Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) outlines the method 
to deliver these tactics, in the right circumstances, against small migrant vessels crossing the English 
Channel. It has been developed in accordance with the current legal framework, advice and parameters. 

It reflects the operational requirement and considerations necessary to deliver a single LE turnaround of one 
migrant vessel at any one time, but to ensure BF can respond to more than one ongoing small boat event the 
equipment and officers required by this SOP can be scaled up accordingly. The delivery of this tactical plan is 
in support of the clear policy and legal framework which directs and justifies its deployment, in the right 
circumstances, as a justified, proportionate, necessary and legal response to the escalating problem of small 
boats crossings. 

This report is structured around the following areas: 

1. Objective including constraints and limitations (Legal/Safety) 
2. Current Situation and information regarding small boats problem. 
3. Assessment of threat and risk in relation to small boats crossings. 
4. The Operational strategy including acceptable and unacceptable outcomes. 
5. Initial assessment of a migrant vessel and its vulnerabilities, to assess risk and the appropriate 

tactical options. 
6. Operational area for the deployment of this SOP 
7. Tactical options proposed to prevent a migrant vessel progressing through UK TTW including: 

• Approach/Tactical Positioning and Communication (challengelredirect). 
• Tactical positioning and dominance against migrant vessels 
• Positional dominance and escort of a migrant vessel (Dominant Positioning) and Shepherding 
• Ride-off. 
• Pushback. 
• Vessel disablement — VAB (as may be necessary to prevent an immediate risk to life) 

8. Contingencies 
9. Casualty recovery. 
10. Command and Control 
11. Legal/Policy/International Regulations and Conventions and Operational Guidance and other relevant 

SOP's. 
12. Equipment and training required by BFMC officers to undertake this action and deliver the 

appropriate tactical option. 
13. Other relevant and supporting SOPs 
14. Risk Assessments 
15. Limitations of SOP 
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1. Objective 

This SOP has the aim of safely delivering a dynamic turn-around of a positively-identified migrant vessel 
(MV), once inside UK Waters, in order to redirect it from UK waters and prevent it from reaching UK 
shores. 

Prior to considering these tactics the MV must have been assessed to be: 

• Neither in distress or likely to go into distress nor engaged in innocent passage, and 

• Subject to Schedule 4A of the Immigration Act 1971 

Action at sea to deliver a turnaround of a MV involves three phases 

Phase 1 — Identifying, locating and where possible remotely assessing the suitability of the MV for a turnaround 
Phase 2 — Intercepting the MV and safely delivering a dynamic turnaround tactic. 
Phase 3 — The on-going management of the incident once the MV enters French Waters. 

This SOP deals with Phase 2. 

The tactical response at sea will complement the range of activity already underway as part of the Clandestine 
Channel Threat Command's Campaign Plan. Specifically, this activity forms part of the `maritime tactics' goal 
under the `prevent entry' strategic objective. Taken together, the interventions delivered under the campaign plan 
aim to deliver the following end state: `Migrants have been deterred from using small boats or other high-risk 
means to reach the UK illegally and the route is unviable for organised criminals to profit from.' 

The tactics in this SOP will be delivered under the strategic command of the Clandestine Channel Threat 
Command and the tactical command of a designated Silver Commander working within the CCTC Joint Control 
room, utilising al l necessary cross-government assets and personnel to maximise effectiveness. More detail on 
command and control are articulated in a separate document. 

To deliver the strategic aim of preventing entry to the UK and to acting as a genuine deterrent to migrants and 
organised crime gangs, the tactics should be delivered in as many cases as is safely possible. 

Operation SOMMEN is the planned BFMC LE operation at sea to deliver these tactics in response to small boats 
overtly crossing the English Channel, through either opportunistic or facilitated illegal migration. 

This change in approach at sea would either replace or work alongside the current Operation DEVERAN, which is 
part of our Border Security role, but is focussed on the humanitarian rescue of migrants from small boats under 
the Search and Rescue (SAR) coordination of HMCG and their controlled landing and handover to other UK 
Authorities. This operation involves BFMC assets being initially tasked under SAR conditions to locate, intercept, 
and then ascertain the condition of the migrants and their vessel in relation to the surrounding environment and 
any immediate risks or assistance needed. Where the MV is not in the distress or alert phase of a SAR, the event 
may be de-escalated from SAR using an agreed protocol with HMCG, allowing BF to conduct LE tactics intended 
to coerce the MV to turnaround and prevent their progress through UK waters. 

In developing this tactical response, particularly as it involves the risks involved in turning migrants around in the 
middle of the Channel, it has focussed on identifying and considering all the worst case scenarios to ensure we 
can prepare for and try to mitigate those risks and ensure the SOP is only delivered in appropriate circumstances. 
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This ensures we have considered all the reasonably foreseeable consequences and have planned and trained for 
them. Developing this plan in this way and continuing to develop the skills and techniques of the coxswains 
ensures that it more likely that the tactics will be deployed in the right circumstances. We are also starting with the 
rebuttable presumption that the migrant vessel is in distress so have fully recognised this within the plan. 

This plan fully considers how we balance the risks and consequences of the tactics when deployed, in order to 
establish what is guidance for the coxswain and commanders to consider and what are red lines and therefore 
clear parameters as to the use of the tactics (most of the red lines are currently set by others  app 
LPP policy direction and HMCG). 

In delivering this operation all those involved must recognise and comply with the following direction: 

• Prior to being located and intercepted by a suitable vessel all suspected migrants vessels are initially 
assessed by HMCG as being vessels in distress. 

• HMCG's assessment should be regarded as authoritative in relation to whether a vessel remains in the 
distress phase and/or the SAR is still ongoing under their coordination. 

• BF personnel who are on scene are in a good position to establish a more accurate picture of an 
individual vessel's seaworthiness, the vulnerability of those onboard and, depending on the facts and 
circumstances, are able to form the view that that specific vessel is not in a distress or alert phase. Any 
termination of the SAR must, however, be in accordance with the agreed protocol. 

• Where migrants are rescued as part of the rescue phase of a SAR they must be delivered to a place of 
safety. Following rescue neither the BF vessel nor a replacement vessel for the migrants would be 
deemed a place of safety. 

• BF vessel must not enter French Waters in order to deliver this SOP without the consent of the French 
Authorities. 

• Tactics must have regard to the safety of navigation and avoid a breach of the International regulations for 
Preventing Coll isions at Sea 1972 (COLREG's) 

The following action is not permitted in delivering any operational response to small boats: 

• Any tactic that seeks to disable the propulsion or steering of a MV and any tactic that seeks to make the 
craft unstable in the water. (The use of the Vessel Arrest Boom (VAB), may however be necessary to 
disable a migrant vessel to prevent immediate risk to life such as in circumstances where they are failing 
to comply with instructions and putting their vessel in immediate danger.) 

• Any tactic that seeks to intercept and turnaround a MV in the immediate vicinity of the TSS. (for the 
purpose of this SOP the TSS is considered as the traffic lanes and does not include the separation zones 
-....-...-.............-...-.............-...-.......LP.. -.............-...-.........-_...-...-............. 

• Any tactic whereby those aboard the MV are removed to a replacement boat under the control of those 
previously in control of the original MV. 

• Any tactic which is likely to have the effect (whether intended or not) that those aboard the MV wil l fall into 
the water. 

• Tactics must not be deployed if, in the circumstances, there is reason to suspect that action could result in 
inhumane treatment contrary to Article 3 ECHR. This could be especially relevant to the continued 
turnaround of the same MV and must be carefully assessed by the on-scene commander. 

The delivery of these tactics and the return of the migrant vessel to French Waters are based on the 

assumption that the French Authorities will fully undertake their obligations under International Maritime 

Regulations and SOLAS to provide appropriate support and assistance to a MV which returns into French 

TTW's. 

2. Current situation 

Since January 2019 there have been over 1,000 small boat crossings which have reached the UK from France, 
bringing with them over 16,000 migrants. Throughout 2020 and 2021 the frequency of these crossings has 
increased, with almost 2,000 migrants arriving in June 2021 alone. On a single day in September 2020, 416 
migrants crossed in 27 vessels and on a single day in July 2021 (19th), 420 migrants crossed in 17 small vessels. 
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We have seen over double the number of migrants crossing the Dover Straits in the first 6 months of 2021 than we 
did in the same period of 2020 and this often involves larger vessels with more persons onboard, taking even 
greater risks. 

Primarily vessels have been small inflatables (powered by small outboard engines) launched discreetly from the 
French beaches and have ranged in size from 2.5 metres to 10.5 metres but can include makeshift craft and 
kayaks not under power. Typically, the inflatables have been around 4 metres long holding around 16 migrants, 
but the highest recorded number in one vessel so far is over 80 people. We are now seeing more vessels with 35+ 
POB. The size of vessels and numbers on board has been increasing this year and the average is now 6m with 
over 26 persons on board. 

Approximately 50% of crossings contain children or other vulnerable persons and migrants have suffered from 
hypothermia or other medical conditions and have on occasion been airlifted directly to the UK for immediate 
medical attention. 

Currently all migrants seek asylum in the UK and are cooperative but unpredictable with rescuing officers due to 
the very vulnerable circumstances within which they undertake crossings and their lack of maritime experience. 
French authorities are confronted at sea by both active and passive resistance to rescue, with examples of 
migrants self-harming when rescued and returned to France. They are highly unlikely to cooperate with French 
Authorities in French TTW whilst still able to make progress towards the UK. There has also been increasing 
levels of violence against French law enforcement agencies whilst still on French soil which has resulted in a 
number of injuries. It is considered that most migrants who cross the channel by small boats are facilitated by 
organised crime groups, with a significant number of arrests and prosecutions for facilitation being made since 
July 2020. 

Most crossings occur on days of predicted good weather with 90% of crossings when significant wave height is 
below 0.4 metres. As the Dover Straits are dominated by an International Maritime Organisation (IMO) TSS, the 
busiest stretch of water in the World for shipping, the migrants are required to transit both French and then UK 
traffic lanes before reaching safer inshore waters (ITZ). 

3. Assessment of Threat and Risk in Relation to Small Boat Crossings 

The following risks have been identified, based on the current information and intelligence, in relation to migrant 
crossings of the eastern Channel in unsuitable and unsafe small boats which need to be fully considered and 
where possible mitigated in relation to the developing tactical options, contingencies and decision making at the 
time: 
• Excessive loading of the MV causing instability, limited manoeuvrability, dangerously reduced freeboard. 

Increased risk of shipping water, inability to avoid hazards and capsize resulting in persons entering the water. 
Risk — Drowning, cold water shock, hypothermia 

• MV leaving French TTW's and crossing the TSS which is one of busiest shipping channels in the world (due to 
the size and volume of ships and their ability to identify small craft and take avoiding action) and causing a 
collision, at night, or in reduced visibil ity or adverse weather and sea conditions. Risk — death or serious 
injury, drowning, cold water shock, hypothermia 

• MV failing to recognise and avoid other navigation hazards whilst attempting to cross the Dover Straits due to 
lack of navigation equipment or inability of other vessels to identify and avoid MV. Risk — becoming stranded, 
collisions, death or serious injury, drowning, cold water shock, hypothermia 

• MV being unsuitable for the crossing and unable to cope with changing weather conditions resulting in being 
swamped by waves or dragged of course by currents and tides. Risk - death or serious injury, drowning, 
cold water shock, hypothermia 

• The seasonal drop in both land and sea temperatures is a significant impact factor in relation to the risk and 
there is an increased risk (hypothermia/drowning) to those who are vulnerable, including children, the elderly 
and those with health conditions or disabilities, as a result of either a prolonged period of time at sea, being wet 
and without suitable clothing or entering the water (The average arrival temperature for rescued migrants at the 
Tug Haven for 2021 (up to May 2021 but need to assess what this is likely to be over summer months) was 
between 34 - 35°C which is classed has clinically Hypothermic. We have also treated a growing number of 
temperatures well below 34°C with the lowest being 29°C which is critically hypothermic). 
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• Poor navigation equipment and mariner skills increase the risk of MV going off course and becoming lost at 
sea, particularly during reduced visibility or at night. Risk - death or serious injury, drowning, cold water 
shock, hypothermia other health conditions due to fatigue or lack of food/water. 

• Inability of those onboard the MV to rescue themselves or anyone who goes into the sea (inability to 
manoeuvre, heavily overloaded, no rescue equipment). Risk - death or serious injury, drowning, cold 
water shock, hypothermia. 

• No equipment on board the MV to ensure those suffering from serious medical issues such as hypothermia can 
be treated (warm/suitable clothing). 

• Fuel burns (increase in fuel burns being treated on arrival at the Tug Have during 2021 with 4 cases recently 
requiring hospital treatment in burns units. One burn victim now has serious life changing injuries). 

• Increased risk to migrants as a result of action taken to avoid and evade interventions at sea by law 
enforcement officers if they believe they are l ikely to be returned to France or pushed back into French Waters 
(aggressive manoeuvring/avoiding action, non-compliance, threats to self or others). Risk — entering the 
water resulting in death or serious injury, drowning, cold water shock, hypothermia. 

• Increase in uncontrolled approaches to the UK coastline and beach landings as a result of MV attempting to 
avoid detection. Risk — geographic hazards, risk of capsize when approach coast with increased swell 
and waves, death or serious injury, drowning. 

• The lack of ability to identify numbers onboard MV and any vulnerabilities such as children or medical 
emergencies before all are removed from the vessel. Risk — those in distress and needing immediate 
assistance are not identified resulting in death or serious injury, drowning, cold water shock, 
hypothermia. 

• The risk to other General and Commercial Maritime within the area of identified migrant crossings. This is likely 
to increase during the night and during reduced visibility and could be a contributing factor in relation to 
collisions at sea and/or dangerous attempts at rescuing migrants by other maritime vessels in the area. Risk - 
death or serious injury, drowning, cold water shock, hypothermia. 

• The risk to officers and other agencies tasked with responding to incidents and SOLAS/SAR operations outside 
of the LE response due to active resistance and non-cooperation of migrants. This risk increases if migrants 
are in peril and refuse or resist rescue attempts and is also impacted by weather and sea conditions. 

• Increased likelihood of migrants trying to avoid detection, increasing the time spent at sea and the dangers 
involved in uncontrolled beach landings, or getting into difficulty at sea without immediate assistance being 
available. Risk - death or serious injury, drowning, cold water shock, hypothermia. 

• The ability of the MV vessel to be able to return to France if unaided and stopped and turned around within UK 
TTW's (fuel, ability to navigate return passage, prevailing weather conditions and cope with the extended 
period at sea). This potentially increases if having to cross the TSS. Risk - death or serious injury, 
drowning, cold water shock, hypothermia other health conditions due to fatigue or lack of food/water, 
lost at sea. 

• The risk of direct action by migrants against deployed TWC coxswains with the aim of disabling the TWC or 
attempting to cross deck and attack the coxswain. Risk — injury to coxswain, injury to migrants, persons 
entering the water, migrants taking control of TWC. 

• The risk of the MV becoming disorientated if turned around at night or in reduced visibility and unable to 
determine a safe passage. 

• Any death or serious injury as a result of LE activity will require an independent investigation LPP 

LPP welfare of staff and families, reputation of BF and UK Government, impact on 
ftie fai i1ies o -fhi eirivolved. 

• The welfare of our staff as we move from what has been a relatively safe operation in response to high risk 
incidents at sea to an operation which increases the risk to life at sea. 

• Immediate scrutiny of tactics from media and international organisations at the time and post incident LPP 
LPP damage to reputation, public confidence) 

4. Operational strategy 

The priority is SOLAS and the safety of all those involved in or effected by BF action. 
The safety of migrants, our officers and other maritime users affected by this operation must be the priority. 
Any decision to terminate an ongoing SAR will be made by the CGOC SMC and they must be appraised with the 
full initial assessment, our intentions for LE activity and any changes to the situation. 
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