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SYNOPSIS 

At about 1300 on 24 November 2021, a French registered fishing vessel reported sighting 
bodies in the water approximately 9 nautical miles from Calais within French waters. This 
triggered a French search and rescue operation, with UK support. A total of 27 bodies and 
two survivors were reported recovered from the sea and taken to France. 

During the evening of 23 November 2021, a number of small boats carrying migrants 
attempted to cross the Dover Strait from France to the UK. About 33 people boarded one 
of the boats and, at about 2100, departed from a beach near to Dunkirk, France to attempt 
the crossing. About 4 hours into the journey the boat began to take on water and some of 
the occupants made distress calls via mobile telephone to both UK and French authorities. 
Despite a UK search and rescue response, including a "Mayday Relay" broadcast, 
and deployment of a UK Border Force cutter and a rescue helicopter, the boat was not 
located. At some point in the early hours of 24 November 2021, the water ingress became 
uncontrollable and the occupants of the boat entered the water. 

Given the navigational and environmental hazards in the Dover Strait, and the number of 
people the boat was carrying, the inflatable boat and equipment provided by the people 
facilitating the crossing were entirely unsuitable. The occupants had no training or seafaring 
experience and so were not equipped to deal with the unfolding emergency. By providing 
an unsuitable craft and inadequate safety equipment for the crossing, and by crowding 33 
people onto the boat, the people who facilitated the attempted crossing put the occupants 
of the boat at high risk of coming to harm. This risk was realised when the boat was 
swamped and the occupants entered the sea, resulting in at least 27 people losing their 
lives. 

Despite extensive requests, the investigation was not granted access to any information 
held by French authorities so it has not been possible to analyse the French search and 
rescue response to the accident, assuming they were aware of the vessel's plight. 

The MAIB's investigation has found that the effectiveness of the UK search and rescue 
response on the night of the accident was hampered due to poor visibility and by the 
lack of a dedicated aircraft conducting aerial surveillance of the Dover Strait. This lack of 
surveillance meant that coastguard operators were heavily reliant on the limited information 
passed to them by French authorities and calls from the occupants of the boats themselves 
to try to identify the number of boats attempting the crossing, their location and their level of 
distress. Reconciling and correlating the information from emergency calls was extremely 
challenging for coastguard operators as multiple calls were received from different callers 
on the same boats, there was conflicting information, and they had difficulty distinguishing 
one boat from another. This meant the coastguard operators were faced with a confusing 
picture and it was difficult to locate and identify discrete distressed boats. This challenge 
was exacerbated by the high workload on the coastguard operators at the Dover Maritime 
Rescue Coordination Centre, resulting in the search mission coordinator becoming involved 
in answering emergency calls and so restricted in their ability to maintain an overview. 

The routine demands of reconciling and responding to migrant boat activity on HM 
Coastguard staff, in particular at Dover Maritime Rescue Coordination Centre, had been 
recognised and various longer-term improvements were planned. These included an 
increase in operations room staff and the formation of a dedicated migrant team at Dover. 
However, these changes had not been implemented at the time of the accident and there 
was no additional manpower available locally to assist the coastguard staff at Dover during 
the early hours of 24 November. 
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Three migrant boats were located in UK waters during the search for the distressed 
and sinking boat, all with similar numbers of people on board to those reported to be 
on the stricken craft; however, none were in the expected level of peril when located. 
The investigation found that there was an assumption that the first boat to be found was 
the stricken craft. This likely happened because there was no reliable way to identify a 
particular boat, or easily distinguish between boats, and the number of boats that had 
entered UK waters was unknown. Emergency calls were continuing to be received from 
other boats and the rescue helicopter had already located another boat. Against this 
backdrop, events moved on and the plight of the genuinely stricken craft became masked 
by the increasingly busy task of dealing with crossing events. 

Analysis of communications from the stricken craft indicated that its occupants likely 
entered the water between 0312 and 0333 on 24 November 2021. The last reported 
position, received at 0221 via WhatsApp, was within UK waters and analysis suggested 
that the boat was likely drifting at the time. However, the investigation was unable to 
determine the location of the partial sinking or where the victims succumbed to immersion. 
Post-accident analysis indicated that the helicopter search was in the appropriate location 
and that the pattern was suitable for detecting small boats in the prevailing conditions; it 
was likely that the occupants of the stricken boat were not found because of the relatively 
poor visibility and the aerial search was optimised for detection of small boats rather than 
people in the water. 

Since 2018, attempts to cross the Dover Strait by small boats had increased and the 
reaction of the UK government had adapted in response. As the response to crossing 
events defaulted to being that of a search and rescue mission coordinated by HM 
Coastguard the posture was necessarily reactive and assets were not dispatched until 
there was a search and rescue incident to respond to. On the night of the accident this 
resulted in a lag of approximately 2 hours between a migrant boat reaching UK waters 
and a surface asset arriving on scene. The investigation found that, despite capability 
uplifts and improved liaison between Border Force maritime and HM Coastguard, the two 
overlapping missions of intercepting migrants and rescuing those deemed to be in Distress 
had not been fully reconciled into an effective consolidated maritime response. 

At the time of the November 2021 accident a number of capacity and capabilty 
enhancements were in hand that have since been delivered and, in early 2022, a joint 
interagency task force was established under Ministry of Defence leadership. The fruition 
of these endeavours coupled with other actions taken by HM Coastguard substantially 
improved multiagency operations and enhanced the UK's ability to mount an effective 
response to migrant crossing attempts of the Dover Strait. 

As a result of this investigation recommendations have been made to the Maritime 
and Coastguard Agency and Border Force to develop procedures to ensure effective 
surveillance is possible when aviation assets are unavailable. A recommendation has also 
been made to the Maritime and Coastguard Agency to work with French authorities to 
develop agreed modalities for improving the transfer of information between the UK and 
French Coastguard agencies pertaining to migrant boats during crossing events. 
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SECTION 1- FACTUAL INFORMATION 

1.1 PARTICULARS OF VESSEL AND ACCIDENT 

VESSEL PARTICULARS 

Vessel's name Unnamed 
Flag Not applicable 

Classification society Not applicable 

IMO number/fishing numbers Not applicable 
Type Inflatable boat 
Registered owner Not applicable 

Manager(s) Not applicable 

Construction Inflatable 

Year of build Unknown 
Length overall About 8m 
Registered length Not applicable 

Gross tonnage Unknown 

Minimum safe manning Not applicable 

Authorised cargo Not applicable 

VOYAGE PARTICULARS 

Port of departure Near Dunkirk, France 

Port of arrival UK coastline (intended) 
Type of voyage International (intended) 

Cargo information Not applicable 

Manning No professional crew 

MARINE CASUALTY INFORMATION 

Date and time 

Type of marine casualty or incident 

Location of incident 

Place on board 
Injuries/fatalities 

Damage/environmental impact 

Ship operation 

Voyage segment 
External & internal environment 

Persons on board 

24 November2021, time unknown 

Very Serious Marine Casualty 

Last reported position: 51° 09.045N 001° 45.568E 

Unknown 
At least 27 fatalities 

Unknown 

On passage 

Mid-water 

Wind north-easterly force 2 to 3, occasionally 
4, with a smooth sea state near the coasts and 
slight offshore; minimum air temperature 2°C; 
sea temperature 13°C; coastal fog; patchy cloud 
mid-strait and light rain on the French coast; 
visibility 1000m at the Sandettie Lightvessel. 

Approximately 33 
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1.2 BACKGROUND 

1.2.1 Nomenclature 

The term `migrant' in this report is used to describe a person who is relocating their 
place of residence from one country to another. The use of the term is not intended 
to be pejorative, and no motivations are ascribed to the migrants. 

1.2.2 Evidence from France 

Despite extensive requests the UK Marine Accident Investigation Branch (MAIB) 
has not been permitted to examine the migrant boat that was involved in this 
accident, nor have any details of flotation devices, equipment carried, survivors or 
the deceased been forthcoming from French authorities. Further, no information has 
been forthcoming about the actions taken by the French Search and Rescue Centre 
at Gris-Nez or by the French government vessels in the area at the time. 

1.2.3 Scope 

The MAIB investigation has focused on the causes and circumstances of the 
accident and the UK's emergency response as information about the French 
authorities' response to events on 24 November 2021 has not been forthcoming. 
However, where interactions occurred between UK agencies and their French 
counterparts the report comments on these interactions to the extent possible. 

The following areas were outside the scope of the MAIB investigation: 

• criminal activity; 

• immigration control; 

• matters of national maritime security; 

• motivation of migrants attempting to cross the Dover Strait and enter the UK; 

• actions undertaken to deter migrants from attempting the crossing. 

1.2.4 Media reports 

The MAIB is aware of various media reports regarding the events of the 23 and 
24 November and actions of various parties during the unfolding event. The MAIB 
investigation has not considered media information that it has not been able to verify 
by other means. 

1.3 NARRATIVE 

The narrative of events leading up to and through the night of 23/24 November 2021 
is lengthy and, it is acknowledged, confusing to read. This is a function of the many 
simultaneous events ongoing at particular times and the need for comprehensive 
detail on salient events. The grouping of events to ensure a coherent narrative 
means that not all activities appear in the narrative and those that do may not 
appear in chronological order. 
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1.3.1 Background 

The most recent small boat migrant activity in the Dover Strait prior to 23/24 
November occurred on 20 November 2021, when 827 people were intercepted 
At the time of the accident the busiest migrant crossing day to date was on 16 
November 2021, when 1200 people were intercepted. 

On Monday 22 November, Her Majesty's (HM) Coastguard held its scheduled 
weekly migrant red days2 planning meeting, which was attended by 14 people, the 
majority of whom were HM Coastguard personnel supplemented by a representative 
from the Royal National Lifeboat Institution (RNLI) and a representative from 2Excel 
as one of the providers of coastguard fixed-wing aviation. A representative from the 
UK Border Force sent their apologies and instead provided input via a written brief. 

The meeting discussed projected migrant activity for the forthcoming week. The 
forecast indicated a weather window for favourable crossing conditions from 0300 
on 24 November to 0900 on 25 November. It was noted that crossings were likely 
during the morning of 24 November, moving to highly likely by the afternoon, and 
that forecasted strengthening wind on 25 November would see an increase in wave 
heights and elevated risk for crossings from around 0900. 

The meeting then discussed any risks to mounting an effective response. The 
RNLI representative confirmed there were no planned off service periods for its 
lifeboats and the Border Force briefing note stated that it was planning to ensure 
good Operation Deveran coverage from Border Force maritime during the weather 
window. One unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) was scheduled to fly on 24 November, 
and a fixed-wing patrol flight was requested for the period from 0300 to 0800. 
Participants at the meeting discussed that recent migrant activity had started much 
earlier than anticipated and it was agreed that aircrew should be made aware of a 
possible change to patrol timings. 

Staffing levels were also considered and it was noted that there was sufficient 
availability of search and rescue (SAR) mission coordinators (SMC) across the 
network but that scheduled numbers at Maritime Rescue Coordination Centre 
(MRCC) Dover were low with two operators scheduled for the nights of 23 and 24 
November, and three on the night of 25 November. A meeting participant raised 
concern that two operators working nights at Dover was insufficient and it was 
agreed that volunteers would be sought for additional overtime to support MRCC 
Dover. It was recorded that there was no additional external support during the 
nights but that an additional SMC from another station would support MRCC Dover 
during the day on both 24 and 25 November. The discussion noted that coordination 
would be moved to the Joint Rescue Coordination Centre (JRCC) in Fareham if a 
member of staff was to fall ill at Dover. 

The meeting went on to raise further concerns about staffing numbers at Dover on 
the night of 23 November and the possibility that migrant activity would begin earlier 
than forecast. It considered the observation that, during recent busy crossing days, 
the amber (likely) crossing day had been almost as busy as the record red (highly 
likely) day. 

The next red day planning meeting was scheduled for 29 November, with an option 
to arrange an internal coastguard meeting to discuss resilience options should the 
staffing change at MRCC Dover. 

z Red days were days when migrant activity in the Dover Strait was forecast to be highly likely. 
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Following the meeting an email was sent to HM Coastguard staff requesting 
volunteers to travel to Dover and support the MRCC on the nights of 23 and 24 
November. The SMC who was scheduled to support MRCC Dover during the day 
amended their hours to start watch early at 0500 on 24 November 2021. 

1.3.2 Events on board the inflatable boat 

At about 2100 on 23 November 2021, around 33 people, including a number of 
women and children, boarded an inflatable boat on a beach close to Dunkirk, 
France. The crossing attempt had been arranged by a network of facilitators in 
France who had provided the boat and equipment that was used. The group set off 
from the beach and headed west towards the UK coast. After about 4 hours the rigid 
floor of the boat damaged the flexible material of the boat's floor and sides and water 
began to enter the bottom of the boat. The occupants initially managed to control 
the flooding by bailing out the water until, shortly after 0100, the water ingress 
became uncontrollable. At the same time, the boat's inflated collar began to lose 
pressure. Some of the occupants attempted to reinflate it using the hand-operated 
air pumps provided, but they were unsuccessful. Several of the people on board 
made emergency calls to the French and British emergency services and provided 
their position to both sets of authorities via WhatsApp, but no rescue arrived before 
the boat became completely swamped and its occupants entered the water. Some of 
the victims managed to cling to the submerged remnants of the boat; others drifted 
away. Over a period of hours occupants of the boat perished, with around eight 
reported to be still alive at sunrise3. 

1.3.3 Recovery 

At about 1300 on 24 November 2021, the French registered fishing vessel, Saint 
Jacques II, reported sighting bodies in the water at 51° 05.58N 001° 43.41E, about 
9 nautical miles (nm) from Calais (Figure 1). This report triggered a SAR operation 
involving multiple French and British vessels and aircraft. A total of 27 bodies and 
two survivors were recovered from French waters and taken to France. 

1.3.4 UK emergency response 

During the evening of 23 November 2021, the day watch at MRCC Dover handed 
over to the night watch. An SMC trained team leader led the night watch and was 
supported by a maritime operations officer (MOO) and a trainee. The team leader 
was the designated SMC. The recorded staffing for the night watch noted that there 
was one sickness absence and one member of staff on leave at MRCC Dover and 
that the JRCC was providing support for the SMC function and coverage for meal 
breaks. At 2100, the maritime tactical commander at the JRCC discussed network 
management and staffing with the MRCCs around the country. During this brief 
it was recorded that migrant small boat activity was likely according to the Home 
Office Operation (Op) Deveran forecast. At this time the Border Force cutter Valiant 
was alongside in Dover. Coastguard rescue helicopter R163 (referred to as R163 
in this report) was at its base in Lydd at 45-minutes4 readiness and the coastguard 
fixed-wing aircraft CG25, operated by 2Excel, was at its base in Doncaster and 
scheduled to launch for a coastguard patrol flight with an 0300 to 0800 sortie time. A 
Home Office clandestine patrol flight flew between the late evening of 23 November 
and the early hours of 24 November. The flight was operated at an altitude of around 
19,000ft. The exact timings and patrol details were not available to HM Coastguard. 

3 Sunrise at Dover, UK was at 0726 on 24 November 2021. 

4 R163 was 45 minutes readiness to launch between 2200 and 0800. See section 1.11.10 for further details. 
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Reproduced from Admiralty Chart 0323 by permission of HMSO and the UK Hydrographic Office 
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Figure 1: Chart extract of the Dover Strait, showing median line and traffic separation scheme 
and the reported location of St Jacques 11 initial body sightings 

At 2315, the designated SMC function at MRCC Dover was passed to the 
JRCC while the SMC at Dover provided break cover for the Channel Navigation 
Information Service (CNIS). At around 0130, the SMC at MRCC Dover resumed 
their duties. The national coastguard network provided support to MRCC Dover 
throughout the night, which included the JRCC in Fareham monitoring very high 
frequency (VHF) channel 16, taking some routine and emergency calls and raising 
incidents in the coastguard incident management system. 

At 0026 on 24 November 2021, the operations officer at the Port of Dover called 
MRCC Dover to report a call that had been received and was believed to be from 
a migrant boat. The caller had asked for help and shouting could be heard in the 
background. The operations officer recorded the telephone number and passed this 
to MRCC Dover, which logged the call as incident Alphas, denoting the first migrant 
boat incident of the night, and attempted to call the telephone number (referred to 
as M1 in this report). The call began ringing with an international tone but did not 
connect. Taking the international ring tone as an indication that the migrant boat 
was outside UK waters, MRCC Dover recorded incident Alpha as being in the 
monitoring6 phase and located within the French search and rescue region (SRR). 

Each report of a migrant boat received by Dover MRCC was designated a sequential phonetic alphabet letter. 
Once the alphabet had been exhausted, the number 1 was added (e.g. Alpha 1) at the start of the next cycle, 
increasing to number 2 and so on with each subsequent phonetic rotation (e.g. Alpha 2, Alpha 3). 

The monitoring phase was outside of the three emergency phases of Uncertainty, Alert and Distress and for 
migrant boats referred to boats that HM Coastguard were aware of but were outside UK waters and were not 
the subject of an ongoing rescue operation. 
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Shortly after the attempted call, MRCC Dover telephoned its French counterparts 
at MRCC Gris-Nez and informed them about incident Alpha, noting that the 
international ring tone suggested the boat was in French waters. MRCC Dover 
then asked if there had been any migrant incidents on the French side of the Dover 
Strait; MRCC Gris-Nez replied that it was aware of four boats. Following the phone 
call MRCC Dover and MRCC Gris-Nez exchanged by email the details of incident 
Alpha and a copy of the French migrant tracker document'. After receiving the 
French tracker, MRCC Dover created incident Bravo based on the French migrant 
18. The French position for Bravo placed the boat around 1nm from the median line 
3 hours before; assuming that the boat was now in UK waters the incident phase 
was recorded as Distress. As incident Bravo was being created the Border Force 
Maritime Command Centre (MCC) called MRCC Dover to discuss the position of 
Bravo on the French tracker. Border Force wanted to establish whether the position 
was an error or whether the boat had reached UK waters, noting that if that was the 
case Border Force would need to deploy a vessel immediately. MRCC Dover agreed 
to clarify the position with MRCC Gris-Nez. 

Meanwhile, at 0030, at the JRCC the maritime and air tactical commanders 
discussed the availability of aviation surveillance for the night because 2Excel had 
reported that all planned fixed-wing aircraft flights were postponed due to concerns 
about forecasted poor weather and visibility in the Dover Strait and the lack of a 
suitable diversion airport. The two commanders were concerned that, without a 
fixed-wing aircraft surveillance flight and in restricted visibility, they would have a 
limited overall picture and insufficient awareness of migrant boat activity in the Dover 
Strait. 

At 0106, MRCC Dover called MRCC Gris-Nez to discuss the French tracker 
information recorded for incident Bravo. MRCC Gris-Nez provided a position in 
French waters for Bravo and confirmed that there were no French assets with 
the boat but that it appeared to be in good condition. MRCC Dover recorded 
the updated position for Bravo and changed the incident phase from Distress to 
monitoring as the boat was not located in UK waters. 

During the discussion about incident Bravo, MRCC Gris-Nez informed MRCC Dover 
about migrant 7, a boat that was not yet recorded in the French tracker. Migrant 7 
had reported a position via WhatsApp9 that was 0.6nm outside UK territorial waters. 
MRCC Gris-Nez reported that there were 33 people on board, including 13 women 
and 8 children, and shared two mobile telephone numbers (referred to as M2 and 
M3 in this report) associated with the boat. After the call MRCC Dover recorded the 
position of and details for French migrant 7 in its incident management system and 
designated the boat as incident Charlie. At 0120, MRCC Dover passed the position 
and details for incident Charlie to the Border Force MCC and informed it that the 
boat was likely now in UK waters. Border Force MCC stated that it would plot the 
boat's position and task an asset accordingly. Ten minutes later, at 0130, Border 
Force MCC called MRCC Dover to confirm that it had tasked Border Force cutter 
Valiant to respond to the incident. 

At 0126, MRCC Dover transmitted a supplementary information service broadcast 
on VHF channel 11, requesting vessels to post additional lookouts when transiting 
the south-west lane of the Dover Strait traffic separation scheme (TSS) between the 

The French tracker document detailed six small boats, four with positions and two recorded as No Crossing. 

Detections of migrant boats by French agencies were designated in numeric sequence. 

The mobile telephone application WhatsApp can be used to send the location of a mobile phone to another 
application user. 

I N Q010445_0016 
INQ010445/16



Inter Bank navigation buoy and the South Varne navigation buoy (Figure 1) and to 
report any sightings of small craft on VHF channel 16. At around the same time as 
the broadcast, MRCC Gris-Nez called MRCC Dover to report that it had received a 
telephone call from migrant 7 (UK incident Charlie) via telephone number M2 and 
an updated position via WhatsApp from a separate telephone number (referred to 
as M4 in this report) associated with the boat. The updated position was within UK 
waters (Figure 2). 

Figure 2: Reported WhatsApp positions for migrant 7/incident Charlie 
received from MRCC Gris-Nez 

At 0133, 2Excel reported that the weather was not looking favourable for its flight 
or workable with its equipment, noting a lack of diversion airfields. 2Excel reported 
that it was continuing to monitor the situation with a view to getting airborne in 90 
minutes and would advise if that was not possible. 

At 0136, the Port of Dover attempted to transfer a call to HM Coastguard from a 
person who was screaming for help; however, the line disconnected as the port 
operator was trying to transfer the call. The caller contacted the port operator again 
and the second transfer attempt was successful. The call was taken by an operator 
at the JRCC and lasted several minutes. A lot of shouting could be heard in the 
background and the caller was unable to provide a position. The caller requested 
a helicopter and said, "/ am finished" and that they had no internet. The JRCC 
operator passed on the telephone number for the coastguard mobile phone10 and 
asked the caller to send their position via WhatsApp and call 999 so that their 
position could be traced through the emergency call. After the call ended, the JRCC 
operator telephoned the port operator and recorded that the caller had made contact 
via telephone number M1. The port had received three calls from the same number. 
The incident was recorded as Foxtrot (incidents Delta and Echo having been 
created based on French incidents migrant 3 and 6, respectively)11

° The coastguard mobile phone was a standalone mobile, used primarily to send and receive WhatsApp 
messages. It was not connected to the HM Coastguard main communication systems. 

French migrant incidents 4 and 5 were recorded as being detected in France and no crossing made. 
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At 0138, the Border Force MCC called MRCC Dover and requested a course and 
speed for incident Charlie; Border Force cutter Valiant was about to get underway 
from Dover and this information would enable it to locate the boat. MRCC Dover 
reported that a course and speed for incident Charlie was unavailable and that the 
only information it held was a WhatsApp position and that the boat's destination 
was the UK. MRCC Dover also confirmed that the fixed-wing aircraft would not be 
flying due to weather restrictions and suggested that Valiant should head towards 
the WhatsApp position while it tried to obtain an updated position in the meantime. 
MRCC Dover then sent two text messages to telephone numbers M2 and M3. 
The first message contained a link to download the WhatsApp application and the 
second requested that the reader downloaded WhatsApp and used it to send a 
position. At 0143, MRCC Dover updated incident Charlie to the Distress phase on 
the basis that the boat was now within UK waters, the condition of the boat and 
its occupants was unknown and no French asset had made contact with the boat. 
At 0149, MRCC Dover sent two WhatsApp messages to telephone number M4 
requesting a position. 

At 0148, shortly before MRCC Dover sent its message to M4, MRCC Gris-Nez 
transferred a call it had received from one of the telephone numbers associated 
with incident Charlie to MRCC Dover, where it was answered by the SMC. The call 
lasted around 20 minutes, during which a lot of shouting and background noise 
could be heard and the SMC asked several times that only one person speak at 
once as it was difficult to hear what was being said. The caller and others on the 
boat repeatedly asked for help, reporting that their boat was broken and that they 
were "finished". The caller was unable to state the colour of the boat but informed 
the SMC that there were 40 persons on board. The SMC provided the caller with 
the coastguard mobile phone number and the caller relayed two telephone numbers 
to the SMC, one of which was M4 (the second is referred to as M5 in this report). 
The coastguard mobile phone was used to send an SMS and WhatsApp message 
to M5 and, at 0201, a WhatsApp position was received from it. The SMC confirmed 
that a rescue vessel was on its way to the boat's location, but that it would take 
time for the vessel to reach the boat as it was quite far from shore. The caller asked 
for confirmation that they were in UK waters and the SMC replied that they were 
believed to be. The background noise and shouting continued and a person on 
board started to shout that they could see a light. There then followed a period of 
shouting and confusion where those on the boat asked the SMC to look to the left 
for their light. The SMC explained that they were not on a vessel at sea but in an 
office in Dover and that the rescue vessel would take time to reach the caller. The 
SMC further explained that: they were trying to contact the vessel that was the 
source of the light the caller could see; MRCC Dover was trying to locate the caller's 
boat; and, they were sending someone to help. The connection was lost after more 
shouting. 

At 0200, Valiant sailed from Dover and started heading into the Dover Strait towards 
the WhatsApp position received via MRCC Gris-Nez for incident Charlie12. 

At 0206, having received the incident Charlie WhatsApp position, MRCC Dover 
used VHF radio to hail the German registered LPG tanker Gaschem Shinano 
(Figure 3). MRCC Dover relayed that a small craft had been reported in the vicinity 
of Gaschem Shinano and asked if anything could be seen. The crew of Gaschem 

12 To proceed directly to Charlie's last reported position, Valiant was unable to cross the TSS at 90 degrees, 
contravening Rule 10 of the Convention on the International Regulations for the Prevention of Collisions 
at Sea, 1972. On passage, Valiant asked for approval not to comply with this rule, which was approved by 
MRCC Dover. 

a 
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Figure 3: Location of Gaschem Shinano and WhatsApp position of incident Charlie 
received at 0201 

Shinano reported no small vessels in sight. MRCC Dover requested that the vessel 
maintain a sharp lookout and navigate with caution. The chief engineer on board 
Gaschem Shinano went up to the bridge and an additional lookout was posted to 
complement the bridge watch of the captain, second officer and a lookout. The 
lookouts reported all lights seen and the crew adjusted both radars to try and locate 
the craft. All reported lights were resolved as coming from other vessel traffic in the 
Dover Strait or from navigational marker buoys and no small craft were detected. 

In the meantime, HM Coastguard received a French tracker update from MRCC 
Gris-Nez and an operator at the JRCC created new UK incidents Hotel13, India 
and Juliet, based on respective French designations of migrant 8, 9 and 10. The 
French tracker identified migrants 1, 7 and 9 (UK incidents Bravo, Charlie and India 
respectively) as possibly being the same incident. 

At 0204, the coastguard mobile phone received a call from M2, which was not 
answered; a second call from M2, received at 0210, was also unanswered. At 0207, 
MRCC Dover sent a WhatsApp message from the coastguard mobile phone to 
M5, the telephone number that had provided the 0201 position for incident Charlie. 
The message asked the recipient to resend their location. MRCC Dover also sent 
an SMS to M5, requesting that the recipient shared their Google Maps location. 
At 0217, the coastguard mobile phone received a 3-minute phone call from M5. 
This was not recorded in the coastguard incident management system and there 
is no record of any conversation. At 0220, the coastguard mobile phone received a 
WhatsApp position from M4; neither its receipt nor the position sent were recorded 

13 Incident reference Golf was not used on 24 November 2021. 
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in the coastguard incident management system. At 0221, a WhatsApp position was 
received from M5; at 0328 the coastguard recorded this as the updated position for 
incident Charlie. 

At about 0200, the maritime and air tactical commanders at the JRCC again 
discussed aviation coverage for the night in light of the confirmed migrant boat 
activity in the Dover Strait. Based on the emergency calls that were being received, 
and the postponed flight of the fixed-wing aircraft due to weather concerns, the 
lack of a diversion airfield and low probability of success, they agreed that the air 
tactical commander would contact the captain of the Lydd-based R163 to discuss 
the weather and the possibility of tasking the helicopter to search for migrant boats. 
At around 0215, the air tactical commander contacted R163's captain and they 
discussed the weather, particularly the visibility and forecast of fog for the Lydd area, 
which had the potential to impact on the helicopter's ability to return to base. It was 
agreed that R163's captain would assess the weather conditions and report back to 
the air tactical commander with a decision on whether to launch the helicopter. At 
0231, the maritime tactical commander logged a narrative message in the incident 
management system confirming that the fixed-wing aircraft was unable to fly and 
outlining the plan to contact R163's captain. 

R163's captain evaluated the weather and woke the helicopter's co-pilot to discuss 
the situation with them. The captain then spoke to the JRCC air tactical commander 
and, while noting that they had reservations about the weather conditions and the 
possibility of fog preventing a return to Lydd, accepted the tasking and aimed to be 
airborne at 0330. The captain confirmed that R163 would patrol the south-westerly 
traffic separation zone with a mission to search for, identify and localise the positions 
of migrant boats. The initial plan was for a 90-minute sortie and R163's captain was 
requested to carry a liferaft in the helicopter. R163 was recorded as being tasked at 
0246. 

The level of shouting and the tone of the 0148 call from incident Charlie and the 
potential seriousness of the situation led the SMC at MRCC Dover to prepare 
a "Mayday Relay"14 message to alert shipping in the immediate vicinity. The 
broadcast15 was based on the 0201 WhatsApp position received for incident Charlie 
and stated: 

Small craft with 40 persons on board in position 51°08.5N 001°44.5E, this bears 
244°, 1.8nm from Sandettie light vessel, taking water and requiring immediate 
assistance any vessel that can assist to contact Dover coastguard. [sic] 

The JRCC broadcast the "Mayday Relay" on behalf of MRCC Dover at 0227 and 
repeated it at 0247, 0301 and 0320. At the time of the first "Mayday Relay" broadcast 
the SMC at MRCC Dover identified via the automatic information system (AIS) that 
the closest government vessel to the mayday position was the French navy patrol 
vessel Flamant (Figure 4). 

14 The International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS) 1974, Chapter V, obliges a vessel 
in receipt of a "Mayday Relay" to establish communications as directed and render such assistance as 
required and appropriate. Such a message should be acknowledged within an appropriate timescale via the 
associated frequency in the same band in which the distress was received. Where the duty to assist cannot 
be met, such as when a vessel is unable to assist or if it is unreasonable or unnecessary to do so, the RCC 
should still be contacted, and an entry made into the ship's logbook. For example, it may be considered 
unreasonable to respond if the distress is too far away, or if it endangers their own vessel. 

5 The full broadcast was: "Mayday Relay (x3), All Stations (x3), This is Dover Coastguard (x3), Mayday 
information number 1, Small craft with 40 persons onboard in position 51° 08.5N 001 ° 44.5E, this position 
bears 244, distance 1.8 nautical miles from Sandettie Light Vessel, Taking Water and requires immediate 
assistance, Any vessel that can assist call Dover Coastguard, Date time group 240224UTC. This is Dover 
Coastguard." [sic] 
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Figure 4: Position of Flamant at the time of the 0227 "Mayday Relay" 

Around the same time as the "Mayday Relay" was being prepared for broadcast 
MRCC Dover received an emergenCy16 call from a migrant boat. The caller stated 
that they were in the middle of the sea between France and England, their engine 
had stopped and the boat was sinking. Screaming and shouting could be heard 
in the background and the caller went on to say that their boat had departed from 
Dunkirk at about 2100 and that they could see a vessel approximately 3km away. 
The call disconnected after nearly 5 minutes. MRCC Dover were able to determine 
that the call had come from a Vodafone mobile telephone; no position data or phone 
number was available. HM Coastguard initially raised the call as a separate incident 
in its incident management system and, at 0248, closed it as a repeat of incident 
Charlie. 

Valiant responded to MRCC Dover 4 minutes after the first "Mayday Relay" 
broadcast. Valiant advised that the crew had heard the broadcast and plotted 
the Mayday position, which would take about 45 minutes to reach. MRCC Dover 
requested confirmation of which migrant incident Valiant was attending. Valiant 
stated that it had been tasked to an incident at 0130 and was unsure if this was 
the same event as the distressed craft referred to in the "Mayday Relay". After 
discussion with MRCC Dover, Valiant confirmed that it was heading to the "Mayday 
Relay" position. MRCC Dover highlighted that it believed Flamant was the closest 
vessel to the migrant boat. The coastguard incident management system was then 
updated to show that Valiant was proceeding to incident Charlie. 

6 999 and 112 were the UK emergency telephone numbers. 112 was the pan-European equivalent to 999, 
which could be used in the UK. Emergency Call Handling Centre operators would transfer the caller to the 
emergency service requested. 999 and 112 calls to the coastguard from vessels in the Dover Strait were 
transferred to MRCC Dover. 
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At 0232, the SMC at MRCC Dover received a 7-minute call from a migrant boat. 
The caller repeatedly asked for help and stated that the boat was broken. The caller 
informed the SMC that the boat had left from Calais and there were 40 people on 
board but was unable to tell them the colour of the boat. During the call the SMC 
heard a voice in the background that they recognised as the 0148 incident Charlie 
caller. The SMC asked if the occupants of the boat had called the coastguard 
before and explained that they needed to stop making repeat calls as this gave the 
impression that there were multiple boats in distress and that searching for these 
nonexistent boats may hinder the attempts to find Charlie. The SMC reiterated that 
a rescue vessel was on its way to them and confirmed that they were from the UK 
authorities. HM Coastguard raised the call as a separate incident within its incident 
management system and then immediately closed it as a repeat of incident Charlie. 

By 0237, the HM Coastguard migrant tracker had reached incident Lima, incident 
Kilo having been created by MRCC London based on a call to the Metropolitan 
Police from a migrant boat in the Dover Strait; about an hour after incident Kilo was 
created the coastguard reconciled it as being a repeat of incident Juliet, which was 
then closed. Incident Lima was created based on French migrant 1017, which was 
reported by Flamant. 

At 0240, the Port of Dover called MRCC Dover to report that it had a caller from a 
migrant boat on the line; this was the fourth call from the same telephone number. 
The call disconnected before it could be transferred to MRCC Dover and was 
identified in the coastguard incident management system as being a repeat of 
incident Alpha, which was itself a repeat of incident Foxtrot. 

At around the same time as the call from the Port of Dover, MRCC Gris-Nez called 
MRCC Dover and spoke to the SMC about French migrant 7 (UK incident Charlie). 
MRCC Gris-Nez asked if a rescue vessel was proceeding to the incident as it was 
receiving calls requesting help and reporting that people were in the water. During 
the 4-minute phone call MRCC Gris-Nez informed MRCC Dover that the telephone 
number from which the calls were received was the same as that recorded for UK 
incident Alpha and that there was a possibility that Alpha and Charlie were the same 
incident. The SMC at MRCC Dover responded that lots of calls from the boat had 
been received and a "Mayday Relay" had been broadcast. The SMC then explained 
that Valiant was proceeding to the incident but was 9.5nm away and that Flamant, at 
3nm away, was the nearest vessel able to respond to the distressed and reportedly 
sinking migrant boat. MRCC Gris-Nez stated that Flamant was currently escorting 
migrant 10 (recorded as both UK incident Kilo and Lima). The SMC asked for the 
status of migrant 10 given that UK incident Charlie was sinking and reaffirmed that 
HM Coastguard had broadcast a "Mayday Relay" and Valiant was making best 
speed. The French coastguard operator explained that a colleague was on the 
telephone with migrant 7 (UK incident Charlie) and that it was "not good" that MRCC 
Gris-Nez kept receiving calls from them. The operator asked how long it would 
be until Valiant would reach the craft, to which the SMC replied that Valiant was 
proceeding at 15 knots (kts) with a further 9.5nm to go, making an estimated time to 
the scene of 35 to 40 minutes. The French operator gasped on hearing 40 minutes 
and the SMC reiterated that Valiant was making best speed and Flamant was the 
closest vessel (Figure 5). 

At 0249, R163's captain spoke with an operator at MRCC Dover to reiterate their 
aim to be airborne at 0330 and confirm that distress calls had been received from 
migrant boats. The operator at MRCC Dover then transferred the call to the SMC 

IT Note that UK incident Juliet was also created on the basis of French migrant 10. 
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Figure 5: Positions of Flamant and Valiant at 0242 

and R163's captain explained to them that they would need tasking instructions 
once airborne. The SMC responded that there had been multiple calls from 
migrant boats, some of which were suspected to be duplicates from the same 
boat. The SMC requested an initial search area from the MPC buoy up to the 
Sandettie Lightvessel and to the East Goodwin Lightvessel, taking into account 
the north-easterly tidal stream. The SMC confirmed that this was a search mission 
rather than a rescue mission, noting the difficulties of winching people to safety from 
a small boat; R163's captain confirmed that the helicopter would carry a liferaft. The 
SMC further noted that Valiant was heading to one migrant boat and another two 
were reported to be heading for the search area. 

At 0257, the coastguard mobile phone received a WhatsApp call from M5. This 
was not answered. Shortly after 0300, the HM Coastguard incident management 
system was updated to record that incident Bravo was closed as a repeat of incident 
Charlie and that incident Alpha was closed as a repeat of incident Foxtrot. The SMC 
recorded a comment that due to the similarities in call narrative and background 
noise it was possible the Foxtrot calls were from incident Charlie. 

At 0306, an emergency call handler transferred a call to MRCC Dover when the 
caller asked for a rescue boat. The call lasted about 1.5 minutes before the line 
failed. The caller stated that they were in a small boat with 35 people on board, 
including children and pregnant women. They reported that they were about an hour 
away from the UK coast, that the boat was broken and sinking and that half their 
body was in the water; neither a position nor a telephone number were available 
from the emergency call handler. The call was not assigned as a duplicate of any of 
the open incidents from Alpha to Lima nor was a new small boat reference assigned 
to the incident. 
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Meanwhile, at 0311 the SMC and Border Force MCC held a discussion about the 
UK migrant tracking spreadsheet (UK tracker) and the status of various incidents. 
The MCC requested clarification on incidents Bravo and India. The SMC stated that 
they believed these incidents to be repeats of Charlie as the numbers and narratives 
matched; they also clarified that no boats had been picked up by the French. The 
SMC went on to say that Valiant was proceeding to incident Charlie, which was 
thought to be south-west of the Sandettie Lightvessel. They explained that one 
reason for transmitting the "Mayday Relay" had been to generate a response from 
Flamant as it was the closest government vessel to incident Charlie, which was 
reportedly full of water, but Flamant had not responded. The SMC went on to say 
that Flamant was, by then, proceeding away from the median line, which suggested 
that the two migrant boats it was previously escorting had probably crossed into UK 
waters. The SMC and MCC discussed the information received from the French 
about the numbers of migrants on board each vessel and the capacity of Valiant. 
The SMC then confirmed that the French tracker showed French migrants 10 
(recorded as both UK incidents Kilo and Lima) and 11 (later created as incident 
Mike) had entered UK waters along with migrant 3 (UK incident Delta). While plotting 
the position of migrant 3 (Delta), using information from the French tracker, the SMC 
noted that it was to the south of Valiant and in the same vicinity as Charlie and that 
migrant 10 and migrant 11 were in the vicinity of the Sandettie Lightvessel. The SMC 
affirmed that R163 had been tasked and they hoped it would be on scene soon to 
assist with an area search. 

At 0312, the coastguard mobile phone received a call from M5, which was not 
answered. Also at 0312, MRCC Dover received a call on its routine telephone line. 
The caller requested help, saying that they were in the water, that there were 40 
people on board, and that they were "finished". The coastguard operator asked 
where they were, to which the caller responded that they were in English waters. 
The coastguard operator asked where in English waters and advised the caller to 
try calling 999 as they might then be able to obtain position data from the call. The 
caller replied, "It will not work", and the coastguard operator said that if 999 did not 
work, they were likely to still be in French waters. The call then disconnected. The 
call was not assigned as a duplicate of any of the open incidents Alpha to Lima nor 
was the incident assigned a new small boat reference. 

After the discussion with the Border Force MCC, the SMC of MRCC Dover called 
Valiant and advised that there were migrant boats reported north of the Sandettie 
Lightvessel and to be aware as they arrived in the area. Valiant reported that it was 
in the vicinity and approaching slowly due to the concern of running over anything or 
anyone in the water. The SMC acknowledged the information and advised that R163 
intended to launch at 0330. 

By this time incident Mike (French migrant 11) had been created with position and 
speed information relayed from MRCC Gris-Nez based on a sighting by Flamant. 
Incident Lima was changed to the Distress phase based on an update from the 
French tracker that placed the boat within UK waters. 

At 0324, Valiant reported to MRCC Dover that it was in the vicinity of the last known 
position for incident Charlie and had not found anything; its intention was to proceed 
towards the Sandettie Lightvessel as a stopped boat might drift north. 

Shortly before 0330, R163's crew detected a technical fault as the helicopter was 
taxiing. The engines were shut down and the system was checked and restarted, 
which cleared the fault. 
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At 0328 MRCC Dover had updated the position of incident Charlie to that received 
at 0221 via WhatsApp. At 0333, MRCC Dover sent a further WhatsApp message to 
M5 requesting an updated position. The status of this message was sent but it was 
not recorded as delivered. 

Meanwhile, the crew of Valiant detected two migrant boats at a range of about 
0.7nm using the vessel's thermal imaging camera. One of the boats was stopped in 
the water and the other was moving. At 0334, Valiant reported the sighting and its 
position to MRCC Dover and began heading towards the stationary boat (Figure 6). 

Figure 6: Valiants track and position of first migrant boat recovery 

MRCC Dover discussed the "Mayday Relay" with the JRCC and it was noted that no 
further repeat broadcast was required as Valiant was in the vicinity of two migrant 
boats. The SMC at MRCC Dover logged comments on incidents Lima and Mike to 
the effect that Valiant was searching for incident Charlie in the vicinity of these boats 
and had spotted multiple targets. 

As Valiant approached the stationary migrant boat it became clear that the situation 
was not as the master had expected; the boat was not taking on water and did not 
appear to be in distress, contrary to the reporting received during the passage to the 
search area. Nevertheless, Valiant's crew prepared to recover the migrants from the 
stationary boat. As these preparations were ongoing the moving migrant boat that 
Valiant had also detected disappeared out of view. 

At 0345, R163 took off and began proceeding to the scene. Three minutes later, at 
0348, Valiant hailed MRCC Dover via VHF to report its position and advise that the 
vessel was with a stopped migrant boat that had an estimated 40 people on board. 
The SMC of MRCC Dover suggested that this was likely to be incident Charlie and 
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shared the name and telephone number provided during the 0148 emergency call 
from the boat's occupants. Valiant confirmed that it would use this information when 
it engaged with the boat and reported that it had seen at least one other migrant 
boat in the area. The SMC acknowledged that Valiant had sighted two boats and 
noted that there may be multiple boats but that some could be duplicates of other 
calls or reports from the French authorities. The SMC further advised that there had 
been a delay with the helicopter and that they were hoping to get more information 
when it was airborne. This information was recorded against incident Charlie in the 
coastguard incident management system. 

Just before 0400, the coastguard log was updated and incident India was closed as 
a repeat of Charlie. 

Once R163 was airborne it was assigned to incident Charlie and identified as being 
tasked from Lydd airbase with an endurance of 2 hours and 40 minutes. The SMC 
of Dover MRCC informed the crew of R163 that Valiant was on scene with a migrant 
boat stopped in the water and had sighted one other craft. They recommended that 
R163 search around the Sandettie Lightvessel with either an expanding square or 
parallel track pattern as it saw fit as boats had been reported in the vicinity; at 0402, 
R163 began an expanding square search. 

At 0404, the maritime tactical commander at the JRCC flashed a message to the 
national network stating that they were taking a meal break and provided their phone 
number; they then logged out of the incident management system. At 0557, they 
logged back in. 

While Valiant was on scene with the stopped migrant boat, the occupants were 
asked whether they had called HM Coastguard. The migrants responded that they 
had not called the coastguard. At 0416, Valiant reported this information to MRCC 
Dover and advised that the found boat was a black rigid-hulled inflatable boat 
(RHIB). By 0436, Valiant's crew had recovered 35 people from the boat: 20 males, 
2 females and 13 minors. The reference M957 is later recorded against incident 
Charlie in the HM Coastguard and Border Force tracker spreadsheets18. 

At 0416, MRCC Dover made an outgoing WhatsApp call to M5 that was 
unanswered. Meanwhile, R163 located a migrant boat that was light grey in colour 
with 30 people on board. As the boat was under power and heading west with no 
perceived imminent threat or danger to life R163 reported its position to MRCC 
Dover at 0418 and continued with the expanding square search (Figure 7). MRCC 
Dover advised R163 that Valiant would attend to the boat when it had finished with 
the stopped boat (M957). At 0443, Valiant began proceeding to the boat located by 
R163. This information was also recorded against incident Charlie on the coastguard 
incident management system. 

At 0500, an additional officer came on watch at MRCC Dover. The additional 
officer was an SMC qualified team leader from another coastguard station who had 
volunteered to support MRCC Dover during periods of high migrant boat activity. 
On 24 November, they acted as a coastguard operator and did not perform mission 
coordination or SMC functions. 

8 After all the migrants had been recovered from a migrant boat by a Border Force asset, the boat was given a 
unique number for cross-referencing. Where possible, this was spray painted onto the boat if abandoned so 
that it could be reconciled if later found by another vessel or aircraft. 
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