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NORWEGIAN SPIRIT:  

On date 11 May 2016, vessel on route from Napoli (Italy) to Mikonos (Greece) 

received a Message from, IMRCC Rome to call them urgently to assist with the 

rescue of 300 refugees. They received instruction from IMRCC to remain in Stand 

By and observe until Finnish CG arrived. Take on board refugees if necessary. 

There were no other ships close to the scene (except for a small Cargo vessel). 

Norwegian Spirit’s Captain and crew immediately put in place a plan to take 

aboard and care for the 300 people who had been at sea for two weeks with little 

food and water. Arriving on scene they were joined by a Finnish Coast Guard ship 

which began recovering the refugees. One survivor was 36 weeks pregnant and 

she and her brother were brought aboard Norwegian Spirit for evaluation by the 

ship’s doctor and medical evaluation. 

SKILL DISPLAYED  

The vessel was sailing from Caribbean area towards Mediterranean Sea, to start 

the summer season. The Norwegian Spirit Crew has never experienced this type 

of rescue operation before. Considering the ship had to be able to respond 

perfectly to one of the most important duties at sea: to respond to people in 



distress and cooperate with international costal rescue group. Norwegian Spirit 

responded to a situation on the request of the Italian Coast Guard.  

The vessel was able to organize and put in place a rescue plan for 300 persons in 

about 30 minutes and to reorganize the Itinerary of the ship to avoid minimal 

negative impact to the guests experience.  

LEADERSHIP DEMOSTRATED  

The Command chain of the vessel showed an excellent capacity to answer and 

organize the rescue operation and the medical evacuation of the migrants by 

helicopter.  

DETERMINATION TO CONDUCT THE OPERATION  

From the first call from the Italian Coast Guard till the end of the operations (re-

embarkation of ship doctor by helicopter) all crew members demonstrated an 

outstanding attention to the instructions coming from the Captain and Ship’s 

command. Nobody complained or displayed malcontent. That shows a strong 

commitment considering that a large area of the ship was closed to organize the 

rescue plan (crew bar, crew mess room, some crew cabins and corridors). 

Nevertheless, Norwegian Spirit crew was able to maintain a high level of service 

for all the passengers from 1030am until 1120pm. Taking into consideration that 

the Norwegian Spirit is a passenger ship with more than 3000 people on board 

and not a rescue unit, there are many aspects to take into consideration in order 

to conduct the operation safely and successfully.  

EXCEPTIONAL COURAGE DEMONSTRATED  

It is important to underline the extreme effort of the medical department and in 

particular of the senior doctor to assist the migrants responding to his duties and 

beyond. He did not hesitate to follow the migrants (the pregnant woman and the 

brother) on the helicopter to assist the girl during the transfer to the Italian 

hospital and coming back on board by helicopter.  

 

 



DEGREE OF RISK  

There were two main risks to face. The first one was to be able to reach the 

migrants with no risks for their life. Past experiences have shown that when a 

rescue unit is approaching a refugee boat, people on board are assailed by an 

excess of enthusiasm and their boat often capsizes. Norwegian Spirit was the first 

ship to arrive near the migrants’ boats, so they were aware of this risk and ready 

to take the proper actions.  

The second risk was that they were asked to offer assistance for all the migrants 

adrift. The number of people was ca. 300 people and their health condition was 

unknown. Consequently, important areas of the ship had to be isolated. All crew 

members who should have taken part directly with the rescue operation, being in 

direct physical contact with the migrants- were trained and provided with PPE. By 

doing this preparation, they were ready to avoid any type of contamination, even 

if the migrants would have been welcomed in a closed / isolated area. 

 

 

 

 

BRILLIANCE OF THE SEAS: 

Early in the morning on March 2, 2016, 27 souls left Cuba in a makeshift boat. 

Unfortunately the boat hit a reef right away and damaged the vessel. Sixteen days 

later, dehydrated and drifting off the coast of Mexico, only 18 were alive. M/V 

Brilliance of the Seas was passing by at a distance and detected a small blip on 

their radar. Lookouts then heard cries for help and say the fragile boat was listing 

and in danger of capsizing. The captain maneuvered the 958ft ship carefully 

alongside. The Captain was proud of excellent teamwork from all involved.  

Good seamanship, from the bridge team discovering the distressed craft and from 

the rescue boat crew who hand carried most of the castaways to safety.  



Multiple crew members volunteered to help in transporting the victims once 

onboard.  

Outstanding and professional response from the medical team that continued to 

work around the clock to give treatment and care until we arrived in Cozumel.  

Brilliance Executive Leadership demonstrated exceptional leadership beginning 

with the bridge team discovering the distressed boat. Faint target on the radar, 

good lookout and report of cries from help got reaction from the bridge team. 

Notification was sent to the Captain and Staff Captain immediately. Once the 

Captain arrived on the bridge and assessed the situation, he realized that they had 

a serious task at hand. The makeshift boat appeared to be in distress, listing over 

20%, apparently sinking. The Captain ordered the crew to send a rescue boat that 

could safely approach and assess the situation.  

To prevent additional danger to those onboard, the Captain positioned Brilliance 

upwind from the boat, as it was in clear risk of capsizing. This helped in the rescue 

process and the safety of both the crew and people onboard the distressed vessel. 

Added challenge for this maneuver was keeping the sinking craft from entering 

the ship’s azipods or thrusters wash. The Captain and his team succeeded and 

made it possible for the rescue boat to approach. Leadership and good 

seamanship was demonstrated by the crew onboard our rescue boat, and they 

were very careful to maneuverer alongside the distressed vessel to rescue the 

lives onboard.  

The refugees were in no condition to climb the ladder so BR team extended 

tender platform on the lee side of the ship.  

Rescue boat made several trips transporting the refugees between the distressed 

boat and to Brilliance’s tender platform. Once on board they all had to be brought 

by wheelchairs /stretchers to the medical facility. They were suffering from 

dehydration, starvation, huge blisters and sores from exposure to sun and 

saltwater, in short: very bad condition  

The Captain’s determination to conduct the operation : Quote: "Once I realized 

the condition of the people in the boat I relayed this to the crew involved in the 



rescue which then was carried out with a single minded determination to rescue 

the lives of this people. It reminded me of crews rescued after long lifeboat 

journeys during WW2 that I have read about. For myself I have a long career at 

sea behind me and have rescued people before but this stands out as by far the 

most difficult and delicate I have encountered."  

Despite challenging weather in the Gulf, the determined Captain and his crew did 

their absolute best and exhausted all resources to rescue the lives onboard the 

distressed vessel.  

The distressed vessel was half-filled with water and severely listing. As such, there 

was imminent risk that the boat could founder during the operation. The main risk 

was in the transfer of people from the distressed boat to the rescue boat. Many 

onboard the distressed vessel were unable to stand and others were tasked with 

helping individuals in the transfer, increasing the risk of capsizing.  

The exceptional Brilliance staff and crew demonstrated the courage, skills and 

determination to keep not only their guests safe, but extend this safety to those in 

the open sea.  

 


