Dear friends and supporters,
Across Europe, the human rights situation for refugees and displaced people is in urgent need
of redress. Our field research from early 2016 until present indicates widespread human
suffering and wide-ranging rights infringements across the continent, as a direct or indirect
result of EU-wide and national-level policies.
Refugee Rights Europe believes that change can and must be possible, and we worked
relentlessly throughout 2018 to galvanise such change. We anchored our national, EU and
international advocacy and influencing-work in first-hand field research, allowing us to bring
more than 6,000 voices of refugees and displaced people to the corridors of power, calling
for structural and lasting change rather than the alleviation of symptoms of an unjust and
inhumane system.
While we recognise the need for a wider reform of the asylum systems in Europe – and will
hence continue to fight to keep human rights on the European policy agenda for asylum
and migration – our strategy for 2019-2020 aims to bring about more immediate, concrete
change in four critical geographical European locations where the refugee response has had
particularly detrimental effect on human lives.
This report highlights some of our greatest achievements from 2018. Building on these, we
will continue in 2019 to build our role as a strategic catalyst and compass among the large
numbers of smaller organisations in the burgeoning refugee aid sector across Europe. We
will utilise our in-depth knowledge and analytical insight into the intricacies of the refugee
situation across Europe, to further analyse the potential for change, mobilise partners around
carefully co-designed policy and advocacy strategies at national and EU levels with clear and
achievable outcomes, and mobilise the funding, public and policy support needed to bring
about change.
I want to take this opportunity to thank the Allen Lane foundation, the Christie Foundation,
GlobalGiving, the Lush Foundation, and the Treebeard Trust for supporting our work over the
past year. Sincerest thanks to all of our volunteers, researchers, advisors, Trustees, partner
organisations, supporters and individual donors. And of course, our sincerest gratitude to the
6,000 incredibly resilient women, men and children who have taken part in our research over
the years, making our work possible.
We look forward to staying in touch in 2019 and continuing working together for the human
rights we all share.
Sincerely,

Marta Welander
Executive Director
Marta.Welander@RefugeeRights.org.uk

Increasingly recognised as a key actor in the sector, we led the way in ensuring human rights remains on the national and EU political agenda
during sombre times characterised by human rights scepticism and a narrowing civil society space in Europe. In the context of European Union
asylum and migration reforms, we developed human rights centered policy recommendations and disseminated widely to MEPs and to the
European Commission through a joint NGO letter. Alongside 18 pan-European partner organisations, we called on the European Commission
to support a reform of the CEAS and Dublin Regulations which safeguards principles of international human rights law. We also submitted
evidence of human rights violations to the European Asylum Support Office (EASO), and released a human rights-focused statement regarding
the Global Compact on Refugees. We sought to influence the EU Special Representative on Human Rights, the Council’s Working Party on
Human Rights (COHOM) and the UN Independent Expert on Human Rights and International Solidarity, urging them to relay human rightscentered recommendations to the European Commission and Council as part of the asylum reform processes.

We are convinced that the humanitarian crises and detrimental situation unfolding across Europe require a strategic and long-term advocacy
approach and sustained pressure from civil society actors holding policy-makers to account and keeping human rights high on the agenda,
rather than a mere short-term alleviation of suffering through a never-ending cycle of aid. Therefore, throughout 2018, we took many different
actions to hold national governments and EU institutions to account. We used our reports to question national governments; for instance, we
requested that the British Home Office responds to the shortcomings in asylum accommodation and brought MPs on board to amplify our
message. We also worked proactively to strengthen the use of international accountability mechanisms at the UN level. In 2018, we made
7 evidence submissions to relevant UN human rights mechanisms and special procedures, seeking structural change and ensure states and
institutions uphold their human rights obligations.
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Throughout the year, we conducted first-hand field research to investigate and document the human rights situation in Brussels, Paris,
Birmingham, London and the Greek island of Lesvos, achieving strong media coverage in British and International media and dissemination by
civil society. We shared the reports with national and EU level politicians and influencers, and used them as sharp advocacy tools to generate
a policy response. In 2018, we also ran a six months long communications campaign to highlight different areas of human rights violations
suffered by refugees across Europe, published human rights info sheets, and received widespread media coverage in Britain and internationally
throughout the year. We also issued a loud and clear message regarding the increased number of deaths in the Mediterranean and the
European hindering of search-and-rescue missions, and mobilised 12 organisations to co-publish a letter to the European Commission in which
we jointly called for urgent action to halt the further loss of lives.

Throughout 2018, we continued to relay the voices and views of the least privileged and most silenced groups of people on European soil.
We engaged cross-party politicians and influencers, through private meetings with councillors, MPs and MEPs throughout the year, more than
350 outgoing email communications and 17 policy-related events. We were handpicked to present recommendations as part of the Party of
European Socialists civil society consultation on European asylum and migration policy, having previously interacted on these issues with other
political groups in the EU Parliament. We organised an event in European Parliament co-hosted by Claude Moreas MEP and Jean Lambert MEP
with an expert panel of representatives from ECRE, Safe Passage and Médecins Sans Frontières. The event discussed current proposals on EU
asylum reform, and RRE presented concrete recommendations on the way forward towards a human rights centred approach to asylum and
migration in the EU.

Our work is rooted in the unequivocal conviction that all human beings are equal and should have access to the fundamental human rights
set out in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). Throughout 2018, we have disseminated a human rights narrative emphasising
that it is wholly unacceptable that despite 70 years since these standards were set out, and to which all European states are signatories, wideranging rights violations continue to unfold on European soil. We released a report summarising the human rights situation for displaced people
in Europe on the occasion of the 70th anniversary of the UDHR, and hosted a public event at Amnesty International. Through the publication
of 5reports in 2018, and by contributing consistently to media and public narratives with a human rights-anchored discourse, we helped to
reorient the social and political debate on refugees and asylum towards policies that respect rights, promote solidarity and wellbeing, and
focus on inclusion and integration rather than expulsion. In this way, our work challenges discriminatory media narratives and policy discourses,
shifting the focus away from scapegoating and security debates to the common denominator of universally accepted human rights and their
widespread violation across Europe.
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In 2018, we continued our
advocacy work regarding
the situation for displaced
people trapped in Northern
France, initiating and
supporting ongoing efforts

For decades, a bottle-neck scenario has
unfolded in Northern France, characterised
by precarity, rough-sleeping, untreated
mental and physical health concerns and
excessive police violence. There is a chronic
lack of alternatives available to the current
dangerous and unauthorised border crossings
taking place, and the current state approach
has evidently failed to resolve the situation.
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• On the 18 January 2018, the French and British governments
held a summit regarding their bi-lateral border arrangements,
and we mobilised partner organisations and coordinated a
joint open letter with a concrete set of recommendations. We
were able to subsequently welcome the announcement by
the Home Secretary which re-affirmed the UK Government’s
commitment to fulfil the remaining places allocated under
the ‘Dubs’ amendment and promised to allocate a portion of
the overall £45.5m budget to supporting family reunification.
Following months of campaigning alongside our partners
organisations, we were pleased to see the UK government
announce in December that it would scrap the arbitrary
eligibility date for ‘Dubs’ amendment cases, opening up the
way for more children to be eligible to reach safety in the UK.

• Following the domestic policies in France closely, in the
build-up to our 2019-2020 strategy, we were able to react
swiftly to the French draft Asylum and Immigration Bill while
it was still being debated in the French Parliament. We led
the drafting of a joint statement alongside our partners Help
Refugees, thus seeking to lead the way within civil society in
denouncing proposals which further hinder the realisation of
human rights of asylum-seekers.
• Meanwhile of the British side, we built and nurtured
relationships with MPs and other influencers throughout 2018,
as part of our forthcoming advocacy strategy regarding the role
of the British government in resolving the situation in Calais.

One concrete outcome of this back-door diplomacy in 2018
was that Afzal Khan MP, Shadow Minister for Immigration,
submitted several written parliamentary questions on our
behalf regarding the newly announced ‘Calais Leave’ for
children transferred from the UK during the Calais camp
demolition in 2016. Written parliamentary questions are a key
advocacy tool in sourcing information, raising awareness, and
holding policy-makers to account, and we continued to explore
these throughout the year.
• We also utilised UN level mechanisms to draw attention to
the human rights violations unfolding in Northern France. For
instance, we submitted evidence to the UN on the Declaration
on Human Rights Defenders regarding the challenges faced
by our partner organisations working to uphold human rights
in and around Calais. Somewhat removed from the situation,
we were able to raise a loud and clear message about the
vital importance that their work can continue unhindered
by intimidation. We also made a submission to the Special
Rapporteur on right to adequate housing ahead of their France
visit in April 2019.
• Throughout 2018, we made a strong connection between
Northern France, Paris and Brussels, demonstrating through
our field research and communications work that the European
approach of pushing groups of people out of one location
only serves to move them elsewhere. We published reports
regarding the situation for destitute displaced people in Paris
and Brussels, many of whom had previously spent time in
Calais. Following our report on Brussels and similar reports
by Doctors of the World, we were very pleased to see the
Office of the Public Prosecutor in Brussels announcing an
investigation into violence perpetrated against displaced
people in the area, which has the potential of shifting the
current unacceptable practice.
• On the occasion of the two-year anniversary of the
demolition of the Calais camp, we released a report alongside
our partners Help Refugees summarising the detrimental
human rights situation which has been unfolding in northern
France over the past few decades, and once again highlighting
the inadequacies of the European state response, issuing a set
of strong recommendations which we will continue to work on
in 2019.

demanding redress of human rights abuses in immigration detention
centres.
• We will mobilise private-sector and statutory funding to ensure the
increased presence of social workers, interpreters, medical staff and
psychologists in Northern France.

• We will push for a widened role of UK Home Office liaison officers
in Northern France to expand safe and legal routes across the
Channel.

• We will co-design and lead a pressure campaign to bring about
sexual and reproductive health services in the area, available without
discrimination based on immigration status and with sufficient
capacity to cater to the need.

• We will continue to work with partners to call on the Home Office
to ensure that all remaining ‘Dubs’ places are filled, and to advocate
for the reopening and expansion of the scheme to ensure that the UK
government upholds its commitment to protect the best interests of
the child.

• We will galvanise a joint civil society and public campaign
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In 2018, we joined and amplified
civil society efforts calling
for an end to the containment
policy on the Greek islands,
supported by powerful research

As part of the EU-Turkey Statement from March 2016, the Greek
government introduced what has become known as the ‘containment
policy’. This is a geographical restriction whereby new arrivals are
banned from travelling to mainland Greece until their asylum claims
have been processed. The islands have seen a rapid deterioration:
conditions in the camps fail to meet acceptable standards, with
overcrowding, failing sanitation services and a large number of mental
and physical health problems. The islands can only be described as at
crisis point.
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• We joined the #OpenTheIslands campaign alongside
partners in Greece, issuing a joint press release and mobilising
the wider public to take action and join the campaign. In
response to our pressure and that of many others, in April, the
Greek Council of State lifted the geographical restrictions which
has kept hundreds of refugees and displaced people trapped in
inhumane and overcrowded conditions on the island. However,
the success was short-lived as the Greek Government
swiftly brought in legislation which in effect re-instated
the containment policy the following month, with specific
exclusions for those identified as vulnerable or those eligible
for family reunification. Despite this setback, we hope that the
Council of State ruling will serve to strengthen civil society calls
for an end to the containment policy in 2019-2020.

• To ensure that the advocacy efforts of RRE and the wider
sector remains evidence-based and sharpened, we conducted
field research on the Greek island of Lesvos to monitor the
human rights situation there, following our report from Chios
in 2017. Our findings were shocking, revealing a situation
characterised by violence, wholly inadequate living conditions
and a striking lack of access to healthcare, and constitute a
sharp advocacy tool which was widely disseminated via the
media, civil society partners and sent to policy-makers.
• Following on from the report on the untenable situation in
Lesvos and an appeal by the UNHCR, the Greek Government
announced that it would begin the transfer of refugees
identified as vulnerable from the islands to the mainland.
While we welcomed these developments, we continued to
advocate for effective and long-lasting policy action to ensure
that the human rights of asylum-seekers in Greece is upheld.

We will continue to campaign for a
complete halt to the containment policy
on the Greek islands by mobilising existing
disparate civil society campaigns and launch
into decisive action.

11 | Refugee Rights europe | ANNUAL REPORT 2018

In 2018, we raised awareness
of the situation for displaced
people at the border mobilising and highlighting the
change that needs to take place

Incredibly dire informal and at-capacity formal transit camps have
formed along the French-Italian border areas since the closure
of the border in 2015, where the town of Ventimiglia in particular
has become a bottleneck scenario. Living conditions are wholly
inadequate, and are likely to compound mental and physical health
concerns already rampant among those who have faced torture and
violence in Libya and at other stages of their journey. The border
closure and the violent approach of border police carrying out
constant and forceful push-backs – in the absence of meaningful
communication, guidance and information – mean that individuals
take increasingly life-threatening journeys.
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• In 2018, we continued to raise awareness of the situation
for minors at the border by taking part in large and highvisibility events where we could seek to mobilise others and
highlight the change that needs to take place. For instance,
at the annual EuroChild conference in Brussels, which brings
together hundreds of European child rights NGOs, we sought
to highlight areas for joint action and build partnerships for
future work.
• A written submission to the Working Group of Experts
on People of African Descent on the promotion of human
rights of people of African descent and a submission to
the Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights on

young people’s human rights were largely based on our field
research from Ventimiglia in 2017, and were thus utilised
to shed light on the urgency of addressing the situation
for displaced people trapped at the French-Italian border,
emphasising the urgency of resolving the situation.
• In 2018, we also started working with a human rights field
reporter based in Ventimiglia, who submitted regular human
rights updates to RRE throughout the year, allowing us to
further develop our forthcoming advocacy plans aimed at
longlasting change.
• Our Ventimiglia report, ‘In Dangerous Transit’, was featured
in an article on the high-visibility platform Info Migrants,
raising further awareness of the rights situation and calling for
action across the sector.

Written Submission, in preparation
for the Working Group of Experts on
People of African
Descent (WGEPAD), 22nd session, on
the draft declaration on the promotion
and full
respect of human rights of people of
African descent
Executive Summary
This submission outlines the results
of the Refugee Rights Europe’s (RRE)
independent research on the
situation for people of African descent
displacement across various research
locations in Europe
throughout 2017. The submission provides
evidence on the main challenges faced
by people of African
descent in displacement in the realisation
of their human rights. We will cover
the following topics:
1. About RRE
2. Objectives
3. Background information
4. Demographics
5. Length of time in displacement
6. Experience of violence and mistreatmen
t
7. Health and safety
8. Access to education and information
9. Conclusion
10. Recommendations
1.

About Refugee Rights Europe (RRE)
1.1. Refugee Rights Europe is a human
rights organisation and registered UK
charity founded in
late 2015 in response to the humanitarian
crisis experienced by refugees and
displaced
people in Europe. The organisation
is run by professionals from a range
of different sectors,
and its advisory group and board
of trustees include academics and
researchers, human
rights specialists, media and communicati
ons experts, asylum workers, NGO
managers,
refugees, policy analysts and students.
1.2. The organisation is independent
of any political ideology, economic
interest or religion. We
believe in the indivisibility of human
rights and are united by our aim to
defend the rights of
some of the world’s most vulnerable
individuals.

2. Objectives
2.1. The objective of the current
research is to provide information
relating to the lived
experiences of displaced people of African
descent in Europe. This data will help
discussions
on the format and scope of a possible
declaration on the promotion and full
respect of human
rights of people of African descent.
3. Background information
3.1. The submission is based on our
findings from research carried out in
France (Paris and Calais)
and Italy (Ventimiglia) in 2017 and 2018.
3.2. Research in Paris, France was carried
out between 27-30 January 2018. The
study is based on
a survey of 283 individuals in their native
language.

1

• In 2019, we will galvanise and co-design
a robust campaign with civil society in
Italy to bring about the opening of an
accommodation centre for underage boys
and girls at the French-Italian border.
• We will seek to mobilise funding and
political will to open an information and legal
advice centre in Ventimiglia, Italy.
• We will re-ignite disparate civil society
efforts aimed at bringing a complete halt to
the illegal push-backs of minors from France
to Italy.

13 | Refugee Rights europe | ANNUAL REPORT 2018

In 2018, we documented unacceptable
living standards in asylum
accommodation and nurtured
strategic partnerships for change

Many individuals who have endured
unimaginable experiences, including
torture, extortion and sexual violence in
their countries of origin and along their
journeys, eventually end up in the UK where
they lodge their asylum application. Upon
arrival in Britain, many face unacceptable
living standards in asylum accommodation,
mental health challenges and an overall
hostile environment including the practice
of indefinite immigration detention.
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• In January, we launched our UK pilot project aimed at
addressing the unacceptable asylum-accommodation
standards in Britain, ahead of the re-issuing of new Home
Office contracts with private sector accommodation providers.
We started in January by investigating and documenting the
human rights situation in asylum accommodation provided by
the Home Office in London. The report received widespread
attention, with David Linden MP referring to the report in
Parliament and obtaining a direct response to the report from
the Minister for Immigration, Caroline Nokes MP. We also
submitted the report as evidence towards the APPG on Ending
Homelessness’ report on rapid response alongside Neil Coyle
MP and Will Quince MP.
• On International Women’s Day in March, we partnered
with Women for Refugee Women and other organisations
on the so-called #AllWomenCount lobby of Parliament,
jointly asking policy makers to listen and act on refugee and
displaced women’s calls for safety, dignity and liberty. The
situation for refugee women across Europe is far too often
overlooked, and we continued to raise awareness of the
specific human rights challenges and many forms of violence
they face throughout 2018.
• Later in the year, we researched and published a second
report regarding asylum accommodation in partnership
with Meena Centre for Women and the Baobab Women’s
Project; this time in Birmingham and with a specific focus on
the provision for women asylum-seekers, who have often
gone through specific challenges and forms of abuse during
their journey to Britain and therefore require a particularly
supportive environment. This report fed into the UK-wide
campaign spearheaded by Asylum Matters and the Scottish
Refugee Council, and was widely used by British civil society
in view of the Home Office negotiations with private sector
service providers. We submitted the report to the Home Office
demanding a response, and to the Home Affairs Committee
(HAC) as part of their inquiry on the new accommodation
contracts. Many of the recommendations made by RRE and
other civil society organisations were taken in to account in the
Committee’s latest inquiry and its own recommendations to
the UK government.

• Throughout the year, we continued building strong working
relationships with British civil society, including national-level
key players such Asylum Matters, iMix, Amnesty International,
as well as grassroots groups such as the Meena Centre for
Women and Children, the Baobab Women’s Project and others.
We were featured on the British Institute for Human Rights’
platform as part of their #MarchForHumanRights campaign on
the 70th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, and we spoke at the prestigious Orwell Foundation’s
events on homelessness, allowing us to reach new and wider
audiences with our human rights-centered narrative.

• Throughout 2018, we also built and nurtured strong
relationships with cross-party MPs and influencers in
Britain, building up towards our 2019-2020 advocacy
strategy. Testament to our credibility and influence at this
policy-level was the fact that we were hand-picked amongst
civil society organisations to attend a meeting convened by
the Shadow Minister for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs
for an ongoing dialogue on the refugee situation in Europe
alongside Jeremy Corbyn and Shadow Foreign Secretary
Emily Thornberry, where we shared our recommendations
for a human rights-centred British and European approach to
migration and asylum.
• Just like in all geographical areas of our work, we submitted
evidence to national and international level accountability
mechanisms in 2018, including a submission to the
Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration
(ICIBI) on asylum accommodation and the Special Rapporteur
on extreme poverty and human rights ahead of the visit to the
UK in November.

• RRE and partners will work through its network of MP contacts
to assert pressure on Home Office to ensure that accommodation
standards for asylum-seekers are improved significantly.
• RRE will co-design and run a campaign calling for welfare officers to
be placed in all major Home Office asylum accommodation centres.
• We will join forces with partners to campaign for an end to
indefinite immigration detention, and for alternatives to detention to
be trialled and evaluated independently.
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