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Home by Warsan Shire
I want to go home, but home is the mouth of shark
Home is the barrel of the gun
And no one would leave home
Unless home chased you to the shore
Unless home tells you to
Leave what you could not behind,
Even if it was human
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The material in this report is a
combination of field and desk-based
research. For the field-based research,
the author travelled to Calais for
10 months during which time she
worked with the Refugee Info Bus as a
researcher and a volunteer.

No direct interviews with displaced persons were
conducted; rather the examples within the report
are events which the author witnessed first-hand or
was told about.
Three interviews were conducted with volunteers
from different organisations: Elisabeth Panetta,
a trauma social worker who worked with Refugee
Youth Service; Jenni Whitaker, who was the
coordinator of Human Rights Observers; and Caia
Fallowfield, one of the founders of Project Play.
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For many years, a
bottleneck scenario
has been unfolding
in Northern France,
characterised by
precarity, roughsleeping, dangerous and
unauthorised bordercrossings, and widespread
reports of police
violence.1 The use of
tear gas and intimidation
tactics, as well as what
may appear to amount
to sleep deprivation, is
continuously reported by
aid groups operating in
Northern France.

The UK’s so-called ‘juxtaposed border
arrangements’ with France and Belgium leave
prospective asylum seekers, including the most
vulnerable, without a mechanism to file their
asylum claim in the UK.2
Legal means are therefore only accessible to a
very small minority who fit specific criteria. For
minors there are two legal routes available: Family
reunification or via Section 67 of the Immigration
Act 2016, or the so-called ‘Dubs amendment’. Yet
these can be immensely complex processes to
navigate and waiting times are lengthy, as further
explained later on in this report.

Preceding the closure of the Calais camp in
2016, the UK government pledged £36 million
to clear the camp and bolster security
provisions at the border.3
This has led to an increased investment in border
technologies, such as motion detection and infrared technology. New high-security fencing, CCTV,

and lighting has also been installed at the Coquelles
Terminal and both the Calais and Dunkirk ports.4
The deployment of security officers and detection
dogs has increased alongside the creation of a joint
command and control centre and an Organised
Immigration Crime Taskforce. This process of
securitisation continued throughout 2018 and 2019,
as exemplified by the increased barbed and razor
wires, walls and fencing surrounding petrol stations
near the ferry ports.5
As tightened border security has made crossing
the channel more difficult, this inevitably results in
increased reliance by prospective asylum seekers
upon smugglers and traffickers.6 If the same push
factors remain in France – police brutality, insecure
living conditions and interminably long asylum
processing times – increased securitisation may not
deter individuals from embarking on the journey to
the UK. Rather, it may in fact increase the risks faced
by these individuals, pushing them into ever more
desperate measures as the situation continues to
deteriorate in Northern France.

Photo credit: Human Rights Observers
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Human Rights Watch (26 July 2017) ‘Like Living in Hell’ Police Abuses against Child and Adult Migrants in Calais.
Crawley, H. (2010) Chance or choice? Understanding why asylum seekers come to the UK. Refugee Council
ibid.
4. ibid.
5. Home Affairs Committee (22nd January 2019) ‘Oral Evidence: English Channel migrant crossings,’
6. Home Affairs Committee (2018).
2.

3.
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The investment in border security has been
accompanied by an increasingly securitised rhetoric
which designates displaced people as threats.
Within Home Office documents, heightened
investment in border security is outlined to ‘keep
communities in the UK safe’ and the policies are
justified as necessary to prevent both criminal
activity and ‘people looking to enter the UK
illegally.’7 This rhetoric therefore increases the
public perception that displaced people can be
directly equated with criminality. The designation of
refugees as ‘threats,’ can then be used to legitimise
even greater securitisation, which has direct
consequences for displaced communities.

In this context of increased ‘securitisation’
at the British border, the fundamental
rights of unaccompanied children are
violated on a daily basis in Northern France.

Safeguarding and protection systems appear to
be entirely excluded from the current deterrencebased approach, despite national and international
obligations to uphold the rights of the child. The
following report provides an in-depth on the
ground update of the ongoing situation for children
in Northern France, many of whom hope to reach
the UK, but who keep finding themselves trapped
between the sealed British border and the heavyhanded approach of the French authorities.
The report details the vast array of safeguarding
failures taking place on French soil in contravention
of national and international law, shining a light on
the wholly inadequate and unsafe living conditions,
which force many children to ‘take matters into
their own hands’ and risk the dangerous journey
to the UK; the continued cycle of evictions which
does nothing to resolve the precarious and tense
situation occurring in the area; and the tragic deaths

at the border and continued
reports of police violence
occurring against children. It
ends with a number of concrete
policy recommendations for
the French and UK authorities,
including urgently calling on
the UK Government, as part of
its recently announced future
resettlement scheme8, to agree
to a fully funded, long term
resettlement plans for displaced
children in Europe. A different
situation for unaccompanied
minors in Northern France can
and must be possible, and now
is the time for French and UK
Governments to act.
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7.
8.

Home Office News Team (2017).
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-global-resettlement-scheme-for-the-most-vulnerable-refugees-announced
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In Northern France, there
are large numbers of
unaccompanied minors
living their lives in a
state of ‘legal limbo’, in
constant fear of being
harassed and apprehended
by the police and feeling
that they have no
recourse to safety at the
hands of those who should
be protecting them.

Photo credit: Human Rights Observers

Unaccompanied minors in Calais
and Dunkirk are currently, as of
August 2019, living in informal
camps which lack the most basic
forms of infrastructure. Tents,
blankets and sleeping bags are
provided by aid organisations,
which provides only minimal
protection, especially during the
harsh winter months. Elizabeth
Panetta, a trauma social worker
with Refugee Youth Service,
explained that the harsh realities

of living in the inadequate camps was coupled with
a constant feeling of needing to be vigilant:
“What we are really seeing is complex trauma
disorder, being under attack, being threatened by
both adults in the camp and the French state”.9
The lack of safeguarding for unaccompanied minors
is clearly evidenced by the inadequate handling
of transfer requests from France to the UK by the
Home Office during the closure of the Calais ‘Jungle’
camp in 2016. In a civil society led court case, the
UK Court of Appeal found that the Home Office
had failed to provide adequate information to
unaccompanied minors whose transfer requests
had been refused.10 In particular, the Home Office
did not provide these children with sufficient
reasons for their refusal, thus limiting their ability to
successfully appeal the decision.

According to Help Refugees, one hundred and
twenty-nine children were reported to have
gone missing during the clearance of the
Calais camp. 11
The safeguarding failures facing unaccompanied
minors in Northern France is hence undoubtable,
and is outlined in further detail in the following
thematic sections.
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Interview with Elizabeth Panetta on 14/05/2019

10. https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/jul/31/home-office-misled-court-about-treatment-of-child-refugees-from-calais-judges-find
11.

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/calais-jungle-unaccompanied-children-refugee-camp-demolition-minors-a6965216.html
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DANGEROUS AND TRAUMATISING LIVING ARRANGEMENTS
Unaccompanied minors
in Northern France are
living in informal camps,
on the margins of society.
These camps lack any
form of infrastructure,
with those in Calais being
subjected to forced bidaily evictions.
There is a striking lack of
adequate safeguarding
procedures and mechanisms put
in place by the French authorities,
who could be perceived as
simultaneously playing the
role of both ‘destructors’ and
‘protectors’. A lack of safe,

legal routes and a breakdown in trust makes the
young children in the area extremely vulnerable to
exploitation by smugglers and traffickers. During
research conducted by Refugee Rights Europe in
October 2017, a 15-year-old boy from Afghanistan
told researchers:
“I don’t want to stay [in France] even if they kill
me”.
The same boy explained that he had left
Afghanistan three years ago, at the age of 12. His
brother is currently in the UK and he is trying to
join him there. He once paid a solicitor and an
interpreter but he claims they didn’t help him. One
of the friends he met in Europe tried to apply for
family reunification under the Dublin regulation but
had no success, so he has now lost faith in the legal
route. He explained that he had no money left to
pay a smuggler, so he attempted to jump on UKbound lorries every night.12

In October 2017, Refugee Youth Service (RYS)
reported that one year on from the demolition
of the Calais ‘Jungle’, the situation facing
unaccompanied minors in Northern France
remained increasingly unstable and dangerous.
Amanda Regan, the former co-ordinator of Refugee
Youth Service in Northern France, stated that
“children are facing poor sanitation conditions;
food insecurity; poor access to health care, legal
advice and information along with exposure
to sexual exploitation and abuse, and human
trafficking and being subject to police violence on
a daily basis”.13
An update on the ground by RYS in April 2018
reported similar conditions to those found six
months previously. However, there had been one
significant change - an increase in state intervention
in the form of forced evictions14.
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Refugee Rights Europe (2017) Twelve Months on; filling information gaps relating to refugees and displaced people in Northern France a year on from the demolition of the Calais camp.
Amanda Regan (24th October 2017) On this day: Unaccompanied children in Calais
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As of August 2019, unaccompanied minors
are still living outside in makeshift camps,
with poor access to sanitation and exposure
to significant risks to mental and physical
health. Elizabeth Panetta, a social worker
with Refugee Youth Service in Northern
France, reported witnessing a number of
harmful coping mechanisms by minors living
in the camps including burning, cutting,
substance abuse, risky sexual behaviour and
suicidal tendencies.15
In the aforementioned report published by
Refugee Rights Europe in October 2017, of the 233
respondents, 84.3% reported that they had been
woken up by police whilst sleeping and forced to
leave their sleeping spot. 90.7% said that the police
did not tell them where they could go.16
On the 23rd of March 2019, the author was a witness
to police harassment at one of the camps in Calais
in which predominantly Eritrean nationals reside.
A group of CRS officers had put out a fire and were
demanding that those living at the camp by the side
of a busy highway pack up and move on. When the
officer was asked by a fellow volunteer about where
they could go instead, the officer repeated several
times that they were ‘illegal’, they had no place in
France and that they must leave. One officer said
for them to move 100m down the street.17
The community had already been permanently
evicted from two previous living spaces, one known
as ‘Little forest’, which was fenced off on the 27th of
September 2018, whilst their second living space
under a bridge was fenced off on the 21st January
2019.18

This approach of harassment and
intimidation by officers without providing
viable alternatives is a clear example of a
lack of sustainable solutions offered by the
French state for displaced persons living on
the street and in continuous legal limbo.
This is an all too familiar occurrence for those living
on the margins of society. In Grande-Synthe, a
large-scale eviction took place in September 2018,
with reports of persons being placed on buses for
hours without access to food or water, only to be
dropped back near to their former site. The old
living space had however been cordoned off, all
tents and sleeping bags had been removed. Thus,
families with young children were forced to spend
a night out in a park in Grande-Synthe, with little
shelter from the pouring rain.19

14.
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Refugee Youth Service April 2018 Newsletter
Interview with Elizabeth Panetta on 14/05/2019
Refugee Rights Europe (2017) Twelve Months On: Filling information gaps relating to refugees and displaced people in Northern France a year on from the demolition of the Calais camp.
17. Witness testimony, 23rd March 2019
18. Human Rights Observers Project (2019) Forced Evictions in Calais and Grande-Synthe
19. ibid.
15.

16.

09 | Refugee Rights europe | Children stuck in limbo | Safeguarding failures occurring on the ground

INADEQUATE ACCESS TO SAFEGUARDING AND LACK OF LEGAL ROUTES
Alternative living
arrangements for
unaccompanied minors
in Calais and Dunkirk
exist only in the form
of the “Centre d’Accueil
et d’Orientation pour
Mineurs Isolés Etrangers
(CAOMIE)”, a reception and
orientation centre for
unaccompanied minors in
St Omer near Calais.

cases under the so-called ‘Dubs amendment’ were
dealt with whilst the scheme was still open to new
cases in Northern France. It is also a place where
minors who want to claim asylum in France can
have their cases processed.20
However, minors who have stayed there report
a bleak experience. Elizabeth Panetta, the
aforementioned social worker with RYS stated
that many minors return from St Omer back to
the informal camps - as the centre is extremely
isolated, they don’t have access to education there
and thus are under-stimulated, and the long waiting
times for their cases to be progressed encourage
them to take their chances with smugglers instead.

At this accommodation centre,
unaccompanied minors in France
who have family in the UK should
technically be processed under
the Dublin Regulation, whilst

Furthermore, she explained that minors who
were 15-17 years old reported being treated
poorly by translation staff, asked questions
such as ‘why would you lie to me about your
age, why would you lie to me about your
journey’21.

This ‘culture of disbelief’ is extremely discouraging
for minors who are trying to start new lives, and
leads to mistrust amongst them and translators.
She stated that she was unsure about the ratio of
social workers to minors in the facilities and that
there was no available information on whether they
were ‘trauma informed’ or ‘culturally conscious’, two
crucial skills in order to provide adequate support to
minors living in these facilities22.
Elizabeth said that in her experience the
long waiting times for transfer to the UK was
discouraging for others arriving at the centre who
were “seeing kids who have been there for six
months who have family in the UK, still waiting
for their process to go through, the other kids
think ‘what’s the point? Why would you go into
this system and wait when you can try to get to
the UK quicker?’”.23 These comments are echoed
in Refugee Rights Europe’s report from April 2017,
where minors reported that nothing was done by

Photo credit: Andreas Beissel
20.

Interview with Elizabeth Panetta on 14/05/2019
Interview with Elizabeth Panetta on 14/05/2019
Ibid.
23. Ibid.
21.

22.
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the French authorities in St Omer to progress their
cases, so they decided to leave and take matters
into their own hands. One child explained:
“They didn’t do anything for us, they didn’t
tell us anything. I spent four months [in the
accommodation centre] and I didn’t see any
hope.”24

Long waiting times can in itself push minors
into situations with an increased likelihood of
exploitation. Help Refugees reported that one child,
who having seen friends wait over seven months
within the child protection system, had decided
that he had a better chance of getting to the UK by

Indeed, the Dubs scheme in particular has been
beset by a number of problems, including delays
and insufficient funding for Local Authorities to
care for Dubs children25. Spaces on the scheme
are also extremely limited, only 480 spaces were
made available, despite initial figures being 3,000
when the scheme was discussed in Parliament.26
When giving oral evidence to the Home Affairs
Committee in January 2019 regarding English
Channel crossings, a representative for the
organisation Help Refugees highlighted that there
are currently 30 children in the reception and
orientation centre in St Omer who have passed the
Dubs criteria for transfer. Yet all these children are
still waiting to be relocated to the UK.27 One minor,
who was eligible and had passed all the criteria for
family reunification, had been waiting in the centre
for over a year. In the centre, there is no access
to education or psychosocial support and squalid
conditions have been reported28.

24.

lorry. Therefore, at the age of 12,
he was living amongst adults in
a makeshift tent and extremely
vulnerable to exploitation.29
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Refugee Rights Europe (2017) Six Months on: filling information gaps relating to children and young adults in Northern France following the demolition of the Calais camp
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/child-refugees-asylum-seekers-minors-local-authority-council-lip-service-home-office-a8789051.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/23/children-needing-asylum-in-uk-not-being-helped-by-dubs-scheme
27. Home Affairs Committee (2019) ‘Oral Evidence: English Channel migrant crossings HC 1900.’ 22nd January (online)
28. Interview with Elizbeth Panetta on 14/05/19
29. Home Affairs Committee (2019) ‘Oral Evidence: English Channel migrant crossings HC 1900.’ 22nd January (online)
25.

26.
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CONTINUED FORCED EVICTIONS
Those living in Calais
typically face forced
evictions every two days,
whilst in Grande-Synthe
evictions take place two
to three times per week.
According to a report
released in June 2019
by the Human Rights
Observers, there had been
803 forced evictions in
the previous 10 months.30
In August 2018, the local
authorities of the sous-prefecture
released an official statement
which confirmed that displaced
persons would be allowed to
keep their belongings, however
this would entail them pulling
their tents across the perimeter
line and also being present
during the eviction. Typically,
when evictions commence,
a ‘Perimeter’ is set up by the
authorities present, usually
just over ten meters outside
of the living spaces. Displaced
persons are forced to drag
their belongings behind the
perimeter line as the eviction
takes place, only to drag them
back to their living spaces once
the eviction has finished. Prior
to this statement by the sous-

Photo credit: Andreas Beissel

prefecture, the Human Rights Observers team
witnessed a surge in evictions, happening every
48 hours at each living space. French border police
have become a common presence at evictions,
where they often conduct identity checks and
arrests. Minors have been arrested during evictions,
even though by law they should not be arrested,
and instead should be offered state protection31.

Needless to say, such repeated forced
evictions coupled with a lack of protection
procedures and viable alternatives lead to
grave child safeguarding failures and rights
violations.

In 2019, a landmark case was won against the French
State in the European Court of Human Rights, known
as ‘Khan vs France’. Khan was an Afghan minor who
was living in the Calais ‘Jungle’ camp, and was the
subject of extreme neglect on behalf of the French
state during and prior to the camps dismantlement.
The Court ruled that France had failed to uphold its
obligations to protect the child32. Despite this victory,
unaccompanied minors in Northern France are facing
the same lack of safeguarding and protection that
Khan faced. In March 2019, a permanent eviction
took place at the largest living space in Calais, known
amongst aid groups and displaced people as ‘RDV’.
Prior to the eviction, the author spoke to RYS who
stated that there had been no French state child

Photo credit: Andreas Beissel
30.

Human Rights Observers Project (2019) Forced Evictions in Calais and Grande-Synthe
Ibid.
32. ECtHR- Khan vs France (no 12267/16) 28th February 2019
31.
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protection services onsite to offer guidance or make
provisions for unaccompanied children33. As a result,
minors had ended up on buses with adults and were
taken to adult accommodation centres.
A member of the Human Rights Observers
team told the author that on May 14th 2019, four
vulnerable unaccompanied minors, aged 10, 14, 16
and 17 years old were living at one of the camps in
Calais. She described the morning the police came
and teargassed one of their tents, slashing the other
one with a knife. The 16-year-old was arrested
and the other three were left in the camp, their
only form of shelter destroyed, with no alternative
offered. Further, the same informant discussed the
negligence on behalf of the police officers towards
these vulnerable children when they destroyed their
living space, commenting that: “It is clear that there
is so much negligence to minors by the police who
come and destroy their belongings every morning.
That [constitutes], at the very base-level, police
violence and negligence by the state”34. It is evident
that the simultaneous destroying of living spaces
whilst offering no alternative form of shelter is an
undeniable failure to protect these unaccompanied
children. Further examples of police violence taking
place during evictions is reported by the Human

Rights Observers team in their detailed report
entitled ‘Police Violence in Calais’, which documents
abuses of power by law enforcement officials from
November 2017 to November 2018. The following
excerpt from the report illustrates the critical nature
of the situation in the area:
“In one of the four tents at this location, the
occupants did not exit the tent initially. The
clearance teams, dressed entirely in white suits,
used a knife to cut the tents while there were
individuals still sleeping inside. This clearly
posed a threat to the sleeping individuals, but
also rendered the tents unusable. They then
confiscated the four destroyed tents, before the
PAF officers arrested two of the interviewee’s
friends.” Description of a testimony taken from
a 15-year-old minor from Afghanistan, Route de
Saint Omer, 3rd January 2018. 35

In addition, another report by the Human
Rights Observers found that on the 24th
April and 10th May 2019 the jerry cans
used to provide water to communities in
Grande-Synthe area were slashed during an
eviction36.

33.

Refugee Youth Service
Interview with Jenni Whitaker on 19/05/2019
35. Human Rights Observers (2018) Police Violence in Calais; Abusive and illegal practices by Law enforcement officers
36. Human Rights Observers Project (2019) Forced Evictions in Calais and Grande-Synthe
37. https://www.unwater.org/water-facts/human-rights/
38. Interview with Caia Fallowfield on 19/05/2019
39. Human Rights Observers Project (2019) Forced Evictions in Calais and Grande-Synthe
40. Interview with Caia Fallowfield on 19/05/2019
34.
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This is deeply alarming – all
individuals are entitled to safe
and clean drinking water under
international human rights
law.37 Another informant, Caia,
who is the founder of Project
Play, reported the inhumane
living conditions facing families
in Grande-Synthe living in a
temporary accommodation
known as the ‘gym’. Caia
described the living spaces as
‘metal pens’, with poor access
to showering facilities and no
hot water.38 A survey conducted
by La Cimade, DROP solidarité,
RYS and Médecins du Monde
in March 2019 on conditions
inside the gym found that 72% of
respondents did not have access
to a shower whilst a further 87%
did not have access to toilet
facilities.39 During one trip to the
‘gym’, Caia came across a heavily
pregnant woman living outside
with her two-year-old child.40

ALARMING EXPERIENCES OF CHILDHOOD TRAUMA
For young children there
is inadequate safe spaces
for children to engage in
play.
Caia, the aforementioned
founder of Project Play, has
seen extremely worrying cases
of imaginative play, which
highlights the trauma these
young children have experienced

on their journey to Europe and in France. In one
particular example, children performed a story of
three women who were attempting to get to the
UK. During the play the three women met with a
smuggler in a park, where they were put on a lorry.
They were subsequently found by a police officer,
and a border control officer who had a dog. The
play ended with the women running away from
the dog. Caia described the difficulty listening to
how proud the children were of the parts they
played, especially the boy who gleamed with joy
when announcing he’d played the police dog. It

is clear that for these children their imaginative
play is reflective of the environment they are in
and a symptom of the trauma they have already
experienced at such a young age. Caia reflected
on her time working with Refugee Community
Kitchen, where young children would take the
gloves and conduct pat downs on each other. In
another example, Caia describes two young boys
from the same family, who only draw pictures of
boats and lorries.41

Photo credit: Andreas Beissel

41.

Interview with Caia Fallowfield on 19/05/2019
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POLICE VIOLENCE, HARASSMENT AND INTIMIDATION
As already highlighted in previous
sections in this report, unaccompanied
minors living in Calais and Dunkirk face
daily police harassment, intimidation and
sometimes violence. According to firsthand reports from the ground, police
violence commonly occurs during forced
evictions, with reports of tear gas and
belongings being destroyed. Refugee
Rights Europe (2017)42, Human Rights
Watch (2017)43, Human Rights Observers
(2019)44, Refugee Info Bus (2018)45 and
many more organisations have released
reports documenting the high levels of
police violence facing displaced persons
in Northern France.

During the author’s time in Calais, an individual from
the Kurdish community had been found in the back
of a truck by the police. He was on crutches, yet the
officers sprayed him, causing burns to his lower face
and neck. At the end of October 2018, the author
spoke with a group of Kurdish males, including a
15-year old minor, who had experienced violence
and harassment by the police during the previous
night. They were visibly shaken up by the incident,
during which the minor’s shoes had been confiscated
as he was also hit with a baton, and sprayed with
a chemical agent. One of the men in the group
commented on how the minor was “only a baby”46.
In a report by Refugee Rights Europe from April
2017, an Eritrean teenage boy explained how he
used to have a paper that proved that he was under
18 but the police ripped it and detained him for
more than 12 hours without letting him go to the
bathroom. After that, he was allegedly beaten by the

police, before being released with
an injured knee.

75.3% of children had been
arrested or detained in the
area. The tearing of papers
had been reported multiple
times to volunteers47.
At the end of October 2018,
the author spoke with a group
of Kurdish males in Puythouck,
Grande-Synthe who had
experienced police harassment.
As requested by the police, one
of the men had handed over his
papers to the police, who had
subsequently ripped his papers
up in front of him.48 Displaced
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Refugee Rights Europe (2017) Twelve Months on; filling information gaps relating to refugees and displaced people in Northern France a year on from the demolition of the Calais camp.
Human Rights Watch ( 26 July 2017) ‘Like Living in Hell’ Police Abuses against Child and Adult Migrants in Calais.
44. Human Rights Observers Project (2019) Forced Evictions in Calais and Grande-Synthe
45. Human Rights Observers (2018) Police Violence in Calais; Abusive and illegal practices by Law enforcement officers
46. Testimony 25.10.18
47. Refugee Rights Europe (2017) Six Months on; filling information gaps relating to children and young adults in Northern France following the demolition of the Calais camp
48. Testimony 26.10.18
43.
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persons without papers are reportedly often targets
of unjustified arrests and detaining, thus ripping up
someone’s papers could put them at risk of being
arrested. During mass evictions in Grande-Synthe,
displaced persons reported being told they were
going to hotels but instead were brought by bus to
detention centres. On certain occasions, numbers
were written on the back of their necks, or bracelets
were placed on their hands with names and numbers
written on them49. At the end of October 2018,
the author spoke with an individual who had been
detained in this manner, who recounted:
‘’Yes, a number just like an animal you know, just
like animal. All of the countries all over the world,
they put this just on the animal’s hand, why they
put this?’50
Chemical agents, such as tear gas and pepper
spray, are a common method used by police forces
towards displaced communities. One community
living in Calais reported daily spraying, often when
they were walking, often by a police van on the main
road. In Grande-Synthe, food, fires and belongings
were continually tear gassed during the early hours
of the morning.

The reported tear gassing of food is
particularly alarming as there is currently
no state provision of food in Grande-Synthe,
meaning that many individuals are left with
little to nothing to eat.
Jenni Whitaker, the co-ordinator of Human Rights
Observers, described an incident that took place
in May in a camp in Grande-Synthe. It was the
beginning of iftar, the breaking of the fast during
Ramadan, when police entered the camp and
released a large amount of tear gas.51 During a
previous distribution in the carpark in Puythouck
in Grande-Synthe, whilst aid organisations were
distributing food and clothing, the CRS entered the
car park in multiple vans and began tear gassing.
They also entered the small carpark, where it was
known that women and children’s activities took
place.

Aid workers on the ground at the time
reported seeing distressed mothers running
towards their children, whilst other small
children froze with a haze of tear gas
surrounding them .52

Police violence appears to have
a direct impact on the health of
displaced persons in Northern
France. In a Refugee Rights
Europe research report from
October 2017, 52% of the 233
respondents reported having
experienced health problems in
France. 55.9% of them believed
that their health concern was
a result of the unhealthy living
environment, while 36.4%
said it had been brought on
by tear gas or other forms of
police violence. One 16-yearold boy from Afghanistan
explained that the police had
broken his leg which also led to
sustained back problems. The
sustained use of tear gas and
pepper spray undoubtedly risks
contributing to additional health
problems for displaced people
in the area. Several respondents
demonstrated skin conditions,
including rashes, burns and
peeling53.
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Human Rights Observers Project (2019) Forced Evictions in Calais and Grande-Synthe
Testimony 28.10.18
51. Interview with Jenni Whitaker on 19.05.19
52. Interview with Caia Fallowfield on 19.05.19
53. Refugee Rights Europe (2017) Twelve Months on; filling information gaps relating to refugees and displaced people in Northern France a year on from the demolition of the Calais camp.
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VIOLENCE BY CIVILIANS
Children in the area are
moreover at constant
risk of violence by other
actors, including civilians.
In a study carried out by
Refugee Rights Europe in
October 2017, 41.4% of
minors reported that they
had experienced citizen
violence, which included
both verbal and physical
abuse.

There are moreover further unconfirmed
reports of sexual exploitation and
harassment occurring against minors in
northern France, by civilians, officials and
displaced individuals alike.55 Alarmingly,
unknown cars have been known to pull up to
areas in which minors are sleeping, offering
items in return for sexual favours. It is clear
that without adequate and safe shelter, care
and support these vulnerable children are at
an increased risk of sexual exploitation.

The lack of information available to unaccompanied
children in the area means that many do not have
access to information about their rights, and are
therefore unable to challenge acts of violence or
harassment perpetrated against them. The author
witnessed a reluctance to come forward with
information about violence or harassment, for fear
of further repercussions.

A 17-year-old Eritrean said he
had been abducted by a gang of
what he called “racists”, who had
taken him in a van and driven for
about an hour, then beat him up
and left him there. A 12-year-old
Afghan boy added,
“they don’t react to us like we
are human beings. People
come on motorcycles to
where we are sleeping and
shout bad things”.
93.6% reported experiencing
some form of police violence.
Shockingly, 86.36% of minors
had been tear gassed, 59.09%
had experienced physical abuse
and 25% had been verbally
abused54.

Photo credit: Andreas Beissel

DEATHS AMONG MINORS AT THE BORDER
In addition to the range of
safeguarding failures and rights
violations outlined throughout
this report, there is also the tragic
reality of deaths of children
occurring at the French and
Belgian borders every year. The
following reports of deaths of
unaccompanied minors have
been recorded, but are unlikely to
constitute an exhaustive list due
to the likelihood of deaths within
this context going unreported:56

•

28th March 2018: A 16-year old Eritrean boy

•

succumbed to his injuries, five days after
being hit on the highway near the Calais port.

•

21 December 2017: Abdullah, a 15-year old

killed in a hit and run incident on the highway.

•

22 July 2017: Omar – a 17-year old boy from
Sudan – was crushed by a bus to which he was
attached, in Brussels.

16th October 2015: A 16-year old from
Afghanistan was killed by a train in the
Eurotunnel.

from Afghanistan, was killed after being hit by
a car on the highway.

•

16 September 2016: A 14-year old boy was

•

30th January 2014: A 17-year old boy from
Iran was killed by a lorry whilst trying to cross
the UK border.

Refugee Rights Europe (2017) Twelve Months on; filling information gaps relating to refugees and displaced people in Northern France a year on from the demolition of the Calais camp.
Refugee Rights Europe relays the voices of displaced people in Europe, reporting what respondents tell us, our partner organisations and affiliated researchers. Meanwhile, we have not been
able to verify these claims through official sources.
56. Calais Migrant Solidarity (2019) ‘Deaths at the Calais border.’
54.
55.
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This report has outlined
an alarming array of child
safeguarding failures and
rights violations facing
unaccompanied minors in
the Franco-British border
zone in Northern France.
The first-hand accounts from the
ground in Calais and Dunkirk,
outlined in this report, highlight
a case of extreme neglect and
failure to uphold a duty of
care towards unaccompanied

minors circulating in the area. Due to the repeated
evictions, demolitions and harassment performed
by official state actors, mainly the CRS police
deployed to the area, there appears to have been
a complete break-down of trust between minors
and authorities, preventing most minors from
accessing help through the child protection system.
The outcomes of this can be disastrous, as the
majority of applications for legal entry and family
reunification procedures are all carried out by child
protection services57. The same police violence,
harassment and intimidation contribute to a further
degradation of minors’ physical and mental wellbeing; many of whom have already gone through
potentially traumatising experiences throughout
their journeys and in their countries of origin.

This is coupled with entirely unsuitable living
conditions, whilst living in such close proximity to
unknown adult males poses further risks, including
the risk of exploitation and trafficking.
This detrimental situation for minors has been
unfolding in Northern France for decades,
and it is now high time for meaningful and
sustainable change to take place. The following
recommendations outline constructive measures
which the French and British state actors ought to
take, in order to rectify the grave child safeguarding
failures and rights violations unfolding on the
ground:
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THE UK GOVERNMENT
Expand safe and legal routes:
• In the immediate term, the Home Office must allocate the remaining places
under the Dubs amendment for unaccompanied minors by October 2019.

• The Home Office moreover ought to allocate funding from existing or new
agreements to provide further support, in the form of specialist Home Office
caseworkers, to the French asylum office in Northern France to ensure the
identification of and speedy transfer of displaced children under existing or
new family reunification processes.

• The UK government out to urgently commit to resettle children in Europe as
part of any new or existing resettlement agreements.58

Funding for humanitarian purposes:
• The UK government ought to ringfence a proportion of existing funding
for border security for humanitarian purposes, in particular towards new
safeguarding and protection mechanisms for unaccompanied minors in
Northern France, including the provision of adequate shelter, with the
presence of social workers and specialist support staff.

Photo credit: Andreas Beissel

Outside of Europe, refugees are able to apply for resettlement to the UK via the Vulnerable Persons’ Resettlement Scheme (VPRS), and the Vulnerable Children’s Resettlement Scheme. Both of
which are set to end this year. The Government recently announced that from 2020 it would consolidate the VPRS, the VCRS and the gateway protection programme in to one global scheme and
has committed to resettling a further 5000 in the first year of the scheme. So far there is no commitment beyond 2021 and there has been no mention of specific resettlement spaces allocated to
unaccompanied children in Europe. As the UK leaves the EU, many of the existing protections under the Dublin Regulation may cease to apply for unaccompanied minors in Europe, and they may
be unable to access current family reunification procedures. Despite a commitment in the European Union (Withdrawal Act) 2018 to renegotiate family reunification for unaccompanied children in
Europe post-Brexit, there is no certainty on the time frame on when this might take place. Moreover, in the event of a no-deal Brexit, existing legal frameworks would cease to apply immediately,
leaving unaccompanied children in Europe devoid of safe and legal routes to reach the UK, particularly since spaces via the Dubs scheme are extremely limited and has been beset by delays and
challenges.

58.
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THE FRENCH GOVERNMENT
Ending police violence:
• The General Director of the National Police (DGPN) must ensure that the
objective of providing 25 days’ training for CRS per year is met,59 ensures that
such training is regularly reviewed, and includes international human rights
obligations, including safeguarding and protection mechanisms for vulnerable
displaced people, including children and women at risk of trafficking and
complex trauma awareness; the use of force by officers in line with national
legislation with an emphasis on adopting a non-violent approach; and
discouraging the practice of racial profiling and a review of non-discriminatory
practice.

Provision of safe accommodation and safeguarding:
• The French Ministry of the Interior, through the local Prefecture, ought to
provide adequate accommodation to unaccompanied minors in Northern
France, regardless of immigration status, with adequate social workers,
translators and specialist support staff60.

• Accommodation must be provided to unaccompanied minors whilst age
assessments are ongoing, as well as during the appeal process.

• Safeguarding and protection mechanisms must be put in place for
unaccompanied minors in Northern France, including the provision of adequate
shelter, with the presence of social workers and specialist support staff.

Provision of adequate health care:
• The French government, through the Ministry of Health, must allocate
additional funding to hospital and healthcare services in areas in Northern
France in order to ensure access to physical and mental healthcare is available
to all, regardless of immigration status.

Non-obstruction of aid:
• Non-governmental aid groups operating on the ground must be authorised to
operate freely to deliver their services, undisrupted by police interventions and
intimidation tactics.

https://www.lesechos.fr/09/02/2017/LesEchos/22380-017-ECH_securite---le-couteux-suremploi-des-crs.htm
In order to ensure full compliance with the principle of the best interests of the child and of family unity and ensure that no children or families are left in destitution regardless of immigration
status, in accordance with the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union, the 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, the European Convention for the Protection of
Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, and as reaffirmed in article nine of the 2013/22/EU Directive.

59.

60.
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