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Introduction
October 2020
Welcome to Refugee Rights Headlines!
In this booklet, we’re pleased to share with you a selection of blog posts from Refugee Rights
Europe’s website from the past year, from June 2019 to present.
Here at Refugee Rights Europe, an important part of our work is to shed light on the often
desperate situation experienced by people in displacement across Europe, to inform the
public and lay the foundations for advocacy work at EU-level - encouraging the development
of adequate policy proposals. We believe that a different reality for refugees and displaced
people across Europe can and must be possible, and we relentlessly press for meaningful
policy change at the highest levels.
The blog posts in this booklet have been selected from a wider range of materials and photos
on our website, and cover a range of geographical locations in Europe, ranging from the
Greek/Turkish border and the Greek islands, to the borderlands in northern France and
Ventimiglia, as well as the UK domestic scene. The posts address several different thematic
areas such as the complex living conditions in make-shift camps and asylum accommodation,
the situation of women and children in displacement, mental health issues, police
harassment, gender-based violence, violent pushbacks, and the impact of Covid-19 on people
on the move across Europe.
The blogs have either been written by members of the RRE team, or by guest authors with
expert knowledge derived from direct personal experience of displacement, or from working
at the frontlines of Europe’s contemporary refugee situation.
We hope that you will learn something new, and share any new insights with your friends and
family, and encourage them to join a growing movement calling for the rights and dignity of
refugees and displaced people to be upheld in Europe.
Thank you for your interest in our work, and we wish you an interesting reading experience.
Best wishes,

Smret Gebreslassie
Blog Content Manager

Marta Welander
Executive Director
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Our 2020 resolution? Ramping up
refugee rights advocacy
At Refugee Rights Europe, we believe that the European Union, its member states and the UK are
perfectly capable of ensuring a response to asylum and migration that upholds the human rights of every
person seeking protection in Europe. We know it is possible to safeguard the human rights of displaced
people while preventing the human, material and financial waste that happens when asylum is
mishandled. In 2020, our resolution is to continue calling for change.
Working with partners across Europe, our advocacy efforts will focus on two goals:
Ensuring humane living conditions in transit points
Stopping the obstruction of asylum procedures

In too many places across Europe, displaced people are living in inhumane conditions at the border or
transit points. We are seeing this in the Greek Islands, northern France, major cities like Paris and Brussels,
and French-Italian border towns. This year, we will advocate for more resources to ensure living
conditions are humane and follow international human rights law, regardless of someone’s legal status.
We will oppose proposals for closed, detention-like processing and reception centres. When individuals
have already filed an asylum claim, we will press for compliance with states’ obligations under the EU
Reception Conditions Directive – far from universally upheld. In places, like the Greek islands, where
geographical constraints have contributed to poor living conditions, we will call for an end to the root
causes behind such containment policies.
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In 2020, we will continue to campaign against the obstruction of access to asylum procedures. This
means putting an end to at least three things: An end to the externalization of asylum to non-European
countries and the hampering of search and rescue operations, which have gained traction in the deadlock
around the Dublin IV and CEAS reform negotiations. Lacking any basis in human rights or refugee law,
concepts of ‘Regional Disembarkation Platforms’ and ‘Controlled Centres’ risk weakening and offshoring
European protection obligations. We will continue to act as a strong voice at EU and UN levels and
denounce this practice which does not uphold human rights, in law or in practice
An end to summary push-backs and detention at internal borders, which prevent vulnerable individuals’
access to asylum in Europe. We will work with partners at the Greek-Turkish border, France’s borders with
Italy and Spain, the UK’s border with France, and Croatia’s borders with Serbia and Slovenia, to end these
practices. An end to the denial of safe and legal routes to asylum in some countries. In 2019, we showed
that the situation in northern France is partly rooted in the UK’s border arrangements with France and
Belgium, which make almost no safe and legal asylum route in Britain available. In 2020, we are
launching a new campaign pressing for asylum applications to be accepted at the British border, or for
humanitarian visas to be issued. It will increase the chances of a timely resolution for many individuals. It
will also reduce the number of life-threatening, unauthorized border crossings undertaken from France or
Belgium into the UK.

The context we find ourselves in is increasingly difficult. Civil society space to defend refugees and
migrants in Europe is narrowing. Solidarity is more and more criminalised. Far-right populist movements
have made huge strides. Now is the time to ramp up our efforts. In 2020, we will continue to influence
European policy by unequivocally referring to universally accepted human rights, international law and
the EU’s commitments to fundamental rights. Human rights have always been at the core of our work
and we will continue to call for a rights-based approach to migration and asylum in Europe.Collaborating
with grassroots groups has been key to our work from the beginning. This year, we will deepen this
approach and continue to work across the sector, pooling resources and expertise with partners. We’ll
bring human rights allies together and add capacity to those who rarely get to engage with policy
institutions. In the end, our 2020 resolution is the same as last year, and the year before: relentlessly
defend the human rights of refugees and displaced people in Europe.
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BORDER SONG - THE SECRET CULTURE OF PUSHBACKS, VIOLENCE AND ABUSE IN EUROPE

Many refugees across Europe desperately need to reach a safe country where they can apply for asylum
and seek family reunion. It is in trying to get there that many are faced with further human rights abuse,
detention and even violence, as they attempt to cross borders. With no safe, legal means in place for
them to do this, many people including children are forced to attempt an extremely dangerous, illicit
border crossing, and risk being caught.
There is a widespread practice occurring at multiple border locations across Europe, in which people in
displacement are subjected to push-backs when they attempt to cross the border illicitly. ‘Push-backs’
refer to the expulsion by state authorities of an individual or group back across a border after they have
crossed it. It essentially means that people are being forced back across the border to where they came
from by the relevant authorities.
In doing so, officials abandon their obligations to look at a person’s situation and process their asylum
application, preventing refugees from realising their human rights within that territory. As well as violating
the human rights of incredibly vulnerable people, push-backs clearly contravene certain state obligations
in international law; however, the practice continues.

In examining the practice of push-backs, it is important to consider how so many people, families and
children become so desperate that they are compelled to attempt a border crossing. The refugee crisis
within Europe remains under-reported but has by no means subsided. People in displacement all too
often live in desperate, inhumane and even life-threatening conditions, with thousands of people and
families currently facing destitution; with poor sanitation, nutrition and healthcare.
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There are widespread reports of a lack of information regarding legal rights and how to apply for asylum,
[i] as well as extremely protracted processes that often leave individuals in a seemingly indefinite state of
limbo[ii]. It is these conditions, compounded with the growing desperation to reach a safe country or to
be reunited with family members, that draw people into this situation. Certain European borders have
become hotspots for refugees and displaced people who need to reach safety, many of whom end up
attempting to illicitly enter a neighbouring state.

Push-backs take place in the absence of due process, are arbitrary and often collective; with no
opportunity for the person to claim asylum or seek redress against what has occurred. A push-back is very
different to “deportation”, which by its nature involves a legal process. Push-backs are not lawful, a point
which has been emphasised repeatedly, including by the United Nations[iii] and the European Court of
Human Rights.[iv]
Push-backs are in fact fundamentally illegal[v], and in many cases may violate the principle of nonrefoulement as set down by Article 33 of the European Convention on Human Rights, that prohibits the
expulsion or return of a refugee into territories where their life or freedom may be threatened due to their
race, religion, nationality, political opinion or social group.[vi] They also contravene the ban on collective
expulsions according to Article 4 of the European Convention on Human Rights[vii].
However, a culture of organised, collective push-backs exists at many European borders as a significant
aspect of migration practice. Many such push-backs involve violence and inhumane treatment, although
it should be emphasised that any push-back is unlawful, regardless of how it is carried out.[viii]

Refugees and displaced people trapped in Italy
face a dire situation, characterised by poor
conditions in the reception centres and refugee
camps, including inadequate sanitation and food
provision[ix]. The implementation of the Salvini
Decree revokes humanitarian protection permits,
with many people now left destitute and forced to
sleep rough; all occurring against the backdrop of a
system that is stretched to breaking point with a
frustratingly slow asylum process[x]. These factors
combine to render the situation unbearable for
many migrants in Italy, many of whom remain
desperate to reunite with family elsewhere in the
EU or to reach a safe country. It is for these
reasons that many people attempt to leave the
country via the border, where so many, including
children, are then subjected to violent push-backs
into Italy by the French authorities, who
systematically deny them their right to claim
asylum.
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This situation has escalated since 2015, which saw the reintroduction of border controls, coupled with the
changing climate following the terror attacks in Paris and Nice. Today, push-backs from France back to
Italy occur on a daily basis. Procedures under French law for refusing entry are not followed, with people
being denied appropriate translations and information on their legal rights. Push-backs against children
and unaccompanied minors are being carried out in the same way, with reports of documents being
confiscated with no means of redress[xi].
Individuals subjected to push-backs may then be deprived of their liberty[xii], with many held in
containers, sometimes for over 12 hours at a time, with little-to-no access to food or water. Such
practices contravene French national law, with many individuals now attempting to escape via motorway
tunnels, train tracks and through the mountains, risking serious injury, hypothermia and even death.

There are organised, collective push-backs of displaced men, women and children occurring at the border
of Greece and Turkey around the Evros River, with individuals who have crossed into Greece being
forcibly pushed back to Turkey, in direct violation of their human rights under international law. There are
widespread and alarmingly similar accounts of people being captured and arrested by the Greek police,
who then detain them before confiscating their personal belongings and effecting a coordinated
handover for their collective expulsion back to Turkey[xiii].
Under national law, people in
displacement should be escorted to the
police station to register their requests
for asylum[xiv]. There are reports
however of the organised abuse of this
system, with some officials allegedly
being complicit in handovers to other
groups. Although the full extent of police
involvement in these forced push-backs
remains unclear, there are widespread
testimonies of people being routinely
apprehended, rounded up and handed
over to other agents[xv].
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There are also multiple reports that people pushed back into Turkey then face further human rights
violations, including detention in dirty, cramped conditions, insufficient food and water, the theft of
personal possessions and unprovoked violence. Research in this region has highlighted widespread
violations of human rights and international law, including the principle of non-refoulement, the right to
seek asylum, the ban on collective expulsions and the right not to be unlawfully detained and tortured.

A culture of illegal push-backs and violence against people in displacement has also been recorded within
the Balkan Region. The use of dogs by border officials to apprehend and assault people in transit,
reportedly common in both Croatia and Hungary, has led to cases of bite victims requiring
hospitalisation[xvi].
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Border rivers are also systematically used to effect push-backs. There are reports of people being
immersed in cold water, stripped of their clothing by officials, humiliated and effectively tortured[xvii].
Detention facilities are largely sub-standard, with the human rights of many people being largely
overlooked in favour of the deprivation of liberty, violent assaults and the ongoing culture of illegal pushbacks.
There is overwhelming evidence of the organised and systematic abuse of the human rights and dignity
of people in transit who are seeking safety within the EU at the hands of state actors; which will not stop
until positive action is taken to protect the fundamental rights of people in displacement. Urgent reform
is needed, to acknowledge and uphold the rights and safety of these extremely vulnerable people.
Refugees are entitled to protection, or refuge, within a
safe country. Given that all asylum seekers should be
presumed refugees until proved otherwise,[xviii]it is
crucial that the practice of push-backs is brought to an
end, to protect the rights and dignity of people who
remain in desperate need. By sharing this piece, you can
help to alert governments to the culture of push-backs
and the ongoing human rights violations occurring upon
their territories.
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We continue to urge all EU states to remain vigilant to the behaviour of any officials who may be
complicit in these practices and to take swift action against those found to be culpable. Safe, legal routes
must be made available to allow people in transit to lawfully cross borders when necessary, with due
processes in place to ensure a fair outcome in line with both national and international human rights
obligations.

[i] https://refugee-rights.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Information-and-Education-1.pdf
[ii] https://refugee-rights.eu/
[iii] https://www.ecchr.eu/en/case/un-committee-condemns-spains-push-back-policy/
[iv] https://www.ecchr.eu/en/case/europes-treacherous-borders-seeking-justice-for-ceuta-victims/
[v][v] https://www.euractiv.com/section/justice-home-affairs/news/commission-refugee-push-backs-are-illegal/
[vi] https://www.unhcr.org/uk/5d9ed32b4
[vii]https://www.echr.coe.int/Documents/Guide_Art_4_Protocol_4_ENG.pdf[viii]file:///C:/Users/lee/Downloads/Illegal+Evros+pushbacks+Report_Mobile
+Info+Team_final%20(3).pdf
[ix] https://refugee-rights.eu/wpcontent/uploads/2018/07/LivingConditions2.pdfhttps://refugee-rights.eu/wpcontent/uploads/2018/07/LivingConditions2.pdf
[x] https://refugee-rights.eu/2019/03/14/the-cycle-of-violent-push-backs-at-the-french-italian-border/
[xi] https://medium.com/are-you-syrious/ays-daily-digest-31-10-19-ventimiglia-illegal-pushbacks-as-a-daily-reality-at-the-french-italian-92bf09b669b0
[xii] https://medium.com/are-you-syrious/ays-daily-digest-31-10-19-ventimiglia-illegal-pushbacks-as-a-daily-reality-at-the-french-italian-92bf09b669b0
[xiii]file:///C:/Users/lee/Downloads/Illegal+Evros+pushbacks+Report_Mobile+Info+Team_final%20(3).pdf
[xiv]file:///C:/Users/lee/Downloads/Illegal+Evros+pushbacks+Report_Mobile+Info+Team_final%20(3).pdf
[xv][xv] file:///C:/Users/lee/Downloads/Illegal+Evros+pushbacks+Report_Mobile+Info+Team_final%20(3).pdf
[xvi] file:///C:/Users/lee/Downloads/September-2019-Report-1%20(1).pdf
[xvii] file:///C:/Users/lee/Downloads/September-2019-Report-1%20(1).pdf
[xviii][xviii] https://www2.ohchr.org/english/issues/migration/taskforce/docs/Discussion-paper-expulsions.pdf
The views, information, or opinions expressed in the blog post are solely those of the author and do not necessarily represent those of Refugee Rights Europe
and its employees. Refugee Rights Europe invites a spectrum of viewpoints to feature on its blog in order to highlight different aspects of the human rights
crisis facing refugees and displaced people in Europe, with the hope of generating discussion conducive to constructive solutions.
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FOR REFUGEES AT SEA, COVID-19 is ANOTHER
BORDER TO SAFETY AND ASYLUM
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As we are confined in our homes during this unprecedented pandemic, people in flimsy dinghies continue
risking their lives on the Mediterranean Sea, seeking a place of safety. COVID-19 has erected yet another
border in between them and the right to seek asylum, and it’s wider than the 2-meter recommended
distance.
When the pandemic forced European countries to close borders to control the spread of the virus, Greece
was already in its third week of being praised as the “shield of Europe” as it continued to illegally push
back asylum seekers attempting to enter the EU from Turkey.
During that same time, in the Central Mediterranean, civil rescue boats with hundreds of survivors on
board were unable to disembark in Sicily for over a week because of stand-offs with authorities, delaying
the necessary 15-day health quarantine.
And that week, the International Organization of Migration (IOM) released the number of people dead
and missing in the Mediterranean in 2019: 1,885 human lives. Put simply: Europe had closed borders for
people seeking refuge well before COVID-19 appeared on the continent. This pandemic is shrinking the
lifelines for migrants at sea to survive.
Human rights violations in the
Mediterranean continue, but it is harder to
keep authorities accountable. We often only
hear about migrants at sea when it’s framed
as a “threat” or an “invasion” to Europe. But
since the world and Europe, announced to
be “at war with a virus”, the daily tragedy in
the Mediterranean seems to have fallen
through the cracks.

Photo credit: Refugee Rescue
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For example, on March 21, a Greek Cypriot patrol vessel pushed back a boat carrying 175 people from
Syria, justifying that the police acted on government orders to prohibit entry in order to protect against
COVID-19. The police made it clear that they will not allow anyone, including asylum seekers, to enter in
violation of these decrees. Just a few days earlier, 49 asylum seekers, including a pregnant woman and
three children, in Malta’s Search and Rescue zone were also denied entry and the Armed Forces refused
to disclose information on the matter.

Photo credit: Refugee Rescue

The network of WatchTheMed AlarmPhone
later reported that “the Maltese authorities
instructed the so-called Libyan coastguards
to enter a European Search And Rescue
zone in order to abduct about 49 people and
force them back to Libya […] where,
according to their testimonies, they were
imprisoned and battered.” At the same time,
along the Eastern Mediterranean route,
Greece voted and approved in Parliament to
suspend the right to seek asylum from
March 1-31st, with the possibility of
extension.

These measures leave new arrivals in limbo, subject to unlawful detention, forced returns and with no
assessment of vulnerabilities. At sea, Greece imposed bans on maritime traffic around some islands in the
Aegean while the Hellenic Coast Guard is returning people back to Turkey by putting them in life rafts and
dropping them at the Turkish side of the Aegean border.
While COVID-19 fuels policymakers to construct more borders against asylum seekers, the virus has also
made it more difficult for many search and rescue organizations to offer lifesaving services. For most of
March – during which, over 3,500 people reached Europe by crossing the Mediterranean – there were no
civil rescue ships in the wider Mediterranean.

Photo credit: Refugee Rescue
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Even before COVID-19 struck, search and rescue NGOs were already heavily targeted and criminalized by
authorities, but this public health emergency has provided governments and right-wing movements with
another “shield” to justify more violent and systematic deterrence measures. Given this trend, it was not
unexpected when Italy used the pandemic to publicly justify the closing of the ports to refugees.
COVID-19 may have transformed the world in many ways, but upholding people’s fundamental rights to
seek asylum must not be impeded. The European Commission explicitly states that travel bans related to
the pandemic should not apply to persons in need of international protection, and we must remember
that it also applies to our sea borders.
There are many ways to ensure safety if health risks are identified, in line with the COVID-19 response,
from screening arrangements to quarantine in a place of safety, to testing. It is not an “us” or “them”
dilemma. It is not a matter of ability, but of will.
European governments and policy-makers must choose saving lives while complying with health
measures, instead of choosing illegally push back, or refuse to rescue, refugees at sea. We must not allow
COVID-19 to become another border to safety and asylum for refugees.

Photo credit: Refugee Rescue

Pat Rubio Bertran is the Program Lead for Refugee Rescue, the only professional and humanitarian Search and Rescue NGO operating 24/7 on the North
Shore of Lesvos, Greece. As of March 19, Refugee Rescue has had to pause its operations in Lesvos due to COVID-19.
The views, information, or opinions expressed in the blog post are solely those of the author and do not necessarily represent those of Refugee Rights Europe
and its employees. Refugee Rights Europe invites a spectrum of viewpoints to feature on its blog in order to highlight different aspects of the human rights
crisis facing refugees and displaced people in Europe, with the hope of generating discussion conducive to constructive solutions.
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THE CRIMINALISATION OF SOLIDARITY

In recent years there has been an alarming increase in the criminalisation of acts of solidarity within
Europe. This is particularly prevalent in the context of solidarity with refugees and migrants, but it also
poses a potential threat to the wider European human rights community. It is situated within the context
of a rise in populist currents in several European countries and the consequential clamp down on rights
and liberties in various forms. As governments attempt to bolster the walls around ‘Fortress Europe,’
securitisation is used to justify increasingly hostile response and repressive policies. This narrative of
‘threat’ and ‘necessary response’ can be seen throughout European political discourse and helps to strip
the refugee discussion of humanity. The delineation of refugees as ‘threats’ helps to distance the
conversation from the reality. Sinister and menacing forces are insinuated, and the othering of refugees
helps to demonise those seeking help and those who try to support them.
Laws originally designed to target traffickers are now being deployed against search and rescue efforts,
those seeking to protest against deportations on planes, and others offering humanitarian support such
as healthcare and shelter. By associating humanitarian aid workers and volunteers with this perceived
web of criminality, governmental actors are not only attempting to discourage others from joining
solidarity efforts but also to discredit their legitimate protests and calls for change. As the targeting of
European human rights workers has increased, campaigners have denounced this as a sinister effort to
use the notion of security to silence civil society.[i] The criminalisation of solidarity is only one tool within
a wider political project, but there are concerns that it heralds a worrying new political normality.
A number of significant cases exemplify this, as individuals engaged in humanitarian work have become
the targets of a clampdown on solidarity networks. This ranges from the prosecution of search and rescue
volunteers, to the forced determination of the activities of the rescue ship, the Aquarius in the
Mediterranean, and the conviction fpr terror-related offences of the Stanstead 15. The high-profile case
of Sarah Mardini and Sean Binder who were both arrested in Greece in September 2018 was a prime
example of this emerging trend. They were initially held on charges of people smuggling following their
work as NGO lifeguards rescuing asylum seekers arriving of the coast of Lesbos.[ii] They then faced
further accusations of espionage and money laundering. Sarah holds refugee status and has been
internationally celebrated after her and her Olympian sister saved the lives of 18 individuals by swimming
their dinghy to shore in 2015 after fleeing Syria. Sarah was held for 107 days in total in the high security
Koryalllos prison in Athens, while Sean was held in Chios – they have both now been released on bail, yet
they both face 25 years imprisonment. Despite their release from pre-trial detention, there is still concern
that they face what what Amnesty International has called ‘absurd charges’ and what Human Rights
Watch referred to as ‘baseless accusations.’
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Another example is the recent case of Carola Rackete, the Captain of the Sea Watch 3. She was arrested
on the 29th June 2019 when she docked her vessel in the port of Lampedusa with 40 displaced people
on board in defiance of a ban by the Italian government. The actions of the Italian government, including
a draft decree by the Italian interior minister, Matteo Salvini, to fine those who rescue refugees and
displaced people at sea, had already been widely condemned by UN human rights experts. They called
on authorities, “to stop endangering the lives of migrants, including asylum seekers and victims of
trafficking in persons, by invoking the fight against traffickers. This approach is misleading and is not in
line with both general international law and international human rights law. Instead, restrictive migration
policies contribute to exacerbating migrants’ vulnerabilities and only serve to increase trafficking in
persons.” It was within this political context that Carola Rackete was arrested for docking her ship after a
two-week stand-off at sea. She faced charges of abetting irregular immigration and forcing her way past a
police vessel, which can face up to ten-year jail sentence. Yet, she was released days later when an Italian
court ruled to free her. Her organization, Sea-Watch, said that the judge had considered that she acted ‘in
performance of a duty’ to save lives.’ They considered that, ‘her only ‘wrongdoing’ was to enforce human
rights in the Mediterranean and to take responsibility where none of the European governments did.’
Afterwards she outlined that she saw her release, ‘as a big win for solidarity with all people on the move
including refugees, migrants and asylum seekers, and against the criminalization of helpers in many
countries across Europe.’[iii]
Despite this small victory, the trends and rhetoric at a European governmental level remain disturbing.
Particularly concerning was President Macrons’ insinuation in January 2018 that charities, such as Refugee
Rights Europe, working in Northern France, are lying as regards reports of police violence perpetrated
against refugees and displaced people in the area. Similarly, Vincent Berton, the Deputy Prefect for
Calais, also said that such reports of police violence were “allegations, individuals’ declarations, not based
on fact.” It is alarming that such statements directly seek to undermine the work conducted by
organisations such as Human Rights Watch, Bar Human Rights Committee, Help Refugees and Refugee
Rights Europe, aimed at documenting and highlighting the human rights violations facing refugees and
displaced people in the area. The warning is loud and clear; solidarity efforts which seek to challenge the
status quo are not welcome. If the trend of increased criminalisation of solidarity efforts is allowed to
continue unchallenged it may increase public apathy towards engaging with a human rights agenda and
further discourage assistance and activism. Overall, the consequences and ramifications will be faced by
those who need the solidarity and support the most.
[i] Smith, H. (2018) ‘Arrest of Syrian ‘hero swimmer’ puts Lesbos refugees back in spotlight.’ The Guardian, 6th September (online)
<https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/sep/06/arrest-of-syrian-hero-swimmer-lesbos-refugees-sara-mardini> (Accessed: 12th August 2019)
[ii] https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/dec/05/syrian-aid-worker-sarah-mardini-refugees-freed-greece (Accessed: 12th August 2019)
[iii] https://www.aljazeera.com/news/europe/2019/07/sea-watch-hails-italian-court-decision-free-carola-rackete-190703070005678.html (Accessed:
15th August 2019).
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NewPactonMigration:Anexacerbationof
pastfailuresinshinynewpackaging

For years, women, men and children in displacement have suffered human rights violations across
Europe: left to drown at sea, beaten,violently and illegally pushed back at EU borders, contained without
dignity at the EU’s edges, returned to danger under cynical deals with third countries. The Commission
promised that the New Pact would be a Fresh Start to asylum and migration. It turns out to replicate or
exacerbate past failures in new packaging. The overbearing focus is on preventing access to EU territory
as if the success of the EU’s asylum and migration system is measured by its efficacy in “keeping
numbers down”.

Photo: Zsuzsánna Fodor

There are certain aspects of the Pact which represent a slight shift from the past model, albeit none of
which are hope-inducing. Firstly, there’s the disgraceful introduction of compulsory pre-entry screening
accompanied with a new border procedure.The latter will negatively affect displaced people from socalled ‘safe countries’, ‘safe third countries’ and third countries for which the recognition rate across the
EU is below 20 percent: these people are a priori deemed not worthy of undergoing a ‘normal’ asylum
procedure. . It’s not rocket science: we have been warned countless times by civil society and legal
experts, that arbitrary ‘selection’ procedures based on country of origin and recognition rates are unfair,
dangerous and risk hindering access to asylum for international protection seekers. This new border
procedure, essentially a truncated asylum procedure with diminished due process guarantees and
insufficient time or practical opportunity for an appeal, is likely to lead to unlawful returns of protection
seekers and a high risk of refoulement, in contravention with EU, European and international human
rights and refugee law.
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The proposed provisions for ‘preliminary vulnerability checks’ as part of the screening procedure are
wholly inadequate. Officials are to check, “where relevant”, for individuals with vulnerabilities. Despite
civil society outcries over inadequate vulnerability assessments which have for years contributed to
harmful bottle-neck scenarios in reception facilities in frontline member states, the New Pact does
nothing to improve these shortcomings. These provisions will most propbably lead to a systematic lack of
identification of vulnerable groups including LGBTIQ+ individuals, survivors of trafficking and torture, and
those with individual cases which need more time to be adequately assessed and properly understood.
Hasting to return such groups of individuals, on the basis that they originate from so-called ‘safe
countries’ or that they have a nationality with relatively low recognition rates, will most certainly lead to
increased unlawful refoulement, putting vulnerable people at risk of torture, persecution and even death
upon return.

The long-awaited ‘solidarity mechanism’ is also a source of grave concern. In an attempt to bridge
disagreements between member states and appease Europe’s most hard-line governments, the Pact
introduces a flexible option for exercising “mandatory solidarity” which in itself seems like an oxymoron.
It proposes that countries can choose to share responsibility by contributing to relocation of asylum
applicants from frontline states, or through ‘return sponsorship’, which is perhaps the most sinister of the
new proposals put forward by the Commission. Contributions also are “flexible” and can take different
forms: operational support, capacity-building, reception arrangements, return operations, or cooperation
with non-EU countries.
It remains unclear how the Commission proposes to enforce the flexible solidarity mechanism in practice,
and how it would work, in particular since asylum seekers who could not be returned by the sponsoring
member state must be allowed to enter the member state of arrival. It is similarly unclear what happens if
all states choose return over relocation, a question that was also left unanswered amid journalists’
repeated attempts to seek clarification during the Commission’s press briefing following the Pact’s
publication. In practice, this scenario will result in displaced individuals remaining in frontline member
states for prolonged periods, if not indefinitely – a scenario that went up in flames two weeks ago in
Moria.

This brings us to the core issue of where people will stay during this time. The Pact and its Regulations
allude to the possibility of member states accommodating people further in-land, at a distance from
external borders. This inevitably raises fears of closed centres, de facto detention and deprivation of
liberty, strategies that appear to be ‘piloted’ in various forms in the new emergency camp on Lesvos as
well as the Hotspot on the island of Kos, among others. Civil society has been warning against this for
years, warnings that apparently went unheard amid the Commissions ‘extensive consultations with
stakeholders’. Despite the silence over this question in the New Pact, it is clear that for months,
individuals might be trapped in whichever facilities (inland or not) they are forced to remain in throughout
the pre- entry screening and the new border procedure. It is unclear how this will differ from the current
‘Hotspot’ approach on the Greek islands and elsewhere. New overcrowded containment areas, and many
more ‘Morias’ across Europe will leave displaced individuals in hellish conditions and European civil
society wondering where exactly the ‘fresh start’ is. What we’re facing is an old model with a new label,
now rolled out across Europe’s borders and inland.
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The Commission has also put forward a specific regulation for crisis situations, in an attempt to facilitate
swifter ‘solidarity’ between member states during times of ‘crises’ such as increased numbers of arrivals of
people seeking international protection. he prospects for humane handling of asylum applicants in these
‘crisis’ situations would be further hampered, with an extended scope and duration of the application of
border procedures and hastened returns under the ‘return sponsorship’ mechanism. One could positively
receive the proposal of granting immediate protection status to displaced people seeking asylum in times
of crisis. However, this proposal is simply repealing the previous 2001 Temporary Protection Directive
which was never implemented, not even in 2015 when most asylum seekers originated from war-torn
countries, primarily Syria.

The Commission consistently claims that the Pact and its Regulations will ensure fundamental rights,
observe the principles of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union, and international
legal obligations. Paying lip service to human rights in this manner while presenting proposals that render
their implementation near impracticable, quite frankly feels like an insult to all the civil society groups,
human rights movements and volunteers working relentlessly to uphold basic rights and safeguard the
last grains of human dignity left for people in displacement across Europe and at its borders.
Rather than observing rights principles, the Pact is instead riddled with almost-certain risks of
fundamental rights violations. They have seemingly been designed as a framework to facilitate and justify
unlawful returns and refoulement, as well as the obstruction of access to the EU asylum system. It
doesn’t take an expert to understand that this will lead to a further degradation of safeguarding of
vulnerable people, as well as the basic human dignity and rights that supposedly lay at the foundation of
the European project.

While the proposed monitoring mechanism is intended to help ensure fundamental rights compliance,
and while the FRA’s role therein is welcome, it is hard to see how it could lead to effective compliance.
First of all, it appears as though this mechanism would only relate to the pre-entry screening and border
procedures, rather than the broader treatment of seekers of protection at the EU’s internal and external
borders. Moreover, the burden of setting up these mechanisms and ensuring adequate investigation is
placed largely on member states themselves. This appears slightly paradoxical as this mechanism was
surely introduced in an attempt to rectify the sustained and systematic rights violations and illegal
pushbacks documented at the EU’s borders over the past years. As lately proven by Croatian and Greek
officials denying any rights violations at their borders despite clear evidence, it is difficult to see what
incentives member states will have in documenting and investigating their own rights violations at
borders.
Civil society has time and again called for a strong monitoring mechanism to be developed by the
European Commission and in close collaboration with expert NGOs and civil society groups operating on
the ground. In order to break with the current failures to hold member states accountable for their border
violence and rights violations, such a mechanism would essentially need to involve civil society, NGOs
and national human rights institutions to ensure that evidence is collected in a confidential way which
does not put victims at risk, and that it leads to timely investigation and redress. Any other attempts will
be futile and will not result in a veritable system of accountability.
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In short, any remaining glimmers of hope for a more humane European approach to asylum and
migration have faded with the publication of the Pact. In its current form, it is likely to replicate and
exacerbate displaced people’s suffering on our doorstep and across Europe. Tragically, the Commission’s
approach is deeply misguided; as the past years have proven without a doubt, it is wrong to believe that
the women, men and children fleeing their homelands to reach Europe will be deterred by the prospect
of drowning at sea, being detained upon arrival, or being deported swiftly. People in displacement
embark on treacherous migration journeys because anything appears safer than staying where they are,
not out of choice.

18

MAKING [IN-] VISIBLE - ART REFUGE IN
CALAIS, NORTHERN FRANCE

“The border creates particular conditions of (in-)visibility, (in-)audibility and (dis-)appearance and in order
to intervene in that context, one needs to position carefully in relation to that. Art galleries and cultural
spaces more broadly offer us a chance to reflect on those aspects” Forensic Oceonography[i]
Four and a half years ago, Art Refuge made its first visit to the France-UK border town of Calais. Soon
afterwards we set up our weekly art therapy project in the makeshift refugee camp (The Jungle) in
collaboration with Médecins du Monde. We are still making those visits to Calais on a fortnightly basis as
the need for psychological support is even more urgent now than it was in 2015.
Many of those we work with are underage teenagers and young people. Psychological spaces remain
scarce, even though the need for these has been identified by us as urgent, as well as by our partners,
other agencies and refugees themselves [ii]. This context appears to be worsening, with the hundreds of
individuals who find themselves displaced on the border facing heightened security, increased hostility
by the French state and ongoing exposure to homelessness, racism and lack of access to legal routes and
support.

In 2020, non-governmental organisations working in the Calais
area of northern France continue to draw attention to the
untenable living conditions[iii]. The high levels of police
harassment, intimidation, violence and frequent evictions from
living spaces referenced by RRE’s Marta Welander in August 2019
[iv] have not reduced, while the winter months make the context
still tougher. During one of our visits to Calais before Christmas
2019, a young man from Nigeria was found dead in his tent from
toxic fumes, whilst trying to keep warm.
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All photos throughout the blog belong to Art Refuge.

The urgent need for the British government to provide expanded safe and legal routes to prevent future
tragedies could not be more pressing. Protracted Brexit talks in 2019 led to increased UK spending on
border controls. With a strong majority, one of the first acts of the new British government in early
January has been to reject Amendment 4 of Clause 37 of the Withdrawal Bill which would have protected
the rights of child refugees to be reunited with their families after Brexit. With Brexit now a surety, this
has dangerous implications on the ground. Tragic therefore that this Clause has been rejected, and now
has one last chance to be passed through the House of Lords.
People are being worn down by their experiences, and the hostility they meet is across not just northern
France but other borders and countries in northern Europe where they have often tried and failed, to
make a successful asylum claim. Worryingly, we are now seeing many of the same faces on each
fortnightly visit, with some individuals returning to Calais after trying to gain asylum in other countries
and returning to Calais as a last resort. Others have tried again and again to find a way to cross to the UK
in a context in which risking one’s life is the norm rather than the exception. Last Friday we spent time
with a young man in his 20’s who told us he has spent five Christmases in Calais trying to cross to the UK.
Many others, like him, have reached a place of desperation with nowhere else to go. We also increasingly
meet young men, underage, from West Africa, and this is new.

As people get trapped in a cycle of rejection from countries across Europe and in the case of France, at
the border with no obvious way out of their predicament, we see an increase in depression, anxiety and
hopelessness. Here, the direct hostility from police compounds the complex layers of trauma and
difficult experiences people have already faced from fleeing their country of origin.
As discussed in a joint paper with RRE in 2018 [v], there is an acute need to ensure more adequate
attention is given to mental health, and this ought to lie at the heart of the European refugee response in
order to create a safer environment for refugees and European host communities alike. ‘The declining
mental health among displaced people is evidently a widespread yet largely overlooked crisis, which
requires a concerted and cross-sectoral effort between actors to prevent current and future damage to
individuals and communities across the continent’.

The refugees we meet on the border with the Médecins du Monde mobile clinic, at the Secours
Catholique day centre and until recently in the Maria Skobtsova safe house, are also often resourceful
and courageous people who show tenacity, humanity towards one another and extraordinary capacity for
coping and survival.

Using large maps for shelter and creative conversation; working with Médecins du Monde’s mobile clinic. 09.02.19 – Copyright: Art Refuge
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By using large maps with Médecins du Monde’s mobile clinic on the edge of the port town, or maps,
bricks, found objects and magnifiers at The Community Table in Secours Catholique’s day centre in
Calais, we engage with people visually. We see the role that creative spaces can offer in this context. Last
week at the mobile clinic, we witnessed moments of playfulness, laughter, problem-solving, absorption,
necessary distraction, and opportunities to de-stress. Using maps and cards of flags, we saw the
knowledge, intelligence and potential of people to ‘imagine’ something other and hope for a better
future.
Poetic installations were made at the day centre table. Viewing these through magnifiers, magical
illusions emerged with scale and light being played with. These optics provided different ways of looking,
seeing and relooking at objects and places on the map. Encouraging active participation on the part of
those at the table, people were making, staying and chatting, and finding companionship.
In Calais with our partners, we have seen courage, shared moments of humanity, imagination, hope,
potential and generosity, with people becoming visible rather than invisible. Looking and relooking
together at the world map, these people are also audible and present [vi].

Using magnifying glasses, bricks and maps at The community Table, l’accueil du jour de Calais, Secours Catholique, 10.01.20 Copyright – Art Refuge
[i] https://www.sinkwithouttrace.com/post/meet-forensic-oceanography. Forensic Oceonography. June 17, 2020.
[ii] Lloyd, B., Usiskin, M. and Press, N. (2018), The Calais Winds took our plans away: Art therapy as shelter. Journal of Applied Arts & Health, 9:2, pp. 171–84.
[iii] Secours Catholique, Médecins du Monde, Art Refuge, Refugee Youth Service, Refugee Community Kitchen, Refugee Info Bus, amongst others.
[iv] https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/calais-crossings-channel-refugees-migrants-uk-home-office-a9076636.html. The Independent.
August 23, 2019.
[v] https://www.law.ox.ac.uk/research-subject-groups/centre-criminology/centreborder-criminologies/blog/2018/10/mental-health Accessed January 16,
2020.
[vi] https://www.facebook.com/artrefugeuk/ www.artrefuge.org.uk
The views, information, or opinions expressed in the blog post are solely those of the author and do not necessarily represent those of Refugee Rights Europe
and its employees. Refugee Rights Europe invites a spectrum of viewpoints to feature on its blog in order to highlight different aspects of the human rights
crisis facing refugees and displaced people in Europe, with the hope of generating discussion conducive to constructive solutions.
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SHINING A LIGHT ON THE NEEDS OF DISPLACED
WOMEN IN NORTHERN FRANCE

Photo credit Refugee Women's Centre.

Women and girls have been in makeshift
settlements on the northern French coastline
since the early 2000’s. Some travel alone;
others travel with children or partners. But
these camps have always been home to
primarily young single men, making women a
less visible minority that faces its own
challenges.

Since the destruction of the so-called Calais ‘Jungle’ camp in 2016 and the state-funded La Liniere camp
in Grande-Synthe months later, displaced women, men and children have had little access to safe
shelter, sanitation, legal advice and protection from violence and exploitation.
Despite their different backgrounds, displaced women in Calais and Grande-Synthe are linked in their
attempt to reach the UK for a range of reasons including family ties such as partners, language pulls and
as a last resort after being refused asylum elsewhere in Europe.

The camps around Grande-Synthe (neighbouring the
city of Dunkirk) have been home to many women,
who often travel in family units. Most are Kurdish
from Iraq or Iran, though there a number of Farsispeaking Iranian, Arabic-speaking Iraqi and Kuwaiti
Bidoon women.

Photo credit Refugee Women's Centre.

In mid-September 220 individuals lived within families in Grande-Synthe, including 50 women. Over the
last year, the Refugee Women’s Centre has supported an estimated 450 women, including 30 women
travelling alone. We have witnessed a concerning increase in women travelling alone, mainly from Iraq and
Iran.
Women and families here have left their countries due to political repression and instability, religious
persecution, economic hardship or ‘honour’-based violence. Those travelling alone most often report
having fled domestic or ‘honour’-based violence, persecution as a result of their sexual orientation, or
having been separated from their husbands during their journey.

Over the last year, about 35 women have passed through Calais. The majority are Iranian travelling in
family units, while others have travelled alone from Eritrea or Ethiopia, often fleeing indefinite military
conscription, political persecution, ‘honour’-based violence or Female Genital Mutilation or cutting
(FGM/C).
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Few families lived in Calais previously, but this has changed in the last year with more Iranian families and
single mothers arriving with children from West Africa. Most women travelling from Africa arrive through
Libya to Italy.
In 2017, there were more women in Calais (around 50) but these numbers fluctuate. At the moment,
many of these women have moved on to Brussels or the surrounding area in an attempt to find better
shelter. While people report having less access to food (one meal a day) and facing brutal police violence,
having a stable place to sleep each night is the biggest pull factor for displaced people, alongside access
to medical care and legal information.
New arrivals have dropped dramatically since the reinforcement of European push-back operations to
Libya and the crack down on search and rescue ships.

Camps and makeshift settlements around Calais and
Grande-Synthe are systematically evicted, up to every 48
hours, with few long-term and suitable alternatives offered.
Between August 2018 and June 2019, 738 forced evictions
took place in Calais alone, keeping people in a constant
state of insecurity and instability.

Photo credit Refugee Women's Centre.

Women in particular suffer from unstable shelter, forcing
them into unsanitary and undignified living conditions and
putting them at greater risk of exploitation. Despite the right
to emergency shelter guaranteed by French law, shelter
services in Dunkirk consistently say they have no provisions
for women or families.

In Grande-Synthe, accommodation spaces offered by the state are insufficient. When the option is
offered, people are rarely told where they will be taken. They may end up in isolated centres with little
access to transport, food, healthcare or sanitation. Often, there is no clear information on French asylum
systems.
Accommodation centres vary greatly. Some facilitate access to local hospitals and dentists, provide
hygiene products and clothing, and create supportive relationships with those living in the centre. In these
conditions, more families choose to claim asylum in France.
In other centres, there have been too few social workers, at times one social worker to 200-300
displaced people. In the summer of 2018, a nine-month pregnant woman was taken to a centre with no
social workers. In each attempt to visit the hospital she was blocked by the police, despite having a ticket.
This leads to many people returning to makeshift settlements.

There is a dangerous lack of information relating to legal procedures and asylum for those living in
makeshift settlements. Legal advice is difficult to obtain. A recent court order [i]was issued for the French
state to provide information on people’s rights in Grande-Synthe inaccessible languages, but this has
been poorly enforced.
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With most services operating in English or French, women – fewer of whom speak foreign languages – are
greatly disadvantaged and must rely on others for information. This is particularly dangerous given that
most displaced people have Dublin III fingerprints in another European country[ii] and are caught in a
complex legal limbo. Many communities admit that their biggest source of information is other displaced
people, including criminal groups, and are often influenced by rumours.

Makeshift settlements generally have little to
no access to clean running water, showers or
toilets[iii]. When they do, they are unclean and
doors often lack locks leaving women feeling
unsafe. This is in violation of international
standards[iv] relating to reproductive health
rights.

Photo credit Refugee Women's Centre.

Certain groups monopolise the showers and
toilets and charge others for their use.
Incontinence pads are in high demand, with
many women avoiding toilets altogether,
especially at night.

Childcare, especially for new-borns, is difficult with limited access to clean water and washing facilities.
Illness and infection are passed on quickly including scabies, head lice and impetigo.

While SGBV is by no means specific to any context or culture, displaced women living rough lack access
to adequate support. Travelling alone, they are a target for harassment, rape and exploitation. Often,
single women ‘partner’ with a man for ‘protection’, but these situations tend to go hand in hand with
exploitation.
Women who face violence from their partners have little recourse to state support. When they report it,
they are rarely offered safe accommodation and police hardly ever trigger a full investigation. Police have
also been known to normalise abuse as “cultural”, ignoring these women’s enormous efforts to come
forward and the impact that displacement has on families.
When abuse survivors claim asylum, they face many barriers to meet the often unrealistically high
standards of proof required. Being undocumented and not speaking English exacerbates existing
obstacles such as not knowing your rights or what services are available, or having to prioritise the need to
find secure accommodation over leaving an abusive situation.

Women travelling alone regularly disappear from camps. We suspect that many are housed in private
accommodation by organised networks for the purposes of sexual exploitation, forced prostitution or sex
work. Single women, who generally have less money, are more likely to end up in debt bondage.
When these women have come to our attention, it is clear that there have been no meaningful follow-up
or safety measures by the authorities.
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Whilst there is a hospital service for undocumented people in Calais and Dunkirk, the hours are limited
and interpreters are not always present. Some hospitals have attempted to deny access to free
pregnancy termination for undocumented women.
The lack of access to medical care is concerning in light of the sexual and gender-based violence that
women face in the area. There are few safe spaces where women can disclose sexual health concerns or
pregnancies, forcing some to travel to Brussels for terminations.

Despite President Macron’s 2018 promise[v] to focus on education for all children in France, hundreds of
children living in makeshift settlements or even state accommodation centres cannot go to school. Many
have spent years out of education, affecting their behaviour and well-being, as well as their psychological
development, ability to form healthy attachments, desire to learn and their future prospects of
integration.
With virtually no state safeguarding structures in place, children living rough are at risk of sexual and
economic exploitation, especially when unaccompanied or with a single parent.
The community plays an important part in looking after children, and they are often a great source of
happiness to everyone around. We have seen that, if a child has loving and attentive caregivers, it buffers
the impact of external stressors.

There is little state care for displaced women and girls in northern France, but support groups in the area
work hard to provide information, meet basic needs and facilitate access to services that do exist. We
continue to put pressure on the state to take their responsibility in this regard, particularly with regard to
shelter and sanitation.
Women living in makeshift settlements remain strong advocates for their own living conditions. There
have been collective protests[vi], and the (re-)construction of home and community spaces under
constant threat of eviction and police aggression is testimony to people’s unrelenting drive to assert their
basic rights.
Women, in particular, show fierce solidarity in caring and providing for each other. Hope and a desire for
stability continue to hold strong in the face of exhaustion and daily rights violations for displaced people
on the northern French coastline.
[i] https://www.lemonde.fr/societe/article/2019/06/21/a-grande-synthe-la-prefecture-du-nord-condamnee-a-des-mesures-sanitaires-pour-lesmigrants_5479949_3224.html
[ii] http://www.leparisien.fr/societe/migrants-a-calais-on-nous-traite-comme-des-sauvages-14-01-2018-7499502.php
[iii] https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=22917
[iv] https://www.unfpa.org/resources/what-minimum-initial-service-package
[v] https://www.la-croix.com/France/Politique/Macron-leducation-memes-chances-tous-enfants-2018-05-03-1200936403[vi]
https://www.dunkirkrefugeewomenscentre.com/single-post/2018/11/10/Voices-from-the-ground-On-privilege-and-activism
The views, information, or opinions expressed in the blog post are solely those of the author and do not necessarily represent those of Refugee Rights Europe
and its employees. Refugee Rights Europe invites a spectrum of viewpoints to feature on its blog in order to highlight different aspects of the human rights
crisis facing refugees and displaced people in Europe, with the hope of generating discussion conducive to constructive solutions.
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OnthearrivalofprospectiveUKasylum
seekersbyboat,andtheneedforhumane
policychange

The current narrative and political framing of boat arrivals as a “major threat” to the UK border needs to
be challenged and put into perspective. In fact, the total number of arrivals by boat in 2020 thus far is
expected to be just over 4,000 (compared with 1,890 in Jan-Dec 2019). This is undeniably a small
number of people in comparison to the 65,000 claims for international protection made in Europe in
January 2020 alone.[i]
Equally, narratives around boat arrivals constituting a threat to public health in the context of Covid-19
must also be scrutinised. Even the Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for the Home Department
and Minister for Immigration Compliance himself admitted that “there is no evidence to show that there
is an increased risk [of Covid-19 transmission] from migrants.”[ii]
The fact that individuals try to reach the UK via sea crossings rather than freight traffic does not mean
that the border is more compromised than before; the phenomenon is simply more visible. Yet this trend
is becoming the grounds on which the UK Government is reinforcing its own legitimacy to further restrict
the rights of displaced people and prevent them from being able to journey to the UK to seek safety.

The shift towards people resorting to increasingly risky boat crossings across the Channel (rather than
using freight traffic) is best understood as a symptom of the increasingly pervasive desperation amongst
displaced people in northern France, where they face untenable conditions.
Indeed, increased security spending at the ferry port and Eurotunnel (which has included an investment in
heat body scanners, dog patrols, fencing, increased border enforcement), rather than an investment in
human security and long-term solutions, serves to heighten the desperation felt by displaced people in
the area, pushing them into ever more risky routes.[iii] The former Home Secretary Sajid Javid himself
admitted that the increase in border security was one of the main reasons for a corresponding increase in
people attempting the crossing by boat.[iv]
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To illustrate this desperation, it is sufficient to look at the situation of the 1,500 people living in informal
camps in the area (as of April 2020)[v], who for the most part live without access to shelter, clean water
and sanitation, let alone legal information or protection from violence and exploitation. Following the
global Covid-19 outbreak, the situation is worse than ever.[vi] The well-documented heavy-handed French
police presence, with the tacit political support of the UK,[vii] involves daily evictions of living spaces,
which makes France unappealing as a country in which to seek protection from. This acts as a push factor
driving prospective asylum seekers away from a place which many have come to associate with harsh
police violence, lack of accommodation and anti-migrant sentiment.[viii]
Moreover, the increasing number of unaccompanied children who are recorded to have made the crossing
in 2020 is indicative of an inadequately resourced and overstretched State Child Protection service in
France, that could provide support these children on French territory should the service be adequately
resourced and funded.[ix]

Photo: Rob Pinney

It must be noted that the vast majority of those
attempting to cross the Channel are fleeing persecution,
generalised violence, conflict or other forms of protracted
crises in their home countries and many are likely to be
granted international protection in the UK, according to
experts.[x] In any event, these individuals deserve the right
to have their claims assessed through due process in the
spirit of the 1951 Refugee Convention. Instead, however,
the UK’s border control policies are designed to restrict
access to the asylum system,[xi] arguably breaching the
UK’s international legal obligations by circumventing the
right to asylum and as a result also the protection against
non-refoulement.[xii]

This approach has come at great human and financial cost[xiii] while completely failing to address the
underlying matters of the situation at the UK border. Indeed, these policies have contributed directly to
the ongoing humanitarian crisis in northern France – which can only be understood as a deplorable
political and moral embarrassment – and to an increased reliance on dangerous and irregular journeys for
prospective asylum seekers to reach UK soil.
When putting things into perspective, bearing in mind the wider situation of asylum and migration across
Europe, the 1,730 people who have arrived thus far this year remains an extremely low number
compared to the overall 35,500 people who sought asylum in the UK in 2019.[xiv] The cost of housing
and feeding these individuals as part of an asylum procedure would amount to £13.3 million a year,[xv]
which is just over ten percent of the sum spent in 2016 alone on preventing them from entering the UK.
[xvi]

Home Secretary Priti Patel’s most recent endeavours to introduce new powers to turn back individuals off
the coast and return them to France, also seeking advice from the notorious Australian border force,[xvii]
does nothing to address this decades-long humanitarian disaster at our doorstep.
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Evidence shows that increased security measures and hostile treatment of vulnerable people do not work
and only push people to take more dangerous routes.[xviii] Therefore, if the UK Government is to
effectively achieve its stated goal of dismantling trafficking and smuggling networks[xix] and reducing
reliance on irregular migration pathways,[xx] whilst still upholding international[xxi] and European
law[xxii] and its moral responsibility vis-à-vis prospective asylum seekers, it must make available safe and
legal routes.
Local authorities in the UK have the capacity to receive unaccompanied children. Councils across the
country have pledged more than 1,400 places as part of the charity Safe Passage’s #OurTurn campaign
for those stuck in Europe without a safe, legal route to the UK if only the Government would open such a
route. Instead, the Home Secretary effectively suggests automatically sending prospective asylum
seekers back to France rather than assessing their asylum claims in the UK, in accordance with the 1951
Refugee Convention. This approach disregards asylum provisions under international law, and ignores the
wider context of asylum in Europe as well as asylum seekers’ individual circumstances, whilst feeding into
populist, demonising narratives.
As the UK works out its new relationship with the European Union and its member states, and in the
context of its new Immigration Bill, it has an opportunity to resolve a situation that has deteriorated
rapidly over recent years by providing access to safe and legal routes to asylum and protection. Any other
approach, including the Home Secretary’s most recent intentions to directly and automatically return
anyone arriving through the sea route,[xxiii] directly hinders an effective resolution to a detrimental and
decades-long situation.
[i] EASO, Latest Asylum Trends: January 2020 https://www.easo.europa.eu/latest-asylum-trends
[ii] https://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/Commons/2020-04-28/40965/
[iii] Foreign Affairs Committee, Responding to irregular migration: A diplomatic route (2019), p. 9 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201919/cmselect/cmfaff/107/107.pdf
[iv] https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/statement-migrant-crossings
[v] Refugee Rights Europe, ‘Urgent communication to seven UN Special Rapporteurs regarding France’s COVID-19 response’ (2020) https://refugeerights.eu/2020/04/09/urgent-communication-to-seven-un-special-rapporteurs-regarding-frances-covid-19-response/
[vi] The Guardian (2020) https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/apr/09/covid-19-spreading-quickly-though-refugee-camps-warn-calais-aid-groups
[vii] InfoMigrants (2019) https://www.infomigrants.net/fr/post/20205/traversees-de-la-manche-des-gendarmes-reservistes-francais-payes-par-londres-deployes-sur-le-littoral
[viii] The Human Trafficking Foundation, ‘Nobody deserves to live this way’ (2017) https://www.antislaverycommissioner.co.uk/media/1262/nobody-deserves-to-live-this-way.pdf
[ix] https://kccmediahub.net/council-leader-calls-on-the-home-secretary-to-intervene-to-stop-unaccompanied-children-crisis-engulfing-childrens-services-in-kent745
[x] BBC (2020) https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/amp/uk-england-50813246
[xi] Through the juxtaposed border arrangements of the 1991 Sangatte Protocol, the 2003 Le Touquet Treaty, and later bilateral agreements, the UK Government has effectively
extended its border onto French and Belgian soil, with extraterritorial power to deny leave to enter. These agreements were given effect in Britain through The Nationality,
Immigration and Asylum Act 2002 (Juxtaposed Controls) Order 2003 https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2003/2818/part/3/made. As a consequence of wielding sovereign
legal powers on French territory, the UK by extension holds high levels of responsibility for resulting human rights infringements, and is well-placed to seek sustainable solutions in
collaboration with France.
[xii] Amnesty International, ‘The Human Rights Risks of External Migration Policies’ (2017) https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/POL3062002017ENGLISH.PDF
[xiii] As of May 2020, the full amount of funding committed under the Joint Declaration of 2015, the Sandhurst Treaty of 2018 and Joint Action Plan on small boats of 2019 has
reached a total of €68.6 million (See: https://www.theyworkforyou.com/wrans/?id=2020-05-11.45263.h&s=calais#g45263.r0) Only £1.1 million being committed to support the
development of reception centres in France following the UK-France Summit at Sandhurst in 2018, see: https://www.theyworkforyou.com/wrans/?id=2020-0501.41961.h&s=france#g41961.q0)
[xiv] Home Office (2020) ‘How many people do we grant asylum or protection to?’ https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/immigration-statistics-year-ending-december2019/how-many-people-do-we-grant-asylum-or-protection-to
[xv] Asylum seekers in the UK receive an allowance of £36.95 a week, or £1,921 a year, whilst City AM estimates that housing an asylum seeker costs £6,937 a year:
https://www.cityam.com/how-much-would-it-cost-uk-accept-all-asylum-seekers/
[xvi] Freedom of Information request ref. 41250 (2017) https://fullfact.org/media/uploads/foi_response_41250_-_r.pdf
[xvii] Pg 16-18 https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/411/default/[xviii] House of Commons Foreign Affairs Committee, ‘Responding to irregular migration: A diplomatic
route’ (2019) p. 8 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201919/cmselect/cmfaff/107/107.pdf
[xix] Home Office, ‘How the Government is tackling modern slavery’ (2019) https://homeofficemedia.blog.gov.uk/2019/05/22/how-the-government-is-tackling-modernslavery/
[xx] The Sandhurst Treaty (2018)
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/674885/Treaty_Concerning_the_Reinforcement_Of_Cooperation_For_Th
e_Coordinated_Management_Of_Their_Shared_Border.pdf
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“Theypushedusintothemud,weweretrying
toliftthekidsout…wedidn’tknow
anything,itwasinthemiddleofthenight.”
This is just one of the testimonies of illegal and often violent pushbacks that Mobile Info Team collated
from people that crossed the Greek/Turkish land border (largely made up of the river Evros) and
published in a recent report[i].
The first-hand testimonies which
have been collated by MIT confirm
previous findings on pushbacks in the
Evros region. They outline the
consistent and systematic nature of
pushbacks, where interception and
detention of migrants by Greek police
is followed by a handover to masked
commando groups who execute the
final and forced expulsion into Turkey
across the border.

All pushbacks are inherently illegal, whether they involve violence or not, and refer to the informal
expulsion (lacking due process) of an individual or group to another country and is forbidden under
international and EU law. The Evros pushbacks have been reported on since 2013 by NGOs and media
outlets. Despite this, men, women and children continue to be illegally pushed back.
Even warnings by NGOs, human rights
organisations and legal bodies of
Turkey’s more and more hostile policies
towards refugees and failures to fulfil the
duties as a safe third country has not
deterred pushbacks from Greece.
Pushbacks have become an integral
albeit unofficial method of migration
management within EU and Balkans,
especially after the closure of the Balkan
route in 2016.
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The land border between Greece and Turkey is no exception. Greece has seen an increase of people
entering through the land border despite the dangerous route – reaching up to 500 migrants a day –
largely due to the geographical containment on the Aegean islands and the desperate camp conditions.
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The testimonies collated by MIT detail a fundamental disregard for human rights and international law
principles. Some key principles we found to be violated are that of non-refoulement, the prohibition of
collective expulsions and unlawful detention and torture. Respondents were additionally denied the right
to seek asylum and reported only having toilet water to drink, detention in overcrowded and unsanitary
jails, theft and destruction of personal property, physical violence, humiliating searches and electrical
shocks.
One respondent shared that he and his family were held in a small, crowded and smelly room during
detention. A female respondent explained that after having their phones removed, her family was placed
in detention and held without food or water. She was even denied baby food for her child. It is not
uncommon for people to be held in these conditions without food and water for a full day.
The extent to which the government and the Greek police is actively aware and participating top-down in
enforcing pushbacks is hard to determine from the testimonies. However, the evidence clearly indicates
that parts of the Greek police are systematically rounding up migrants in the region and detaining and
handing over groups to masked commando groups. Violent behaviour was commonplace and
perpetrated at times by the Greek police and at other times by the masked men.

Alexandre Rotenberg

Once taken out of detention and handed over, one respondent noted: “I could not see their faces, only
the eyes. They were covered with black masks. They were talking with us in hand signs, pointing at us to
scare us, and they forced us to look down.” Another person told us of the military looking group taking
their shoes before pushing them across the river. In addition to these cross-border pushbacks, asylum
seekers run a high risk of chain-refoulement, in other words, the risk of being pushed further afield from
Turkey and into their countries of origin. Many of these countries are active warzones or areas where
asylum seekers face the renewed threat of persecution, torture and even death.
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The pushbacks have caused tense interactions between Greece and Turkey in the last few months. The
Turkish Foreign Ministry announced that 25,000 irregular migrants have been pushed back from Greece
in 2019 and that they had evidence – this was denied by the Greek government. The documents are not
the ultimate evidence, but they align with reports from human rights organizations and growing
testimonies. The government, implicated or not, has the duty on the basis on Greek law as well as
international, to investigate these reports.
During the visit by the UN High Commissioner for Refugees Filippo Grandi noted during his visit to
Greece last month the need to keep the pressure on pushbacks, however with the uptick in arrivals to the
island hotspots and the plan to move another 10,000 migrants onto the mainland, among other things,
pushbacks are likely to remain de-prioritised on the political agenda. In an unprecedented move, the
media outlet Spiegel published videos on 12th December showing masked men taking people in groups
over the Evros river onto the Turkish side. Six active and former police officers and soldiers also detailed
to SPIEGEL the systematic nature of pushbacks.
The spokesman for the Greek police denied any knowledge of the pushbacks and similarly, Greece’s
Prime Minister Mitsotakis responded that they had no information from the relevant authorities on these
crimes. It is paramount that recent developments raise awareness and serve as an opportunity to move
pushbacks up the political agenda, and more specifically that the Greek government conducts an
extensive investigation.
The EU and the UN likewise need to step up their efforts in pressuring Greece to get to the bottom of the
matter and hold them accountable to the human rights and international laws they have signed on to.
They however also need to actively support the Greek government in managing the current situation and
the increase of entries across its border, and moreover, commit to a comprehensive solution to the
migrant situation.

[i] https://www.mobileinfoteam.org/pushbacks
The views, information, or opinions expressed in the blog post are solely those of the author and do not necessarily represent those of Refugee Rights Europe
and its employees. Refugee Rights Europe invites a spectrum of viewpoints to feature on its blog in order to highlight different aspects of the human rights
crisis facing refugees and displaced people in Europe, with the hope of generating discussion conducive to constructive solutions.
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DisplacedpeopleandsolidarityinGreece:
TheEvictionsofExarchia

Greece has become a state of containment. Refugees and displaced people that have entered Greece
have been faced with an asylum system struggling prior to 2015 and a system of increasingly securitised
borders which drastically limits the possibility of onward movement. For those stuck in Greece the reality
of life is harsh. The Aegean hotspots have essentially become spaces of detention and deportation in
which individuals are exposed to dehumanising and vastly inadequate living conditions with camps
running at two the three times recommended capacity.[i] The Moria camp on the island of Lesvos was
described in 2018 by Médecins Sans Frontières as resembling ‘an old-fashioned mental asylum, not seen
in parts of Europe since the mid-20th century’[ii], whilst the BBC has stated it was ‘the worst refugee
camp in the world’[iii]. The mainland camps are certainly no haven of hospitality either as many are
geographically isolated, lacking sufficient amenities, and disconnected from much social infrastructure
such as school, hospitals and asylum offices. It is within this context of general inadequacy, or outright
hostility, that scholars and European policy makers have spoken of refugees and displaced people in
Greece as experiencing a ‘crisis of reception’.[iv]
This narrative of containment and exclusion has however been challenged within the politically
subversive neighbourhood of Exarchia in Athens. Exarchia has historically been a hotbed of
experimentation, ingenuity and opposition to dominant modes of living, with a strong history of
squatting abandoned buildings and turning them into ‘spaces for subcultural activity, collective living, and
dissident action’.[v] In the face of growing numbers sleeping rough on Athenian streets and a climate of
government inaction the Migrant Solidarity Movement was born in 2015 with activists squatting a series
of unused buildings and opening them as collective living spaces for refugees and displaced people.
Communities were made up of single men and women, as well as families from many different
nationalities, living peacefully and cooperatively, forging a diverse community of activists and refugees in
solidarity. With self-organisation and autonomy central to the organisation of the squats, the buildings
came to offer not just shelter and solidarity, but the opportunity to exercise autonomy amidst a broader
political climate which immobilises and dehumanises.
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Since April of this year however the Migrant Solidarity Squats have been challenged by successive
Greek governments. With a summer general election looming the shadow centre-right party, New
Democracy, launched their campaign promising the bring ‘law and order’ to what they saw as the
chaotic elements of Greek society. Bound up in this was a promise to ‘end’ Exarchia and push these
movements out of the neighbourhood. Within a backdrop of moves to speed up migrant deportations
back to Turkey the Migrant Solidarity Squats existing within Exarchia, became an obvious and primary
target of the party. Arguably, the incumbent Syriza party utilised the evictions of Exarchia as a means
to curry votes and began the first wave of evictions themselves in April, three months before the
national elections.
New Democracy came to power in July winning 39.85% of the vote and quickly introduced new
legislation to make good on their pledge to bring ‘law and order’ with substantial increases in police
powers. ‘Operation Net’ will see 130-armed police officers patrolling metro stations in Athens as well
as the abolition of the academic sanctuary law which prohibited police from entering university sites –
a policy originally brought in to provide freedom of thought and protest.[vi] The precedent was set in
this early legislation for the position of the police within New Democracy’s plans for Greece and as the
summer tourist season came to a close in Athens the second set of evictions followed the first. The
26th of August saw Spirou Trikoupi 17, one of the larger family-based squats, offering shelter and
community to around 100 individuals evicted by the Greek police. September has seen numerous
other squats evicted in a wave of state attacks on the movement. Refugees and displaced people
have been taken to holding sites on the outskirts of Athens before being transferred to camps around
Greece. Most from Spirou Trikoupi 17 were transferred to places around Thessaloniki, over 400km
from Athens. For members of the squat, and others who were part of similar squats, the eviction of
the movement has meant an uprooting from an established community structure of friends and
families, an end the children’s participation within local free schools in Exarchia, and a disconnection
from all familiar social infrastructure such as asylum offices, hospitals, and religious buildings built up
over the last few years (the oldest residents have been part of the building for over two years). It spells
dislocation for all and possible deportation for those without papers. And it means going into winter in
camps around Greece which are routinely criticised by human rights NGOs for being inadequate
hostile environments.
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Exarchia is certainly no haven as the lack of police presence since they were removed by antiauthoritarian uprisings in 2008 has left a vacuum of official authority. This in turn has been exploited
by the mafia who have capitalised on the ease with which they have been able to sell drugs within the
neighbourhood, despite much resistance from anti-authoritarian elements. The association of such
criminality however with anarchic or anti-authoritarian currents and the migrant solidarity movement
speaks to the conflation of all these groups as ‘undesirable elements’ within the eyes of the state.
Drastic transformations of the neighbourhood is being implemented with on-going plans to gentrify
Exarchia and arguably turn it into a ‘trendy’ tourist hot-spot, and alongside that comes the evictions of
refugee and migrant solidarity movements, insofar as they contradict the government plans for
Greece. The Migrant Solidarity Movement, as an experimentation with self-organisation, cohabitation
and cooperative living that transcends nation-state identities, has become another element of
resistance to a dominant mode of living the state is arguably seeking to bring to an end. The
criminalisation of pro-migrant and solidarity initiatives fits into a broader wave of European solidarity
criminalisation as displaced people in Greece are made increasingly invisible – herded into
overcrowded and underfunded camps and left to languish under a stretched asylum system. Out of
sight, out of mind seems to characterise recent attempts to evict refugees and displaced people from
Exarchia.
[i] Pallister-Wilkins, P. (2018b). Hotspots and the geographies of humanitarianism. Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, pp.1-18.
[ii] Barberio, Dr. A. (2018). Moria is in a state of emergency. [online] Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) International. Available at:
https://www.msf.org/moria-state-emergency [Accessed 16 Feb. 2019].
[iii] BBC News, ‘The Worst Refugee Camp on Earth’ (2018) [Online] https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8v-OHi3iGQI. [Accessed 14 October 2019].
[iv] Sakellis, Y., Spyropoulou, N., and Ziomas, D., (2016). The refugee crisis in Greece in the aftermath of the 20 March 2016 EU-Turkey Agreement.
European Commission. [Online] pp.1-2. [Accessed 29 May 2019].
[v] Tsavdaroglou, C. (2018). The Newcomers’ Right to the Common Space: The case of Athens during the refugee crisis. ACME: An International Journal
for Critical Geographies, 17(2), pp.376-401.[vi] Cosse, E., (2019). Greece: Athens Police Plan Raises Fears of Abuse. Human Rights Watch. [Online].
[Accessed 5 October 2019].
The views, information, or opinions expressed in the blog post are solely those of the author and do not necessarily represent those of Refugee Rights
Europe and its employees. Refugee Rights Europe invites a spectrum of viewpoints to feature on its blog in order to highlight different aspects of the
human rights crisis facing refugees and displaced people in Europe, with the hope of generating discussion conducive to constructive solutions.
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EU funding for closed centres in Greece
is further sustaining a failing Hotspot
approach
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On 3 August, the Greek Ministry of Migration and Asylum announced that the funding they had
requested in June for the building out of closed centres on the hotspots Samos, Kos and Leros had
been approved by the European Commission. 130 million euros are will be made available by the
EU’s Asylum, Migration and Integration fund (AMIF).[1]
This is a crucial steppingstone forward for the government in implementing their long-standing,
disconcerting plan of establishing closed camps in the Aegean ‘hotspots’, which have been ongoing
since last year. The plan was to either turn existing camps into closed reception centres, or indeed to
open new closed centres. The government has previously stated that the closed camps would allow
freedom of movement during the day but would otherwise be under complete lockdown.[2] The
plans have been controversial and has garnered substantial criticism by both NGOs and island locals.
It seems the latest news of EU funding provided decisive forward motion. It is worth noting that since
the application for funding was submitted in June, the evictions of people granted asylum from
reception centres and ESTIA (Emergency Support to Integration and Accommodation programme)[3]
has left hundreds of people destitute and living in parks in Athens, sleeping in tents or on the grass
with no facilities, services or even the cash card support they previously had access to. On the ground
organisations trying to service hundreds of people in need are under immense pressure to even
provide the mere baseline of food and basic services. The government has sped up its transfers from
the islands to the mainland and in June alone 2,000 recognised refugees have been taken from
reception centres in the Hotspots, some leaving voluntarily but most forcefully removed. Likewise,
700 refugees have been taken out of the ESTIA program in the same time period.[4] Médecins Sans
Frontières (MSF) recently issues a sharp warning of the impact this is having on the most vulnerable,
especially people with physical and mental health problems.[5]
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We can only conclude that the ESTIA mass evictions and the rampant homelessness was not part of
any evaluation made by the European Commission’s on the migration management of Greece. The
building of effectively detention centres seems a more essential priority over providing basic dignified
conditions and key services for refugees who find themselves with no support or shelter.[6]
It is also not clear how the support of closed centres aligns with the statement made by Ylva
Johansson in April about the 280 million euro support in building ‘multi-purpose reception and
identification centres’ which were stated to “provide far more adequate up to standard
accommodation.[7] It remains to see how the closed centres are meant to achieve this ambition
seeing that the conditions are already in an abysmal state of undignified living.
The news however does not come as a complete policy diversion from past discussions of the need to
establish ‘controlled centres’, where “people disembarked in the EU after Search and Rescue
operations would be processed on the basis of a shared effort with full EU support”. The processing
would be based on a fast track procedure which would see people being quickly “differentiated”
between those that are deemed to have a right to international protection and those that do not. This
human ‘assembly line’ approach of categorisation of groups of arrivals does not align well with the
EU’s assurance of ensuring “an individual assessment of each migrant’s case with all guarantees
provided for by EU and international law”.[8]
In relation to Kos and Leros specifically, it is unclear what the specific “added value” of this funding
would have, considering that the reception and pre-removal detention centres there have been nearly
under complete closure for most of this year. In addition, all the hotspots are under lockdown due to
Covid-19, notably during a period of opening of Greek borders for natives and tourists, yet the
lockdown of centres was yet again extended until 31 August. RRE reported in June about the plans to
make the RICs in Leros (Lepida) and Kos (Pyli) into closed centres. Our research showcased the grave
isolation and precarious living conditions of the two RICs and the Pre-departure and Removal Centre
(PDDC) adjacent to Kos hotspot. Detention practices and conditions in places like the PDDC in Kos
have been widely criticised, and RRE is gravely concerned that the new centres would only exacerbate
the dire living conditions and lead to further entrenched detention practices.[9]
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Along with many other NGOs, RRE has repeatedly stood in opposition to these type of policies,
clearly underlining that they lack any basis in human rights or refugee law and that concepts such as
‘Controlled Centres’ and ‘Closed Centres’ threaten to weaken EU protection obligations.
The establishment of these facilities should be halted. They merely reinforce the existing, failed
Hotspot approach and detention policies, which violate human rights and trap refugees and displaced
people in inhumane living conditions for prolonged periods, while failing to bring about efficient
procedures or equitable responsibility sharing.
Instead we are calling for open reception and asylum processing centres. Such centres must under no
circumstances hinder access to the EU asylum process (which would contravene Art. 14 UDHR),
through the use of arbitrary ‘selection’ procedures, the application of truncated asylum procedures
with diminished due process guarantees, or to facilitate unlawful returns of protection seekers to
locations beyond EU territory. Open centres must guarantee access to the full asylum procedure as
provided under EU and international law. Moreover, such centres must provide humane and dignified
conditions, adequate and timely vulnerability assessments and effective security.[10]
References:
[1] https://migration.gov.gr/en/egkrithike-chrimatodotisi/
[2] https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/02/greece-start-setting-closed-migrant-camps-200210205413986.html
[3] ESTIA is an accommodation and cash assistance program for asylum seekers on islands and the mainland. It provides housing, cash cards with
monthly allowance and assists with services. The capacity and occupancy rates are generally between 20,000-25,000 people.
[4] https://www.ekathimerini.com/254480/article/ekathimerini/news/out-of-island-camps-and-into-the-city
[5] https://www.msf.org/greece-evicts-vulnerable-refugees-leaves-them-streets
[6] https://medium.com/are-you-syrious/ays-daily-digest-27-07-20-worrying-asylum-backlog-and-detention-lengths-in-sweden-ba27198ee92d
[7] https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2019-2024/johansson/announcements/intervention-video-conference-european-parliamentlibe-committee-situation-unions-external-borders_en
[8] https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/20180724_non-paper-controlledcentres-eu-member-states_en.pdf
[9] https://refugee-rights.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/RRE_TheInvisibleIslands.pdf
[10] https://refugee-rights.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/RRE_CEAS_Recommendations-1.pdf
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RREjoinsmorethan100associationsasking
theItaliangovernmentforCOVID-19
solutionsrelatingtodisplacedpeople

RRE has joined more than 100 associations in signing a document which asks the Italian legislator for
concrete and immediate solutions regarding the impact of COVID-19 emergency measures on
displaced people.
The main matters included in this document include the living conditions in reception centers, as well
as, in the informal settlement and repatriation centres (CPR). These places do not allow compliance
with the rules laid out by the coronavirus emergency decree, and they put the health of the
population, who are forced to live in these places, at risk. Furthermore, many people have received a
refusal to apply for international protection or have lost their residence permit, due to the passing of
Law 132/2018, and are now forced to live without a fixed home or in informal settlements, without
essential services such as running water or sanitation.
For these reasons, the signatory associations ask for access to health services, the implementation of
measures aimed at informing the foreign population on COVID-19 and the emergency measure taken
by the government, the necessity to close large centers such as CAS and CARA – where more than
100 people would live together in close proximity – in favour of a widespread reception system in
apartments. Several additional requests have been made by the associations to ensure that all people
are welcomed in appropriate hosting structures, and that essential services are guaranteed to avoid
spread of the virus.
In addition to this, the associations ask for changes in regards to administrative and judicial
procedures, underlining in particular the need to suspend the detention and expulsion measures, as it
is not possible to proceed with the transfer to third countries at the moment. Continuing to proceed
with detention orders would result in extending the time of detention in the centres for repatriation
(CPR) and aggravating the already difficult living conditions within the structures which also risk being
overloaded.
Furthermore, the associations highlight the importance of proceeding with measures aimed at
allowing associations involved in search-and-rescue activities to proceed safely, in order for both
operators and rescued persons and to allow the rapid granting of a safe harbour.
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Closure of the Red Cross Reception
Centre in Ventimiglia
The prefecture of Imperia in northern Italy
recently announced the shutdown of a
reception centre in Ventimiglia; a border
town sometimes dubbed the ‘Italian
Calais’ given its bottle-neck scenario and
poor living conditions. The Campo Roja
reception centre, managed by the Red
Cross, officially closed on 31 July 2020,
which left a further gap in an already
critical situation for displaced people in
the area.
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The Roja camp had initially stopped receiving new arrivals when Italy imposed a nationwide Covid-19
lockdown on 18 April 2020, meaning that 200 displaced people were forced to sleep on the streets.
Prefect Alberto Intini announced that the centre would not receive any more individuals until the
pandemic is over, and halted entries and exits after cases of Covid-19 were found.[1]
Ventimiglia is a well-known transit point for displaced persons trying to enter France as it is located on
the French-Italian border. Campo Roja was a response to the humanitarian crisis in this transit point,
opened in 2016. As it was founded in extraordinary circumstances, there was no legal framework for
the camp, which enabled the prefecture to close the camp easily.
It was initially designed to host up to 180 men until it was expanded with new housing units. However,
it has been known to operate at, or well beyond, maximum capacity a lot of the time, and has been
described as highly unsafe. At one point, the camp was hosting 800 people while there were only 360
beds.
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Livio, who works for Progetto20K, a group which works to support people on the move in Ventimiglia,
explained that the camp was closed for a month when a positive Covid-19 case was found, and the
prefecture started to send people away. The number of residents of the camp decreased significantly,
with only 30 people remaining in the camp by June.
The Red Cross was notified only one day before the closure. Since then, they have asked for permission
to reopen several times, only to face refusals by the prefecture. Effectively, this leaves people trapped
in an even more precarious situation than before.
Many asylum seekers in Ventimiglia still attempt to cross the border to France. According to
Progetto20K, people arrive every day, and many of them succeed in reaching France. Despite
approximately 100 pushbacks per day, they keep trying to cross. “There’s no place for people to stay at
night.
After the pushbacks, everyone finds themselves on the streets, including children and women,
Everyone. They live on the streets, just like they were doing in 2016. Small informal camps have started
to grow in markets, train stations and citizens have started to complain”, Livio noted.
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He also stated that citizens and Lega Nord, the right-wing party who are opposed to the emergence of
refugee camps, asked for reopening of the camp as the closure of the camp caused refugees to be
more present out to the streets. “It seems that no one is happy with the closure of the camp, not the
citizens, nor asylum seekers. It makes the situation a lot harder for refugees and migrants.”
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The prevalence of police violence, mostly at the border, with arbitrary arrests and detention, was
highlighted as a commonplace occurrence in Refugee Rights Europe’s report ‘In Dangerous Transit’. [2]
The vast majority of people on the move who were surveyed as part of this research, 71 per cent, stated
they didn’t feel safe at all in Ventimiglia.
The report highlights extremely poor living conditions as well as the dangers related to bordercrossings, not having access to sufficient food and water or medical help. 8.8 per cent of respondents
cited the risk of violence or sexual abuse by police or Europeans as a risk to their sense of safety. Within
this context, the closure of the only reception facility is particularly harmful.

Progetto20K is an organisation that works on the ground in Ventimiglia, providing support for people on the move who are left without a roof over their
heads. They monitor the streets of Ventimiglia to learn what is going, and provide support accordingly. To find out more about their activities, see their
Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/progetto20k/
If you want to take part in their campaign to help asylum seekers in the streets of Ventimiglia, see their fundraising page here:
https://www.produzionidalbasso.com/project/sostieni-progetto20k/
[1] https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/25377/italian-prefect-seals-migrant-camp-near-french-border-due-to-public-health-concerns-overcoronavirus
[2] https://refugee-rights.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/RRE_InDangerousTransit.pdf
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Protection is urgently needed for
young asylum seekers in the UK
Under the current system, young asylum seekers between the ages of 18 and 25 receive no additional
services or care despite being incredibly vulnerable. Most will have left home as children and grown up
in incredibly harmful and traumatic environments, but are left isolated and unsupported once they
reach the UK.
To support this vulnerable group, Refugee Rights
Europe and the Meena Centre Birmingham have
recently launched a campaign calling for Youth
Welfare Officers in asylum accommodation to
provide much needed support.
We hear from Liz Clegg at the Meena Centre on her
experience working with young asylum seekers and
why Youth Welfare Officers are so urgently needed.
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1. What are some of the biggest challenges you think young adult asylum seekers are facing in the UK?
Liz: What I see when people finally arrive, I see so many of them experiencing grief and trauma because
the adrenaline that sustained them during the journey has gone. A huge part of resilience on a journey
is the goal of getting somewhere–you’re driven to get there. When you arrive, there’s the initial elation
of having made it. After, for children specifically, they become overwhelmed by their emotions and
grief and loss.Then you realize we run a very hostile environment. You’re going to be thrown into an
adult asylum process, which is certainly not trauma informed. The state of vulnerability that you’re in,
the trauma that you’re experiencing, that limits anybody’s capacity to navigate anything. Any yet we
expect them to navigate quite complicated, wordy processes alone.
2. We know that individuals who lodge an asylum claim in the UK are often placed in asylum
accommodation whilst they await a decision on their claim. Based on your knowledge of working with
young people in asylum accommodation, what is their experience in asylum accommodation? Are they
supported?
Liz: The establishments that are used by the Home Office and the accommodation providers don’t
have huge sums of money. They’re not designed to be nurturing environments. It’s bleak, it’s basic, it’s
crowded. You could be sharing a room with complete strangers. You could be lucky enough to end up in
a place where individuals are treated in a nurturing way, but the system is not designed that way–it’s
designed to be hostile. Any organization that’s contracted to work with refugees and asylum seekers is
oversubscribed. The staff of these organizations ultimately suffers from vicarious trauma, leading them
to become more disorganized, less focused, and subject to compassion fatigue, which is a huge
problem[i].
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3. These young people will clearly have already been through a lot before they even reach the UK, in
their country of origin or on their journey. What is your experience of the mental health of young
asylum seekers? Are they able to access mental health support?
Liz: Our mental health services are on their knees. For young people arriving in this country, it should be
recognized that a nurturing and supportive environment is critical to recovery. I’ve seen children as
young as 12 or 13 in refugee camps who presented as resilient, coping, and managing to survive in
horrendous conditions. They arrive in the U.K. and after 2 years in Local Authority care, they’ve started
self-harming, self-medicating, and fantasizing about suicide. That’s a clear indication we’re not doing
enough. We do have the capacity to operate in a nurturing and trauma-informed way.
4. Another issue is unaccompanied children being wrongly placed in asylum accommodation. Could
you tell us a little more about this issue and what some of the impacts on the child can be?
Liz: When young people have been age-disputed and placed in initial accommodation, it’s really
shocking for them that they’re not believed. There’s such awful conflict because they believed this
country would look after them, only to be called a liar and faced with ridiculous legal processes. They
are forced to prove that they are a child. We expect them to remember details of timelines of their
childhood, and a lot of it is retraumatizing.There is also this horrendous fear that you are fighting the
people that you’re asking to give you sanctuary. There is so much innate fear and stress of taking the
Home Office to court because of possible punishment and retaliation.
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5. What is your experience of the impact the lack of support can have on young asylum seekers?
Liz: The whole asylum process is based on discrediting people. I’ve supported girls who don’t want to
speak the words of their experience because it’s so fresh and so traumatic. They don’t want to verbalize
it. People are forced into reliving and recounting their trauma right at the initial stages of their recovery.
We must recognize how traumatic it is to sit and tell strangers in detail of your experiences and then go
back to some dark initial accommodation alone where you don’t know anyone, there’s strange food,
and the environment is miserable. It undermines so much of their resilience. You see young people
struggling to maintain their resilience throughout this whole process.
6. How do you think Youth Welfare Officers will help this situation?
Liz: I think it would make a huge difference, emotionally, psychologically, and on a practical level. It
would mean there is someone watching over individual young people, who can provide a kind of
parental care that is lacking. This person could talk them through a statement of evidence, provide
additional support for their interviews. Before and after these appointments are key times when they
need to know that someone is advocating them and there to support them. Its traumatic to recount in
detail every horrific experience only to be sent back to adult accommodation alone. It’s appalling that
you don’t have anyone with you when you’re 18.
Visit our campaign page and call on your MP to support this urgently needed initiative today.
[i] For more information on asylum accommodation in London, read our report A Hostile Environment? Documenting the Living Situation for Asylum
Seekers in London: https://refugee-rights.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/RRE_A-Hostile-Environment.pdf.
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Asylum Seekers Face Isolation and
Destitution amid Covid-19
Loraine Masiya Mponela, the chairperson of Coventry Asylum and Refugee Action Group (CARAG), reflects on the unique challenges being faced by asylum
seekers and undocumented migrants in the UK during the pandemic.

Asylum seekers are people whose request for protection is yet to be processed. International law
provides that anyone has a right to seek asylum from persecution. Undocumented migrants are people
who have spent many years in the UK, often building strong ties and family life, but still have
diminished rights.
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Asylum seekers are already the most isolated and marginalised people in the UK and things have just
gotten a lot worse for them. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, CARAG used to organise meetings where
we would have a hot meal and chat about anything. We had this safe space where everyone felt
welcome. This was the only time for many asylum seekers to have this opportunity to meet and talk with
others. In line with lockdown guidance, these meetings have been suspended.
We are trying to use online platforms like Zoom but that has its own challenges. Very few of us can afford
phone credit and data to join a meeting. Asylum seekers live on the £5.39 per day provided by the
government. We are not allowed to work, even though many of us want to work and are qualified to
work, even in essential services which can save lives during this COVID-19 crisis.
A number of asylum seekers with significant mental health issues live together in shared Home Office
accommodation, where there is limited privacy with no possibility of social distancing, which makes
matters worse for their health and wellbeing.
We know of some asylum seekers with physical disabilities who are placed in inappropriate
accommodation by the Home Office. This is difficult to challenge. The dominant message coming from
the Home Office is that asylum seekers should be grateful for whatever the Home Office provides for
them.
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We are seeing single mothers who are struggling with childcare in often poor, cramped accommodation.
It is hard for them to entertain children in households without a TV, computer or the Internet. Children at
home instead of at school means more money spent on food, electricity and gas.
New UK applicants for asylum are placed in initial accommodation which is often in run-down hotels.
This is where you don’t get any cash but meals are provided. These hotels often only give 20 minutes of
Wi-Fi per day. Some hotels are charging over £25 a month to use hotel Wi-Fi up to 12 hours a day.
There has been a mushrooming of COVID-19 resilience funds recently, which is a positive development.
Unfortunately, most funders are looking for registered charities. Grassroots migrant organisations like
ours are constituted as community groups, which means we are excluded from such funding. However,
some individuals have reached out to us and I am trusting that we will attract more funders who want to
help our growing community.
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Many “failed” asylum seekers, who the Home Office has acknowledged cannot be safely returned to
their country of origin, are either street homeless or “sofa surfing”. These people move from one place to
another on a daily basis, either looking for food, a toilet, a place to shower or somewhere to sit down to
rest. Thankfully most of our people who were living on the streets and in night shelters, due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, have been put in bed and breakfast accommodation by councils. But what they
really need is a settled life in secure and permanent accommodation. We should also remember that not
every destitute person can access this government support, for reasons too various to go into here.
Destitution has worsened, as some among us were working cash-in-hand as cleaners and carers. This has
now stopped – therefore no income. Babysitting jobs are gone as well, as parents are now at home.
Sadly, for many of our people, these are the kind of jobs not “furloughed” under the government
Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme. Unfortunately there is nobody to advocate for these people.
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The Home Office cash support for asylum seekers is provided on a debit card called an Aspen card. Of
late we have noted problems in using the cards. Most local cash machines are declining the card. It means
holders of these cards have to walk to city centres for bank cash machines hoping to find one that can
disburse funds from these cards.
Lingering in my mind also is an asylum seeker who told me that the most painful thought for her is
catching COVID-19 and dying in the UK, only for her remains to be disposed of in a country that never
accepted her in life. She said that hurts her the most.

I think to ease the immense suffering of undocumented migrants, amnesty for all of them would be a
significant step forward. The current Prime Minister, Boris Johnson, when he was Mayor of London,
argued for such a step. Campaigners are also asking the government in this petition to give Leave To
Remain to everyone in this country so everyone can have access to healthcare, as a public health
measure in dealing with the pandemic.
Amnesty for all will enable the most marginalised people in our society to take back control of their lives
and fight the pandemic from the same front as everyone else. Further, many undocumented migrants
were essential workers back in their home countries – nurses, drivers, care workers. By regularising their
situation the government would not only be saving lives but also enabling them to unleash their skills.
Asylum seekers and undocumented migrants are among the most insecure people living in the UK. The
conditions they endure are beyond the comprehension of most people. We at CARAG do what we can to
help our fellow refugees and asylum seekers to survive – physically, mentally and emotionally.
This article has been re-published with permission from Rethinking Security. A similar version of the article was first published by BaREUK.
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TheUKgovernment’scriticismof“activist
lawyers”isharmfulandunderminesthose
protectingthelegalrightsofasylumseekers

Last month a record number of asylum seekers crossed the English Channel in an attempt to seek a
better life in the UK. Following this, the British government has pushed immigration to the top of the
agenda, resuming deportation flights that were halted due to COVID-19. As a result, heightened media
coverage has produced a lot of misguided information in regards to those crossing the Channel, with
even the UK politicians making false statements about the so-called “illegal immigrants”.
Most recently, the Home Secretary, Priti Patel, has come under fire for using the phrase “activist lawyers”
in a tweet about recent deportation flights. This comes just over a week after the Home Office was forced
to remove a video using the same phrase from their twitter account after lawyers labelled it offensive.
This language seeks to diminish the reputation of lawyers who are doing their job to uphold the law and
ensure that their clients who are seeking asylum have access to fair and professional legal advice.
To suggest that this is “activism” undermines laws that have been democratically put in place to protect
people and set a dangerous precedent for the way that politicians can do this. This continued criticism of
lawyers comes as a deportation flight was cancelled on the 27th August after those set to be deported
made legal appeals against this. The next deportation flight on the 3rd of September saw a group of
asylum seekers left on the streets of Madrid without food, water, or shelter upon their arrival.
Now the Home Office has been forced by a senior judge at the high court to cancel another flight to
Spain due to concerns that 20 asylum seekers would once again be left destitute in Madrid, which would
break human rights laws. As the government pushes for more deportation flights, it’s becoming evident
just how damaging these rushed flights, and the immigration detention before them, can be to
vulnerable asylum seekers.
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A recent report from Corporate Watch has revealed the brutality and fear faced by those scheduled to be
on the deportation flights and suggests that elements of them may not be legal. One of the testimonies
included in the report paints a clear picture of the reality faced by desperate asylum seekers during the
deportation process. The deportee, who was removed from the UK just a day before the cancelled flight
on August 27th said:
“That night before the flight when we were locked in our rooms and I heard that I had lost my appeal, I
was desperate. I started to cut myself. I wasn’t the only one. Eight people self-harmed or tried to kill
themselves rather than be taken on that plane. One guy threw a kettle of boiling water on himself. One
man tried to hang himself with the cable of the TV in his room”. But it seems that even this wasn’t
enough to halt the flight that so clearly put lives at risk, the testimony continues:
“About 5 in the morning they came to my room, guards with riot shields. On the way to the van, they led
me through a kind of corridor which was full of people – guards, managers, officials from the Home
Office. They all watched while a doctor examined me, then the doctor said – ‘yes, he’s fit to fly’. On the
plane later I saw one guy hurt really badly, fresh blood on his head and on his clothes. He hadn’t just tried
to stop the ticket, he really wanted to kill himself. He was taken to Germany.”
Despite the recent high court ruling and the significant evidence that shows the inhumane and dangerous
effects of these flights, the Home Secretary plans to continue large numbers of deportations. It’s been
revealed that Priti Patel plans to deport at least 1000 migrants in weekly deportation flights to the EU.
The recent deportations have resulted in asylum seekers being left homeless, and have taken a significant
toll on the mental health of those detained in immigration removal centres, with even the high court
ruling that what the Home Office is doing is not humane. “Activist lawyers” are needed now more than
ever to protect the rights of asylum seekers and refugees, who wish to settle in the UK in hopes of a
better life. Despite attacks on their reputation by the government, they won’t be bullied into backing
down.
Reanna Smith writes for the Immigration Advice Service, an organisation of lawyers who offer professional legal advice and assistance to asylum seekers in
the UK.
The views, information, or opinions expressed in the blog post are solely those of the author and do not necessarily represent those of Refugee Rights Europe
and its employees. Refugee Rights Europe invites a spectrum of viewpoints to feature on its blog in order to highlight different aspects of the human rights
crisis facing refugees and displaced people in Europe, with the hope of generating discussion conducive to constructive solutions.
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