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Introduction
September 2021
Welcome to the second volume of Refugee Rights Headlines!
We are once again pleased to share with you a selection of blog posts from Refugee Rights
Europe’s website from the past year, from November 2020 to present.
We have been very privileged to continuously have received excellent guest blogs from
academics, immigration advisers, activists and others who offer their pieces to Refugee
Rights Europe’s blog. An important part of our work has been to shed light on the situation
experienced by people on the move across Europe, to inform the public and lay the
foundations for advocacy work at EU-level - encouraging the development of humane policy
proposals. We are convinced that a different reality for refugees and displaced people across
Europe can and must be possible, and we have dedicated the past five years to relentlessly
calling for meaningful policy change in Europe.
Just like in the first volume of RRE’s Headlines, the blog posts in this booklet have been
selected from a much wider range of materials and photos on our website. We have sought to
cover a range of geographical locations in Europe, ranging from Greece and the Balkan Route,
to the borderlands in Calais and Ventimiglia, as well as the domestic scene in the UK. The
posts address a variety of thematic areas such as border violence and pushbacks, the situation
of women and children in displacement, asylum accommodation, trafficking and genderbased violence, and the impact of Covid-19 on people in displacement in 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 you’ll find the contents of this booklet interesting, and that you’ll feel inspired to
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 time, and we wish you an interesting reading experience.
Warm wishes,
Smret Gebreslassie
Blog Content Manager

Marta Welander
Executive Director
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The violent abuse of migrants at
Europe’s borders
By THEIO JACKSON

Thousands of firsthand testimonies have revealed a brutal regime of violence at Europe’s borders.
Although extreme, it is certainly not exceptional for an EU-wide response to migration that is characterised
by racialised hostility, violence, and complete disregard for fundamental human rights.
“They stole me €150, the only money I had for survive” – 28/05/21
“Kicking, stick, all the body, here, here and here” – 24/05/21
“We had again to kneel down with their hands behind the head. The police officers were laughing and
filming the scene with a phone” – 22/05/21
“We were forced to walk through a river to reach the other side of the border” – 17/05/21
Recorded by NGOs working at Europe’s borders, these quotes show the grim reality faced by refugees
searching for safety in Europe. The abusive acts generally occur in the context of ‘pushbacks’;” – illegal
operations that involve migrants being forcibly removed from European states, notably along the land
borders of Croatia, Serbia, and Bosnia & Herzegovina.
Pushbacks have also been documented in the Aegean Sea, with the NGO Aegean Boat Report listing 324
nautical pushbacks in 2020 alone. Since 2017, an estimated 18,200 individuals have experienced violence
and other abuses at European borders. As well as beatings and property destruction, refugees have shared
stories of psychological abuse and torture-like acts such as electric shocks and cigarette burns.
4

Under international and EU law, pushbacks are illegal and violate multiple human rights, most notably
the right to asylum. The physical and psychological toll of these experiences are enormous, especially
so for individuals who have already risked their lives to get that far.

Testimonies have also helped to paint a clear picture of the groups carrying out these operations,
highlighting the Croatian Police Force and Hellenic Coast Guard as frequent perpetrators. Recently, this
list has been expanded to include Frontex, the EU’s border control agency. Long suspected of
conducting illegal activity, investigative reporting by Bellingcat and Der Spiegel has provided concrete
evidence of Frontex conducting pushbacks in the Aegean Sea between Turkey and Greece.
Unsurprisingly, internal investigations by Frontex revealed no hint of misconduct, forcing the EU to
launch investigations through its Anti-Fraud Office and the EU Ombudsman. Although public
acceptance of a problem is one step, several considerations raise skepticism of the EU’s willingness to
address it seriously.
Consistent evidence on the existence of border violence has been available for a number of years, yet
the EU has continued to pour money into Frontex and the Croatian state. Since 2014, Croatia has
received €150 million in EU money for border security, whilst Frontex’s 2020 budget of €5.6 billion
makes it best-funded of any EU agency.
The money has primarily been used on the militarization of border security, with the purchase of
aircraft, drones, thermal cameras, and other technology. As a result, border forces are now more
capable than ever of intercepting and pushing back groups of migrants.
The EU also holds a large amount of responsibility for creating the contexts in which border violence
occurs. Since 2015, the EU’s response to migration has been one of containment; using key legislation
such as the Lisbon Agreement, alongside the physical closure of safe routes, to prevent migrants from
reaching far into Europe.
As a result, migrants are forced to attempt risky border crossings into peripheral European states that
are vastly overburdened with migration pressures. It is these conditions that allow violence and abuse
to thrive. Finally, border violence is highly consistent with the wide range of hostile measures the EU
has enacted in response to migration.
5

From the horrific ‘hotspot’’ system and prison-like detention camps to racialized political discourse and
strict asylum systems, the EU has shown little regard for the wellbeing and safety of refugees. Instead
of isolated incidents that happen at Europe’s edges, border violence must be seen as an extension of
EU-wide attitudes and approaches to migration.
By directly funding the perpetrators, contributing to the contexts in which violence occurs, and
legitimising an inhumane migration response, the EU’s decisions lie at the heart of border violence. If
the EU was genuinely concerned with improving conditions for migrants and cracking down on violent
abuses, it would launch an investigation that went far beyond Frontex itself.
It is important to acknowledge that migration since 2015 has realised a large amount of pressure on
European states. However, it is just as important to criticize the EU’s complete mishandling of the
situation, one that has condemned hundreds of thousands to unthinkable hardships.

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 Atlantic route, possibly the most
dangerous way to Europe.
By CHIARA FABBRO

Perhaps counter-intuitively, there is a way to reach Europe from Africa through the Atlantic Ocean. In
fact, many people on the move make a perilous sea journey from West Africa to the Canary Islands, a
Spanish territory off the coast of Morocco and Western Sahara, in search of safety and a dignified life.
This route has existed since the ‘90s, with the first reported arrival in 1994.[1] After the first known
tragedy happened in 1999, when a boat departed from Southern Morocco sank near the coast of
Fuerteventura, many more followed and thousands of lives were lost.[2]
In 2006 the islands saw a big spike in arrivals, which became known as the “cayucos crisis”, with over 30
thousand people reaching their shores, more than half of which from Senegal.[3] In order to understand
why so many people were all of a sudden choosing this route, two aspects need to be considered. On
the one hand, political instability in certain countries has been fuelling this development, alongside low
economic development and, notably, the industrial overfishing in the Atlantic.
The latter, beside the environmental aspect, has heavily impacted people’s livelihoods, with many
relying on artisanal fishing and related commercial activities, while at the same time it has left an unused
fleet of fishing boats (cayucos). On the other hand, this spike has been associated with the increased
efforts for the suppression of arrivals through the Western Mediterranean routes, across the Strait of
Gibraltar and the land borders with the Spanish enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla, in northern Morocco.
7

This route is extremely dangerous because it entails a very long journey in small boats with small
engines, not apt to face the ocean. Shipwrecks are not uncommon. People face days or even weeks at
sea. Problems can affect the engine, while navigation is difficult and people often report running out of
fuel or food and water supplies. In the majority of cases dehydration, made worse by sea sickness, and
hypothermia are the main factors as to why some people don’t survive this journey.
Once more in 2020, especially during its final few months, we witnessed a significant surge in arrivals to
the Canary Islands, with 23,000 people reaching the islands during the year, more than eight times the
number for the previous year. People come mostly from Morocco, Western Sahara, Mali, Senegal and
Mauritania. It is however not uncommon to meet people from Côte d’Ivoire, Gambia, Sierra Leone,
Nigeria and Guinea-Conakry.
Once again the reasons for their journeys via this route are likely two-faceted. Firstly, the pandemic took
its financial toll in Africa like everywhere else, and thus more people made the difficult choice to leave
their homes. Secondly, the closure of the land border with Morocco due to Covid-19 restrictions, along
with the tightening of border control measures both via land and sea on the Western Mediterranean
routes, meant that people became increasingly more likely to choose the dangerous journey on the
Atlantic instead.
During the first half of 2021, alarmingly we have witnessed a similar trend.[4] The consequential cause
of concern is of course the lives lost along the way, with the latest tragedies reported in Lanzarote on
the 17th of June 2021, where at least four people lost their lives, including a child and a pregnant woman,
and in Gran Canaria, with the arrival of a boat with 23 survivors and one victim on the 24th of June 2021.
[5] [6]
People are setting off from different locations along the African coast, starting from the Moroccan or
Western Saharan coasts, but increasingly from Mauritania, Senegal or even Gambia. This means sailing a
distance of up to 2,000 km, making the aforementioned risks even greater. Moreover, the area being so
wide hinders the efficacy of Search and Rescue (SAR) operations.

A Salvamento Maritimo SAR vessel returns to port with 117 people on board, rescued from two boats at 170 km South-East of Gran Canaria.
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Overall, 849 lost lives have been recorded by IOM’s Missing Migrants project over the course of the year
2020.[7] However, these are just the confirmed cases. The Spanish NGO Caminando Fronteras, which
receives the reports of missing boats from the families of the people on the move, put this number at
1851, including many who were never found.[8]
In fact, while some boats do arrive directly to the Canary Islands, most often they are found at sea by
commercial or fishing vessels, or SAR aircrafts looking for boats signalled as missing by the families of
those making the journey. This can happen from a few miles off the coast to as far as hundreds of miles
away. A Salvamento Maritimo vessel would then reach the boat in distress and assist its passengers.
As arrivals increased significantly over the course of 2020, the situation started to become more
problematic. While the numbers would be manageable with a country-wide or European effort, they
were problematic for these small Atlantic islands. The result was what became infamously known as
“the pier of shame”.
A tent camp was built to host
people directly on the pier where
rescue operations arrive, in the
south of Gran Canaria, for over
three months.[9] [10] Afterwards,
many hotels left empty by the
pandemic have been used as a
temporary solution, thus also
providing some financial relief to
the tourism industry that was hit
very hard. However, the solution
wasn’t seen favourably by
everybody.
The camp for single men “Las Raices”, in Tenerife, received many complaints for its bad living conditions.

Finally, the so-called “Plan Canarias” was implemented, and people transferred to camps and centres
(for families and the most vulnerable), with varied living conditions, during February and March 2021.[11]
The plan involved keeping many people on the islands, with the intention to arrange deportations
whenever possible.[12] At this stage, the entirely inadequate conditions of certain camps, along with the
fear of being deported, meant that hundreds of people slipped out of the system and started living in
improvised shelters.
Transfer to the reception centres in mainland Spain has happened very slowly, and at first only for
nationals of the countries with a higher chance of an asylum application being approved, such as Mali.
On the other hand, spontaneous travel to mainland Spain, thus within the national territory, was
hindered as much as possible.
People attempting to board flights or ferries were often blocked even in the absence of a legal reason to
do so. This happened until a judgement in mid-April declared the right to free circulation within the
national territory for those with an asylum application or a passport.[13] This meant that in the past
couple of months those who could afford it and, in most cases, had family or friends waiting for them in
Europe, started leaving.
9

One of the biggest issues during the past year has been people feeling stuck. Many reported receiving
no clear guidance on their rights and asylum procedures and all legal processes have been extremely
prolonged. The uncertainty on the possibility of leaving the islands had a big toll on people’s mental
health.
In sum, the humanitarian situation on the Canary Islands is partly a result of Europe’s strong focus on
stemming arrivals via the Central and Western Mediterranean routes whilst failing to provide adequate
alternatives. This is contributing to pushing people into increasingly dangerous routes and leaves many
of them trapped in limbo, whilst some perish on the Atlantic. A more humane way forward is necessary.

A migrant person from Senegal cooking in a small shelter on the coast. People who left official camps have been relying mostly on the generosity of locals
for their basic needs.

Endnotes
[1] https://cadenaser.com/especiales/seccion/espana/2014/inmigracion-canarias/
[2] https://cadenaser.com/especiales/seccion/espana/2014/inmigracion-canarias/
[3] https://www.mindsglobalspotlight.com/@southernsahara/2017/06/02/32143/how-spain-handled-the-mass-migration-challenge-in-the-canaryislands
[4] http://www.interior.gob.es/es/prensa/balances-e-informes/2021
[5] https://elpais.com/espana/2021-06-18/al-menos-tres-muertos-tras-volcar-una-lancha-neumatica-con-mas-de-40-migrantes-en-lanzarote.html
[6] https://www.canarias7.es/canarias/gran-canaria/rescate-patera-gran-20210624143804-nt.html
[7]https://missingmigrants.iom.int/sites/mmp/files/Annex_Med%20arrivals%20interceptions%20deaths_2016-2020.xlsx
[8] https://caminandofronteras.org/la-ruta-canaria-supuso-el-85-de-las-muertes-de-migrantes-a-espana-en-2020-segun-la-ong-caminando-fronteras/
[9] https://www.laprovincia.es/canarias/2020/11/30/adios-muelle-vergueenza-25754529.html
[10] https://www.eldiario.es/canariasahora/migraciones/fiscalia-cambio-criterio-hacinamiento-inmigrantes-arguineguin-sustituyendo-fiscal-veia-delitoconsiguio-archivo_1_7844413.html
[11] https://www.publico.es/sociedad/crisis-migratoria-canarias-plan-gobierno-convierte-canarias-tapon-migratorio-similar-lesbos.html
[12] https://www.elconfidencialdigital.com/articulo/seguridad/interior-recurre-air-maroc-deportaciones-canarias-60-migrantessemana/20210114170807204847.html
[13] https://www.eldiario.es/canariasahora/migraciones/juez-reconoce-pasaporte-solicitud-asilo-documentos-validos-migrantes-viajen-canariaspeninsula_1_7805827.html?fbclid=IwAR10dz_GIrFBAXyXLHz_DrpZQQ-ryreyxPfVi_IKxo_LWdLpAeTGy2gCJfc#click=https://t.co/MOx1PobZ1t
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.

10

RefugeeRightsEurope’sYearinReview:2020
As 2020 has come to a close, we
reflect upon a very active, dynamic,
and impactful year for our
organisation. In our Annual Report,
we highlight some of our proudest
achievements from the past year. By
relentlessly and unequivocally
standing up for the rights and dignity
of all individuals on European soil,
irrespective of their immigration
status, we took a clear stance in
2020 for a rights-based European
approach to asylum and migration
where discrimination, mistreatment,
and abuse are not accepted.
Our work, through our various activities throughout 2020, helped to incrementally pave the way for
change; it set the agenda and tone for debates on asylum and migration in the European Union and at the
United Nations level, as we anchored our advocacy calls in international and national law, human rights
principles and direct evidence from the ground.
We continued to gather and amplify the perspectives of refugees and displaced people themselves, as well
as activists and grassroots groups working relentlessly on the frontlines. These are voices seldom heard in
the corridors of power but need to take the centre stage.

Keeping key issues on the EU’s and UN’s agenda
Throughout the year, we conducted continuous advocacy work at the EU level and were able to truly
carve out space for our organisation in the Brussels advocacy sphere, bridging the knowledge on the
ground with the high policy levels. We kick-started 2020 by mobilising more than 90 organisations in
February and March to call for an accelerated relocation of minors from the Greek islands to other
European states, as outlined below on our work in Greece.
As Covid-19 struck, we pushed out an unequivocal narrative asserting that in order to develop a truly
effective response to the ongoing and unprecedented global health crisis, countries and societies cannot
leave anyone behind. Based on this, we either led or joined advocacy efforts to include displaced people
in the Covid-19 response in Greece, France, Italy, and the UK.
We also analysed and responded swiftly to the New Pact by joining forces with seven other leading
NGOs (Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, Oxfam International, Danish Refugee Council,
ECRE, and International Rescue Committee) to outline the steps needed for the proposed independent
monitoring mechanism to ensure fundamental rights compliance and accountability.
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We submitted six evidence submissions to the UNTreaty Bodies’ (UNTBs) during the project period.
However, due to Covid-19, all of the UNTBs State reviews for 2020 were postponed. In this context, we
co-signed a letter with NGOs around the world to urge UNTBs and the OHCHR to schedule reviews for
2021 and ensure that this important work can continue.

Fostering Civil Society Collaborations
During times of increasingly
narrowing spaces for civil
society, as well as
widespread disillusionment
surrounding the notion of
human rights, RRE
continuously seeks to play a
key role in fostering
collaboration, solidarity, and
mutual support between
organisations and
grassroots groups in these
key locations:
Greece
In Greece, we brought together over 90 organisations in February and March to call for an accelerated
relocation of minors from the Greek islands to other European states. Advocacy statements and letters
were sent to the European institutions and all EU states’ national governments, followed by behind-thescenes advocacy. It was followed by a webinar co-hosted by Child Circle, Missing Children Europe, Oxfam
and Refugee Rights Europe. We were excited to see 190 participants, from NGOs and civil society actors,
key EU and member state actors, to UN and EU agencies, take part in the event.
Following the tragic fire in Moria camp on Lesvos, RRE published a joint statement with 80 NGOs and
frontline groups and subsequently joined an unprecedented alliance of organisations to launch a petition
calling for the immediate evacuation of Lesvos, and drastic change to EU migration and asylum policies.
The petition was signed by more than 170,000 people and co-signed by 425 organisations, movements,
parliamentarians, Members of the European Parliament, and politicians.
France
We continued to collaborate with grassroots groups in northern France. We published a joint report with
Human Rights Observers, l’Auberge des Migrants and Choose Love regarding the Covid-19 situation in
Calais and Grande-Synthe, joined an advocacy commission organised by local and national French
groups, and joined hands with organisations on various advocacy activities.
In December, we hosted a landmark discussion forum between the UK and French organisations
addressing the UK-France border. Our work in northern France also involved collaborations with
parliamentarians and other influential actors, including a meeting with the delegation of CNCDH
(National Consultative Commission on Human Rights) in Calais and Grande-Synthe.
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UK
In the UK, we set up a campaign for safe and legal routes in the spring of 2020, which attracted the
support of several key organisations including Detention Action, Safe Passage, and Missing Children
Europe. We believe that the campaign helped to start shifting the narrative towards new and creative
solutions to the human rights crisis at the UK’s border with France. Towards the end of the year, we
reignited this area of work in collaboration with Detention Action, the Joint Council for the Welfare of
Immigrants, Choose Love, and others to identify new policy proposals for safe and legal routes to the UK.
Partnering with academics and other experts, we co-hosted a roundtable with Border Criminologies at
Oxford University, which looked at the Home Office’s proposals in response to small boat crossings on the
English Channel and explored opportunities and spaces for resistance.

EU-wide: End Pushbacks Partnership
In July, we started a new campaign against pushbacks, a worrisome and growing trend across Europe in
recent years which leads to serious human rights violations against people on the move. In response, RRE’s
grassroots partners across European locations (Italy, Spain, Greece, Central Europe, and the wider Balkan
region) came together to form the End Pushbacks Partnership (EPP).
Together, we gathered desk research evidence, tracked news coverage, and shared our policy
recommendations. Centrally, the vital on-the-ground evidence of pushbacks and border violations
collated by partners formed the basis for a comprehensive report outlining evidence of these human
rights violations at 20 land and sea borders in Europe.
It was launched during an EU advocacy event hosted in partnership with Human Rights Watch and the
End Pushbacks Partnership. Attended by nearly 150 people, the event brought together a range of experts
— from policymakers to civil society advocates— to discuss pushbacks and rights violations at Europe’s
borders, as well as solutions in policy, law, and practice. It received praise from a range of actors and was
featured in the EU Fundamental Rights Agency’s newsletter and the Council of Europe’s newsletter.
In line with one of the key goals of the EPP – building grassroots advocacy capacity – we also created and
delivered a training programme on advocacy strategy, EU advocacy, and media engagement. We are
currently planning phase two of the EPP work, which we will roll out in the next few months.
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The Youth Welfare Officers model gains traction
We continued and ramped up, our work relating to Youth Welfare Officers in UK asylum accommodation
last year. We know from our prior research and community engagement that young adult asylum seekers
aged 18-25 in the UK have survived unimaginable experiences. However, once they reach the UK, many
are left alone without adequate and support in asylum accommodation, compounding existing trauma.
In 2020, we saw a breakthrough moment of this campaign with the first YWO role being rolled out in
Birmingham, hosted by the Refugee Council. Alongside the Refugee Council, Young Roots, and Migrant
Help and individual experts, RRE formed a steering committee to oversee the work of the YWO and to
plan the implementation of a second role in London.
We also participated in a conference organised by EuroChild, during which we proposed the YWO model
as a potential solution for other European countries. Our work on Youth Welfare Officers was recognised
through the shortlisting for the Equality, Access Rights category of the Community Integration Awards,
showing the UK Government that the idea is widely supported and much needed. We hope that this is just
the beginning of a wider YWO scheme.

Continued output of Human Rights Reports
In 2020 we published eight human rights reports across Europe, collaborating with on the ground civil
society actors and researchers to present first-hand data on key strategic areas in Europe:
The Invisible Islands, Greece
Limits to Access to Asylum Along the Balkan Route, Western Balkans
A Reluctant Welcome, Italy
Facing Multiple Crises, France
A brief timeline of the human rights situation in Northern France, France
Les manquements des autorités françaises aux devoirs élémentaires de respecter, protéger et mettre
en œuvre les droits des mineur.e.s isolé.e.s étranger.e.s en danger, France
Time for Change, UK
Pushbacks and Rights Violations at Europe’s Borders, EU-wide
After the completion of a successful year in 2020, and despite the continued challenges the sector faces
during Covid-19, the Refugee Rights Europe team is looking forward to a new year full of bold, positive
change and a re-commitment to human rights.
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OutsourcingViolence,Erasing
ResponsibilityattheEU’sBorders
By Elisabetta Deidda

In 2019, the European Commission approved Croatia’s entry in the Schengen area, despite the allegations
– acknowledged by the Commission itself – of violence and pushbacks happening at the border between
Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH)[i]. I asked “why” to a Commission representative during an
online event recently hosted by RRE. His answer was quite elusive, but I did not expect to receive a
different one, because it would have entailed an admission that the respect of fundamental rights is not a
priority for the European Union when it comes to enacting border control.
The external borders of the EU are bloody, and the evidence sustaining this statement never-ending; it is
collected on a daily basis by activists[ii], volunteers, and people on the move themselves stubbornly
holding on to the belief that fundamental rights of all should be respected. When violence happens at the
borders, there is the risk of mistakenly regarding it as a “marginal” phenomenon, and to attribute it to the
people living at those margins . In this short article, I will try to counter this tendency by tracing this
violence from the periphery where it happens, back to the centre where it stems from: the very heart of
the EU.
The context is that of border management, aimed at stopping unwanted people from entering the EU
after they have been increasingly framed, in recent years, as a threat to the security of the communities
residing within the border. This depiction is extremely misguided but is nevertheless often accepted
within the wider public opinion and the political class, including by so-called “progressives”. In turn, this
widespread acceptance increasingly legitimises the use of violent instruments and methods against a
perceived “threat”, aimed to stop, exclude, and reject human beings.
15

What makes things easier for the
“excluders” is the fact that border
management takes place, indeed, at the
borders: a periphery where things unfold
“out of sight”, and thus out of mind, of
most Europeans. However, the EU, in the
Balkans, has managed to push border
management and the dirty job it entails
even further than its borders, through a
process called externalisation.Through
externalisation states or other entities,
like the EU, dislocate the implementation
of a certain policy outside of their own
territory.
As for the “how”, it can be explained with an unequal power relation between the two parties (that which
externalises, and that in which externalisation takes place), or with the existence of an agreement for
which the externalisation is rewarded and repaid with something else. In the case of BiH and other Balkan
countries, to which the EU has externalised its border management since the start of the so-called
refugee crisis, both explanations are valid[iii].
In relation to these countries, the EU has enormous bargaining power, tied to the promise of future
inclusion in the Union. BiH, for instance, is currently a “potential candidate”. The path towards full
membership is still long and depends on the steps taken to conform the legislation to EU standards.
Many of these steps are described in the 2015 Stabilisation and Association Agreement; needless to say,
they include “cooperating” with the EU in the areas of migration, asylum and border management.[iv]
This Agreement paved the way
for turning BiH into a buffer
zone where people moving
towards the EU could be
obstructed from reaching it.
Outsourcing the management of
migrants and refugees to BiH
has had dramatic consequences:
from Vučjak camp to Lipa, the
latter built to isolate people on
the move during the coronavirus
pandemic. And where at this
very moment, refugees are
subjected to extremely dire
conditions.[v]
The EU looks at all this with false indignation,[vi] while underestimating its role in generating this
situation. People are stuck in BiH because the frontier with Croatia (and with the EU) is closed, and they
are kept there with EU funds, that crucially are not entrusted to the Bosnian government but to IOM, a
non-state organisation which as such cannot be held accountable by the public for the way in which it
operates.[vii]
16

Besides the actual implementation of border management, the EU has managed to externalise the
responsibility for the violence that comes with it. It is important to not fall into the trap of thinking that
violence at the borders and in the regions across them does not concern the EU simply because it
happens outside of its territory. Paying someone else to do the dirty job the EU does not want to do itself,
does not erase its responsibility – it is rather a sign of hypocrisy.

Does it still make sense to talk about “fundamental rights”? If this situation showed anything, is that
fundamental rights for how they are commonly conceived – undeniable and shared by all human beings –
do not exist in practice. Their existence is denied daily at the EU border and in the places charged with
implementing border management on its behalf.
Human rights cannot be respected in the current system because this would mean contradict the
externalisation regime itself and its main goal: to keep unwanted people out. What needs to change is the
whole EU approach to migration, something that neither BiH, Serbia, nor Libya can do. A responsibility
that cannot be outsourced.
[i] See the “Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the Council on the verification of the full application of the Schengen acquis by Croatia”,
especially pp. 13-14 at https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/docs_autres_institutions/commission_europeenne/com/2019/0497/COM_COM(2019)0497_EN.pdf
[ii] For the Balkan region crucial is the work carried out, among others, by the Border Violence Monitoring Network: https://www.borderviolence.eu/ and by the independent
activists of Transbalkanska solidarnost: https://transbalkanskasolidarnost.home.blog/
[iii] I here take BiH as an example because it is the country on which I focused in my Master’s thesis, where the issues treated in this article are discussed more in-depth. The thesis is
available here: http://liu.diva-portal.org/smash/record.jsf?pid=diva2%3A1445745&dswid=501
[iv] https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:22015A0630(01)
[v] www.change.org/p/council-of-the-european-union-help-refugees-close-the-lipa-camp-in-bosnia-now
[vi] This attitude transpires, for instance, from a meeting between EU and BiH representatives held in 2019, where it was discussed the situation at Vučjak camp: https://europa.ba/?
p=64769
[vii] See Mlinarević and Ahmetašević contribution on this at https://ba.boell.org/sites/default/files/people_on_the_move_in_bosnia_and_herzegovina_-_21-02-2019__web.pdf especially pp. 40-46
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THELIPACRISIS:THEPREDICTABLE
CULMINATIONOFADETERIORATINGEMERGENCY
By Selma Mesic, RRE Greece and Balkans Coordinator
The already desperate situation for displaced people on the Bosnian side of the Croatian-Bosnian border
has drastically worsened in the last few weeks. Intensified by brutal pushbacks from Croatian authorities,
the northwest region of Bosnia-Herzegovina (BiH) – in particular Una-Sana Canton (USC) – has become a
bottleneck with increasingly acute humanitarian conditions.
The reception centres have consistently been at capacity and in poor conditions, and 2-3,500 people have
been living in squats, tents and other improvised shelters throughout 2020.[1] The situation became
exponentially worse with the closing of Bira camp in September and the Lipa camp in December, leaving
yet another 1,500 people in destitution in the middle of a severe winter.
Despite pressure from the EU, NGOs and other actors, no sustainable long-term solution has been
established with the government. Though Lipa rightfully has garnered attention from media and EU
officials in the last few weeks, this event was effectively a straw that broke the back of a humanitarian crisis
that has been mismanaged for years.

The Ongoing Mismanagement of Protection and Shelter

In September 2020 RRE submitted evidence acquired through desk research and interviews with fieldbased organisations to UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.[2] It showed that people
had routinely been barred entry to certain temporary reception centres (TRCs), that overcrowding and the
lack of basic services outside TRCs were rampant and noted routine violence and forced transfers. The
lack of shelter was a serious issue across the country.
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In Sarajevo, a respondent organisation estimated that around 600-800 people lived outside of TRC
facilities during the spring and summer, a low estimate due to the organisation’s limited geographical
reach. In Tuzla, a study by CARE international showed that “over three-quarters of refugees and migrants
do not have sufficient access to clean drinking water. There is also no adequate access to sanitation and
basic hygiene” and no organised shelter provisions by the government to address these issues in the city.
[3]
Our findings in USC were however especially damning. The report described multiple worrying
developments, from special police driving around town beating up people on the move, to putting them
in buses and dropping them in Otoka, an out-of-reach remote area. Key services that sustain many
displaced people, e.g., shops and money transfer services, had barred their entry.[4] The Bosnian police
reportedly had been forcefully re-accommodating people from Bira to Lipa despite overcrowding in the
middle of a pandemic.[5]
The removals were publicly condemned by international organisations.[6] Moreover, a couple of
thousand people lived outside the TRCs in squats, forests etc., without hygiene facilities, shelter or nonfood items.[7] A respondent frequently came across people that had not eaten for days.[8] DRC
estimated there were 250 improvised camps in the canton in early December,[9] one of the settlements
in a forest outside of Lipa ‘housing’ 300-600 people.[10]
The additional tensions with local populations and clashes with vigilante groups in the fall, the Covid-19
situation and the closure of the TRC Bira, prompted warnings from aid organisations of a situation “that is
fast taking on crisis proportions”.[11] The Bira closure left an additional 400 people without shelter and
basic support, while some were re-accommodated to an already packed Lipa. [12] This garnered criticism
from UN officials for putting in a state of ‘needless suffering’.[13]
Lipa was initially built in April 2020 to accommodate 1,000 single men sleeping rough in USC.[14] It was
however at capacity since it opened and the rate of people sleeping outside of TRCs remained high. It was
criticised by key actors since its inceptions for not meeting reception standards in the Law on Asylum of
humane and dignified accommodation, due to the isolated location, lack of hygienic management, hot
shower water and sewage. The facilities in the camp were not even made of the commonly used
containers but large plastic tents.[15]

The Closure of Lipa and its Aftermath
Lipa was finally closed on 23 December after repeated failures by officials to install water and electricity.
[16] As the camp was being closed and evacuated, what remained of it was set on fire.[17] 500 people
joined the surrounding squats, forests and shipping containers. The rest were to be driven to another
location, but the plan was terminated due to protests by locals in the target area. They returned to the
burned down camp, unable to use the freezing showers and toilets.[18]
NGOs warned that “frostbite, hypothermia and other severe health problems are already being reported
by those stranded on location”, urging for an alternative solution.[19]The closure has roused EU officials
to strongly condemned the situation.[20] After a flurry of negotiations, the government agreed that work
would be done to make Lipa into a permanent accommodation centre by April, though this seems
unlikely in the current political climate.[21]
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In the meantime, a re-opening
of Bira camp was supported by
Bosnia’s Security Minister, the
EU and the US Embassy,[22] as
well as the Council of Ministers
on the 31 December.[23] This
plan continues to face major
resistance by the locals and the
mayor of Bihac due to ‘security
concerns’,[24] while the Prime
Minister of USC simply passed
the responsibility onto the state
level.
The political ping pong between different levels of the governance in BiH, marred both by a lack of
political will and a dysfunctional governance structure, has been a key roadblock in the rollout of an
efficient reception system.[25] The Commissioner for Human Rights warned of the dangers of this lack of
coordination in a letter weeks before the closure.[26]In the last few days, the military was called on to put
down basic tents for those on camp premises.[27]
Some are thermally insulated and can be heated while others are rudimentary and unsuitable for winter
conditions. Assurances have been given by the Security Minister that hygiene and health concerns would
be addressed, and the camp connected to the electricity grid,[28] but the permanent development is yet
to get a final confirmation. For those living outside of the camp area (circa 1,500), there is no permanent
solution.[29]

The EU and Pushbacks
BiH local officials have claimed that EU has not been supportive enough in handling the migration crisis,
[30] a position challenged by the EU that recently offered another 3.5 million euros in humanitarian
assistance, in addition to previous support.[31] The EU is correct to call on the Bosnian government to not
play politics with people’s lives and instead provide sufficient reception conditions, both for those inside
and outside camps. It is however also of paramount importance that EU sets a positive example for
aspiring EU-members by prioritising fundamental rights and taking concerted actions to end impunity for
the violence and pushback at the Croatian-Bosnian.
Though reported on for years, the gravity and frequency of the pushbacks at the Croatian-Bosnian border
took shocking proportions in 2020. In October 2020 DRC reported an all-time high, as 1,943 people
reported pushbacks to DRC. It is worth remembering though the many cases that go unreported. There
was also a record spike in the amount of people that had experienced abuse during a pushback, 64% of all
reported cases, also including two cases of sexual abuse.[32]
The human bottleneck we are seeing at the border is primarily a result of pushbacks and border violence
by Croatian police, which has created a nearly impenetrable wall for onward movement. As per a
statement by the local organisation No Name Kitchen (NNK), refugees are used as a pawn where
responsibility is evaded on all sides. [33]
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The Way Forward
As outlined in a joint statement with Amnesty International,[34] what we are seeing is directly linked to
EU’s migration and asylum policy which is based on external border protection and responsibility shifting
of the protection of displaced people. What is desperately needed is concrete actions and solidarity on
the part of EU member states in establishing safe and regular pathways to Europe instead of solely
providing emergency funding. Not doing so will allow for further deterioration of the existing situation.

Fo[1] https://rm.coe.int/commdh-2020-30-letter-to-the-authorities-of-bosnia-and-herzegovina-en/1680a099b6
[2] https://refugee-rights.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/BOSNIA-AND-HERZEGOVINA-SUBMISSION-TO-THE-UNITED-NATIONS-COMMITTEEON-ECONOMIC-SOCIAL-AND-CULTURAL-RIGHTS-68th-Session_RRE.pdf
[3] https://www.care-international.org/news/press-releases/stranded-and-forgotten-bosnias-migrants-and-refugees-left-to-themselves
[4] https://refugee-rights.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/BOSNIA-AND-HERZEGOVINA-SUBMISSION-TO-THE-UNITED-NATIONS-COMMITTEEON-ECONOMIC-SOCIAL-AND-CULTURAL-RIGHTS-68th-Session_RRE.pdf
[5] https://www.unhcr.org/see/wp-content/uploads/sites/57/2020/01/BiH-Country-Fact-Sheet-December31-2019-1.pdf
[6] https://twitter.com/PeterAuweraert/status/1270340535207833601
[7] https://medium.com/are-you-syrious/ays-daily-digest-17-7-20-devastation-in-bosnia-security-forces-destroy-camp-18885c21070e
[8] https://refugee-rights.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/BOSNIA-AND-HERZEGOVINA-SUBMISSION-TO-THE-UNITED-NATIONS-COMMITTEEON-ECONOMIC-SOCIAL-AND-CULTURAL-RIGHTS-68th-Session_RRE.pdf
[9] https://euromedmonitor.org/en/article/4051/First-Heavy-Snowfall-on-Flimsy-Migrant-Tents-in-Bosnia-Warns-of-Impending-Humanitarian-Crisis
[10] https://balkaninsight.com/2020/09/02/no-mans-land-migrants-refugees-stranded-at-a-bosnian-roadside/
[11] https://www.euronews.com/2020/09/30/makeshift-migrant-camps-grow-outside-bosnian-towns
[12] https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/sep/30/bosnian-authorities-forcibly-emptying-un-migrant-camps-in-krajina
[13] https://balkaninsight.com/2020/09/02/no-mans-land-migrants-refugees-stranded-at-a-bosnian-roadside/
[14] https://bosniaherzegovina.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-06/Final%20Inter-agency%20Sit-Rep%20April%202020.pdf
[15] http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/sarajevo/16153-20200504.pdf
[16] https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-55427750
[17] https://www.dw.com/en/fire-at-bosnia-migrant-camp-authorities-blame-residents/a-56047531
[18] https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/dec/23/fire-destroys-migrant-camp-bosnia-lipa
[19] https://drc.ngo/about-us/for-the-media/press-releases/2020/12/statement-on-the-situation-at-the-lipa-site/
[20] https://balkaneu.com/eu-condemns-the-transfer-of-migrants-in-the-overcrowded-camp-of-lipa/
[21] https://www.startribune.com/in-bosnia-refugees-left-in-the-cold/600005694/?refresh=true
[22] https://balkaninsight.com/2020/12/24/after-camp-fire-migrants-and-refugees-in-bosnia-fend-for-themselves/
[23] https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_20_2547
[24] https://www.klix.ba/vijesti/bih/suhret-fazlic-o-povratku-migranata-u-biru-to-je-glupa-odluka-i-ja-je-necu-provesti/201231042
[25] https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_20_2547
[26] https://rm.coe.int/commdh-2020-30-letter-to-the-authorities-of-bosnia-and-herzegovina-en/1680a099b6
[27] https://www.klix.ba/vijesti/bih/suhret-fazlic-o-povratku-migranata-u-biru-to-je-glupa-odluka-i-ja-je-necu-provesti/201231042
[28] https://balkaninsight.com/2021/01/04/migrants-refugees-spurn-return-to-torched-camp-in-bosnia/
[29] https://www.euronews.com/2021/01/09/bosnia-migrants-around-850-being-moved-to-heated-tents-amid-freezing-conditions-in-lipa-ca
[30] https://www.dw.com/en/bosnia-moves-migrants-into-heated-tents-after-snowstorm/a-56177032
[31] https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_21_2
[32] https://drc.ngo/media/kbyjrc2v/border_monitoring_monthly_snapshot_october2020_final.pdf
[33] https://balkaninsight.com/2020/12/18/iom-closes-migrant-camp-after-bosnia-ignores-warnings/
[34] https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/EUR6335052021ENGLISH.PDF
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Romania: Another twist along the
Balkan Route
By Nidžara Ahmetašević
In 2020, the arrival of people
to Romania from
neighbouring countries
increased by 238 percent. The
situation for people on the
move in Romania thus
represents one of the most
recent noteworthy shifts on
the Balkan Route, which is
explored in this article.
Together with a group of friends from Afghanistan, Ali[1] (20), left Greece in September last year hoping
to reach his family in Germany. They – mother, father, and his younger sister – had left in 2018, and Ali
was supposed to come immediately after. But it took him over two years, including more than six months
in the Balkans and countless numbers of pushbacks from the EU borders, to cross from one EU country
to another, and to be able to hug his closest family members again.
From Greece, Ali went to North Macedonia, then to Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the aim to
continue to Croatia. The first time he went for the “game”, an attempt to irregularly cross state borders,
he and his friends tried from Bosnia to Croatia in September last year, only to be violently pushed back. It
was just one of many attempts to enter this EU member state over the next few months. Each time they
were pushed back, again and again, and every time they were beaten, their belongings taken away and
destroyed.
At some point, in the spring of 2021, tired of the beatings and humiliation they went through in Croatia,
the small group decided to go back to Serbia and to try a new route – through Romania to Hungary, and
further on to Austria, hoping to reach Germany. They crossed the river Drina, between Serbia and Bosnia
– one more time – and headed toward Timișoara, the city closest to the border in Romania.
“We entered Romania from Serbia and started walking,” Ali recalls. “After maybe four hours, we were
stopped by the police. We were not in the city or village, but just on the road, walking. They approached
us, did not ask anything, but just grabbed us, put us in the car, and drove back to the border area. At some
point during the journey, they pulled us out from the car, and started beating.”
One of my friends got more beatings that the rest of us. We could see blood on him. At that moment, the
police stopped, and we tried to help him. We were very afraid he was going to die. He looked so bad.
Before they let us go, they took all we had, bags, mobiles… everything, and burned all of it. Then they just
told us to go back to Serbia. And we walked back.” Ali and his friends, went back to Bosnia one more time.
After a few weeks, they started another journey, again towards Croatia. Finally, at the end of April, they
made it and left the Balkans. They will remember, Ali said, good people they met, as much as bad police,
and horrors from the borders.
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The shift at the Balkan Route
Ali is just one of many people who over the last couple of months decided to try the “game” through
Romania, but was violently pushed back. Only in March this year, the UNHCR registered 991 collective
expulsions from Romania to Serbia[2]. Last year, according to the same source, the total number of
recorded pushbacks from Romania was 13,409[3]. Organisations working in Serbia with people on the
move, daily encounter those who came back after the violent pushbacks. Asylum Protection Centre (APC)
is just one of the organisations recording the cases. In May, they tweeted about Hamid from Morocco,
who was beaten by the Romanian border police with sticks so severely, that months after he is still forced
to use a stick for walking[4].
In addition, organisations working with people on the move from both the Romanian and Serbian side of
the border, have registered that those stopped by the police are often kept for a couple of days in a
container like facilities, before being transferred to one of six overcrowded centres across the country, or
pushed-back. While kept in these premises, people do not have access to showers or running water and
have only two mobile toilets. For years Romania, even though an EU member state but like Croatia not
yet Schengen country, stayed outside of the Balkan Route or was rarely used[5].
Instead of Romania, people were heading from Greece, through North Macedonia and Serbia, toward
Hungary and Croatia, further on to Slovenia and Italy. In 2016, the borders were sealed with walls, wires,
and violence, first from the Hungarian side, and then even Croatian. The route changed its direction at the
end of 2017, and turned towards Bosnia and Herzegovina (Bosnia)[6]. Official statistics show that over
75,000 people entered this country over the last three years. Bosnia, a non-EU country, with weak
governance and rule of law, did little to meet the needs of people who entered the country.
In 2018, the EU decided to make the International Organization for Migration (IOM) their main partner in
Bosnia, awarding them with about 100 million euros in the name of assisting the state with “migration
management”. Part of the money went to the creation of eight centres, which are overcrowded and
provide only basic living conditions, contrary to the existing laws demanding “human and dignified”
accommodation. Nevertheless, faced with the poor living conditions and having no possibility to regulate
their status due to difficulties in access to asylum[7], most of the people decide to leave and head
towards northern Europe. But, they are often violently prevented from reentering the EU.
The Asylum Information
Database (AIDA) indicates that
in 2020 the number of people
entering Romania and applying
for protection status increased
by 238 percent, compared to
2019.[8] The increase is
noticeable also in the number
of minors traveling alone. In
2019 the authorities registered
189 unaccompanied children,
while in 2020 the number rose
to 980.[9]
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Degrading living conditions
In Timișoara, the city closest to the border with Serbia, it became easy to spot people on the streets since
last autumn. According to local activists, in May 2021, at least 300 people were living in the streets of this
city. Currently two groups, the NGO Logs Social Initiatives Grup (Logs)[10], and self-organised collective
Dreptul la Oraș[11] (The Right to the City) – alongside many locals – are actively involved in providing
support for people on the move. Both groups agree that the situation, with the pandemic, and the
increase in the number of arrivals, became very difficult, and it is becoming harder to respond to all the
needs of the people.
“Generally, we had about 2000 registered entries per year until the last winter,” members of Dreptul la
Oraș told RRE, comparing it between 500 and 1000 people who are registered per month during this
year. Flavius Ilioni from LOGS remembers that the hardest period so far was the end of November last
year when both organisations could not respond to all the needs of people who were on the streets. But,
Ilioni remembers that the local community, people from Timișoara, joined them, showing enormous
solidarity. Beside the increase in the number of people, the additional burden on everyone came with the
pandemic and lockdown measures.

As in the other parts of the Balkans, and
Europe in general, a lockdown was often
used for the increase of different security
measures toward various groups of people,
and very often to those on the move.
Constant raids, often violent, suddenly
became a daily occurrence in Timișoara,
especially after a new round of lockdown in
spring 2021. For LOGS it means the way in
which they worked changed a lot. Before,
they used to organise public distributions
of food and non-food items.
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This has become difficult over the last couple of months, so they came up with a solution and started
distributing food vouchers to people living in the streets of Timișoara, and opening the daily centre with
showers and washing facilities. However, due to the increased security measures, and raids on the streets
of Timișoara, it became less safe. “It was hard to watch when the police entered our space and took
people from the center,” Flavius recalls the incident that happened this April. In addition to these local
groups in Timișoara and the UNHCR, at the state level, two more organisations are active when it comes
to migrants and refugees.
The Romanian National Council for Refugees, the main UNHCR partner, focused on access and the right
to asylum, as well as the integration of the people who were awarded with the status. The Council and the
UNHCR were successful in their efforts to provide vaccines to asylum seekers at the national level, and
the process is ongoing.[12]The Centru de Documentare şi Cercetare în Domeniul Integrării Imigranţilor
(Research and Information Center on Immigrant Integration) is another active organisation, which aims to
be a connection point for all who are doing research and different activities in Romania, in relation to
migration.[13]

GROWING HOSTILITY
At the moment, besides increased violence and pushbacks, a problem many face in Romania is
overcrowded accommodation centres. The increase in the number of people became a real issue in the
accommodation centres, with the full capacity being about 1,100. Six centres – located in Timișoara,
Şomcuta Mare, Rădăuţi, Galaţi, Bucharest, Giurgiu – currently cannot accept all the people who are in
need of shelter. Beside centres, people can stay in private accommodation, with the government’s
permission, and at their own cost.
People who are granted status can stay up to 12 months in centre. But, when they leave, they are often
faced with a number of issues to find accommodation. Dreptul la Oraș is assisting them with this issue,
with special attention given to the LGBTQI+, and women travelling alone. The group helps several
families who are living outside of the centre, covering their medical expenses, food, rent as well as other
basic needs, among other activities.
Until recently, the accommodation centres in Romania were in relatively good condition, but the sudden
increase of new arrivals turned them into overcrowded and unconditional places. People are forced to
use unclean facilities, some are sleeping on the floor, while it has become common that different
categories are mixed together. Flavius Ilioni describes the conditions of the camps as “dramatic”, and is
worried that the authorities are not doing enough to improve it.
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“Conditions are important to motivate people to stay,” he claims that by keeping substandard conditions,
it is the easiest way for the government to say that people do not want to stay in the country. “Instead of
that, they should do more to improve conditions. My narrative was always – what to do to motivate
people to consider Romania. It is a safe country, and when it comes to asylum, Romania can be a
possibility.”
Nevertheless, recently public
pressure has made the authorities
engage more, promising to improve
living conditions in the centres.
Additionally, the general
atmosphere significantly changed
following an incident in March of
this year when, after a fight, one
migrant was killed. This incident was
used by the authorities to introduce
additional restrictive measures,
while at the same time the language
used by the media when reporting
about migrants became more
hostile, affecting public opinion.
Activists and volunteers on the
streets of Timișoara state that raids
are constant, and if found, people
are usually delivered to the border
police, or in a number of cases, sent
back to Serbia.
Activists from Romania claim that lots of things changed even before the incident, especially with the
pandemic. One change that affects all, especially people on the move and those supporting them, is the
fact that the local police, which used to be under the local authorities, is now under the state authorities,
as well as the border police. The state Ministry of Internal Affairs has under its jurisdiction the General
Inspectorate for Immigration (IGI), which is responsible for the asylum procedure, as well as for the
reception centres, and detention units.
When it comes to asylum, the procedures are slow, and not many positive decisions are issued. Last year,
861 decisions were issued, out of which 17 refugee statuses and 14 subsidiary protection statuses were
granted, but 729 applications were rejected.[14] In total, 6,158 applications were filed in 2020. Most of
the people who were awarded with the status were from Syria and Iraq. Nevertheless, activists from
Romania claim that the state changed the practice of issuing asylum for people from Syria during the last
year and started giving subsidiary protection instead.
“The reason is that with that status, people cannot travel freely further on to the EU, but they need to
apply for a visa,” RRE was told by the local activists. Increased security measures, and violence at the
border but also on the streets, is accompanied with requests from the authorities for people on the move
to apply for asylum. According to testimonies, if they refuse to do so, people can be sent to detention
centres from where they can be deported or expelled to the country they entered from to Romania.
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In the meantime, both groups working in Timișoara are increasing their activities on social media, trying to
make the issues that people on the move in this country are faced with, more visible to the Romanian
public. Flavius, a former journalist, explains how they focus on telling the stories about people they meet
with, in order to promote “compassion, kindness, and solidarity”.
What is happening in Romania, especially at the borders, resembles to the growingly hostile atmosphere
towards people on the move in Europe. The violence described by those who survived it, is done almost
in the same way all over the EU borders – beatings, humiliation, destruction of property, and push-backs,
have become normality for those who are seeking asylum in Europe. Increasingly hostile atmospheres
and statements by the local authorities, accompanied and fueled action at the borders. The final result is
polarisation of the public, and criminalisation of migration.

Footnotes
[1] Not his real name, to protect the person’s identity
[2] https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/APR%202021%20Stat%20Snapshot.pdf
[3] https://asylumineurope.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/AIDA-RO_2020update.pdf and
[4]https://twitter.com/APC_CZA/status/1395051988124061696
[5]https://www.etias.info/romania-a-schengen-country-in-2021/
[6] https://refugee-rights.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/RRE_TransitCountryInCrisis.pdf
[7]https://refugee-rights.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/RRE_LimitedAccessToAsylumAlongTheBalkanRoute.pdf
[8] In 2020, 6,158 new asylum claims were registered while in 2019, 2,587 people applied. See https://asylumineurope.org/wpcontent/uploads/2021/04/AIDA-RO_2020update.pdf
[9] Ibid
[10]https://www.facebook.com/LOGSGrupDeInitiativeSociale
[11]https://www.facebook.com/dreptullaorasTM
[12]https://www.unhcr.org/ro/information-about-the-covid-19-vaccine?fbclid=IwAR2P3klMXDphscvidtzVKWZ8_n2FdY-DB-bR3fPQly73UNJGHIjbMj1_sxc
[13]https://www.cdcdi.ro/en/news
[14] https://asylumineurope.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/AIDA-RO_2020update.pdf. The duration of residence permits granted for refugee status is
3 years and for subsidiary protection 2 years.
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InternationalWomen’sDay:Updateonthe
SituationinNorthernFranceforDisplaced
Women,GirlsandFamilies
By the Refugee Women’s Centre Team

This International Women’s Day, we at the Refugee Women’s Centre are celebrating the inspiring
ingenuity, care, and resilience shown by the women that we work with show despite the increasingly
hostile environment around them. In the past year, we have witnessed a rise in dangerous small boat
crossings across the Channel, deteriorating living conditions in informal camps and accommodation
centres, numerous tragic deaths, and alongside this all increasingly hostile border policies[1].
The global pandemic has further highlighted the vulnerabilities of people on the move and the existing
inadequacies of services available to them in Northern France. These inadequacies include decreased
access to services, appalling conditions in accommodation centres unfit for social distancing, and reduced
presence of associations. For the often-invisibilized population of displaced women and girls in Northern
France, these challenges have exacerbated a context that already presented huge adversity.
At least 2,250 members of displaced families have travelled through Northern France in the past year,
over 500 of them women. This is no small number of individuals and the patchwork solutions that
grassroots NGOs and insufficient state services are able to provide only barely enable people to survive in
these conditions.
For displaced people in Northern France, the lack of access to basic needs and services such as shelter,
medical support, and legal support creates extremely precarious living conditions. It is incomprehensible
to us that this context can continue to worsen, and yet as each year passes it does.
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Women and girls in Grande-Synthe
In Grande-Synthe, there has historically been a large population of women and children, many of whom
are Iraqi or Iranian Kurds. There are a number of smaller minority groups of Iraqi Arabs, Vietnamese,
Afghans, and Persian Iranian families. The lack of access to adequate shelter remains one of the biggest
concerns for women and families in Grande-Synthe, all of whom sleep in basic tents in informal camps.
Evictions remain a regular part of life in Grande-Synthe, with major police-led clearances of living sites
occurring one to three times a week. The frequency of police evictions last summer led families to hide
their camps extremely far away from main distribution points, making their access to essential food,
water, and medical services much more limited.
For the second consecutive
winter, no emergency
accommodation for women
and families was opened in
the Dunkirk region, despite
temperatures dropping to
-7ºC in February. The
impact that this long-term
lack of shelter has had is
very far-reaching; without
the most basic survival need
of shelter being met,
addressing other needs and
building community
becomes much more
complex.

Women and girls in Calais
It has previously been uncommon for a large number of women or children to be present or sleeping
outside in Calais, but this year we witnessed an unprecedented increase in the population of women and
children, quadrupling numbers seen in previous years. The context of Calais is extremely difficult for
women and families, as the mixed demographics and geography of living sites make building community
and accessing services and support complex.
Throughout the summer, this population contended with frequent violent police evictions[2] and an
insufficient provision of services. The majority of the women and families in Calais travel from Eritrea,
Ethiopia, Iran, Sudan, and Afghanistan. The number of single women, and female unaccompanied
minors, is much higher than in Grande-Synthe.
In this male-dominated transitory context, with limited access to information or support, these groups
are extremely vulnerable to exploitation, harassment, and rape. This is particularly worrying in the case of
female unaccompanied minors, who should be entitled to full state protection as children.
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Specific Issues Facing Women & Girls[3]
Lack of access to adapted medical and gynecological support
Since the withdrawal of specialised services such as Planning Familial and Gynecologists Sans Frontiers,
access to appropriate, consistent reproductive healthcare has become more difficult for women in Calais
and Grande-Synthe. When access is available, it is often not adapted or readily available. For a
reproductive health issue causing her significant pain, one woman we support was given an appointment
for two months later, as she did not feel comfortable seeing a male gynecologist.
Due to the difficulties of accessing medical services, access to information about contraception and
abortions is limited. In cases where women have chosen to have abortions here, there was an inadequate
medical follow-up or provision of shelter. This has also been the case following miscarriages.
In the past year, we have worked with over 40 pregnant women. The support offered to pregnant
women does not extend beyond basic medical care, and associations often are put in the position of
bridging the gap between this and the holistic and logistical support needed by pregnant and new
mothers. Having a baby is a terrifying time for any woman, but coupled with legal, physical and material
insecurity, the range of stressors faced by women here is extensive. With their mothers sleeping rough,
without full access to nutrition or rest, many babies here are born prematurely.
Covid-19 has exacerbated the issues with access to medical services for this population. Reduced hospital
admissions has meant that individuals can rarely be accompanied for important procedures, and the
restrictions in hospitals have frequently resulted in vulnerable people being released back to their tents
whilst still gravely ill.

Lack of access to adequate nutrition for infants and nursing mothers
The different nutritional needs of infants, pregnant women, and nursing mothers are not met in this
context, meaning that there is a complete reliance on associations for these purposes. While in Calais
there is a state mandated organisation that provides food once a day, in Grande-Synthe there is no
state-provided food. For the past year, with the reduced presence of associations, reduced supermarket
access due to Covid-19, and certain distribution restrictions in Calais, food insecurity has become a major
problem in Calais and Grande-Synthe.

Lack of adapted or dignified accommodation
The French state offers shelter in the forms of large accommodation centres (usually converted
gymnasiums or retirement homes) which are often 2-3 hours from Calais or Dunkirk. Many families
choose to stay in the ‘jungle’ instead of these centres, which often do not have kitchens, private
bathrooms, or any space for private family life.
The food is rarely adapted to the nutritional needs of this community, and access to services and support
in these centres is incredibly limited, leading people to return to informal camps to access what they
need. None of these centres offer access to education for children. These centres are often also
overcrowded and not designed for any form of social distancing, creating a large potential for the rapid
spread of Covid-19.
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Lack of access to water and sanitation
In the informal camps of Grande-Synthe, there are no toilets nor regular access to showers. In Calais,
there is access to showers, but the provision of toilets is limited. Due to the location of these toilets is
very exposed and in male-heavy spaces, many women do not feel comfortable using them. Access to
toilets is a major concern for women and girls we work with, many of whom express not feeling safe
when having to go the toilet outdoors. Incontinence pads are in high demand, especially at night.
Shower access is limited and has to be facilitated by associations. In Grande-Synthe, women and
children have access to showers one afternoon a week, which is woefully inadequate in the context of
sleeping rough and having no other sanitation.
This lack of access to sanitation has a significant psychological impact, but it is also a key medical
concern. Vaginal infections and skin concerns such as scabies and impetigo are common. In the context
of a global pandemic with significant restrictions on all other parts of life, this lack of access to handwashing facilities or clean toilets within these informal camps is.
Throughout this summer, despite a global pandemic, temperatures up to 32ºC, and a population of 1000
in Grande-Synthe and 2000 in Calais, the state provided no access to water in either location. When a
waterpoint was established in Grande-Synthe, it was almost a kilometre away from the main family
camps, resulting in women having to carry water a long way back to their tents.

Police Harassment and Violence
The levels of criminalisation that families face has wide-ranging impacts. Many families express fear of
going to the hospital, worried that they will be refused care, or arrested, based on the fact that they do
not have papers.
The psychological impact that continuous evictions has is enormous, as it further increases the physical
and material insecurity of individuals, as well as breaking up the social bonds and community that exists
in these informal camps.
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Women regularly disclose to us stories of police violence that they have experienced throughout their
journey in Europe. The material, psychological and physical insecurity drawn from continuous evictions
and police harassment in Northern France only further undermines trust in State authorities and
disincentivizes people from seeking safety in France.

Access to Information
We regularly observe the lack of access to information experienced by the women and girls we work with
and the negative impacts that this can have on their agency. The lack of translated, appropriately shared
information about rights and options for displaced women in the region obstructs their ability to make
decisions, threatens their independence, discourages them from seeking support and services, and
further puts women and children at risk. With regards to information about legal procedures and asylum,
this is particularly dangerous. Furthermore, reliance on other members of the community for information
can increase power dynamics, resulting in the rapid spread of false information, and put individuals at
risk.
This summer, we encountered a sudden increase in the population of families in both Calais and GrandeSynthe. Many of those who arrived at this time were fluent German, Danish, French, or Dutch speakers –
families who had spent years in Europe to only have their asylum claims rejected; whose children were
pulled from some of the only communities that they had ever known, and were now travelling towards
the hope of safety and stability in the United Kingdom. It was alarming to note the lack of legal support
that some of these families had received throughout asylum claims in other European countries,
highlighting to us the major problem of access to information that exists across Europe.

Lack of private family life
The impacts that displacement has on
families is enormous. In addition to the
trauma of police violence, lack of shelter,
and extended asylum procedures, the
destabilizing effect of a lack of private
family life has a major psychological
impact. Many of the women we work with
express a deep desire to have their own
space once again, where they can look after
their children, cook the food that they wish
to cook, and live their lives by their own
timetables.
This is emblematic of the dehumanising effect that migration through Calais and Grande-Synthe has
upon this population where they encounter repeated,state-led attempts to reduce their existence to that
of basic survival.

Lack of Access to safe migration routes
Boat crossings across the Channel have been common since 2018, but have had significant media
coverage in the past year, as many more chose to take this incredibly dangerous route due to increased
securitisation around other forms of crossing. The lack of humanity with which the media has addressed
this situation conveniently ignores the really shocking aspect – which is the conditions of life for those
living in Northern France, and the lack of adequate care that the state takes for those rescued after failed
crossings.
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The lack of access to safe migration routes[4] creates a significant potential for the exploitation of women
and girls. As is the case in many other transitory contexts, trafficking and sexual exploitation are real
threats for women in Northern France. There are no existing mechanisms, protection, or state support for
the prevention of this, and when we have sought support on these issues there is rarely any meaningful
follow-up or safety measures by the authorities. Furthermore, in the context of not having access to
shelter, the ability to access safe spaces and adequate support is significantly decreased. Women that we
support have expressed the fear that they feel leaving their tents at night, and the vulnerability that they
feel when they go to try – often in isolated areas late at night.
We frequently work with women who have partners in the UK, or families who have been separated along
their journey, and now find themselves on either side of the Channel. In these enormously stressful
situations, there are often very few options available, and even fewer following the UK’s withdrawal from
the EU and loss of the Dublin III family reunification routee. Most families do not have information about
or feel unable to embark on, family reunification procedures through the UK’s domestic Immigration Rules
due to long waiting times, high refusal rates, and unclear information available.

Deaths at the Border
The reality of the situation in Northern France often only reaches the media following tragic deaths at the
Franco-British border. Tragically, over the course of 2020, we worked with more families than ever before
affected by deaths of family members at the border. These were not simply the result of Covid, nor of
accidents that could happen anywhere. These deaths were the result of hostile border policies intended at
doing exactly this: increasing pressure on people in the border zone to leave or to never arrive, by making the
conditions so dangerous they become intolerable, or indeed fatal.
We remember Baqr, a bright young adolescent of a family we closely supported for over a year, who was
run over by a train in March 2020.
We remember Aleksandra, the newborn girl of a family we worked with, who died soon after a
premature birth in September following a failed crossing attempt and absence of support from the
police who intercepted her family.
We remember Shiva, Rasul, Anita (9 years), Armin (6 years), and Artin (15 months), a family we worked
closely with and who deeply experienced the hostility of this region during their time here. This warm,
loving young family drowned in the Channel in October last year.

Conclusion
As outlined above, the situation that displaced women and girls contend with in Calais and Dunkirk is cruel,
and indeed intentionally so. Either invisibilised or exploited by the media in their most vulnerable moments,
the way this community has been presented in European media is deeply misrepresentative of the way
many of them see themselves.
The women we work with are a testament to human’s continued drive to pursue hope, to move, and to resist
the violence that is inflicted on them. They are relentless in their desire for stability, continuing to care for
each other and their communities in the face of exhaustion and daily rights violations. Throughout this all, we
are in awe of the enormous resilience and strength in the women and families we support, who face this
situation with a grace and courage we are constantly inspired by.
[1] https://www.schengenvisainfo.com/news/france-uk-agree-on-joint-action-to-prevent-illegal-immigration/
https://www.law.ox.ac.uk/research-subject-groups/centre-criminology/centreborder criminologies/blog/2021/02/experimenting
[2] 973 evictions occurred in Calais last year, read more here: https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2021/jan/13/like-torture-calais-policeaccused-of-continued-migrant-rights-abuses
[3] For further info, read our 2019 report with RRE. https://refugee-rights.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/RRE_WomenAndGirls.pdf
[4] https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/29374/brexit-what-changes-for-migrants-on-january-1
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Barrierstoeducationforchildrenin
northernFrance
By Mina Tawanda, RRE Programme Associate

New report sheds light on barriers to education
A growing number of displaced children are growing up in camps across Calais and Grande-Synthe in
northern France. The conditions in these camps that children are forced to live and grow up in for
extended periods are becoming increasingly hostile as the UK, and French governments evict people 2-3
times a week. There is limited access to sanitation facilities, food and shelter.
A recent report published by Project Play, a grassroots organisation working with displaced children
between Calais and Grande-Synthe in northern France, highlights the lack of protection for and
safeguarding the rights of children in these camps, especially the right to education.

Multiple violations of child rights
Under French law, all children between the ages of three and 16 residing in the French state are required
to attend compulsory education. This means that displaced children in northern France have the right to
go to school. However, this right is undermined by several different barriers that prevent children from
accessing education, such as:
Lack of accessible translated information
Some French municipalities will evade their obligations to provide education by improperly requiring
parents to provide “undue administrative justification”
Requirement by some schools of permanent address
Lack of transportation between the living areas and schools
Lack of safe and legal routes to the UK.
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The importance of play and education
Access to education for displaced children is not only important for their future as is their right, but it also
helps emotional, physical and cognitive development. It creates a space for children to be children.
Project Play works to fill the gaps in disrupted education by providing children with a safe space to play
and develop.
Project Play demands that the French government must:
Uphold its obligations under the Convention of the Rights of the Child through making decisions
informed by the best interests of the child principle;
Provide displaced communities with information on accessing schooling, to provide transport links
from the camp, and to address current barriers which exist.
Project Play demands that the UK government must:
Open safe, legal routes of passage to the UK for those wishing to seek asylum or join family there.
Further securitisation of borders has forced displaced individuals to take far more treacherous
journeys, thus risking their lives in search of safety;
Uphold their obligations under the Convention on the Rights of the Child and take joint
responsibility with the French government for the children who are left in limbo at the UK-France
border.
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Open letter: Five years after the EU-Turkey Statement,
European Civil Society Demands an End to Containment
and Deterrence at the EU’s External Borders

The 18th of March 2021 will mark five years since the announcement of the “EU-Turkey Statement”,
under which EU and Turkish leaders agreed, among other things, that asylum seekers crossing from
Turkey into Greek islands will be returned to Turkey. The statement led Greece to implement an array of
laws and policies, designed to the restrict the movement of asylum seekers, keep them in the designated
“hotspots” on the islands (later named ‘Reception and Identification Centres”), and facilitate their
readmission to Turkey.
The policy of containment at borders is central to the new European Pact on Migration and Asylum,
which introduces a “pre-entry phase consisting of screening and border procedures for asylum and
return”. According to the proposal, in this phase asylum seekers “shall not be authorised to enter the
territory of the Member State”.
Negotiations on these plans press on, irrespective of mounting evidence of the serious human rights
consequences of this approach, including appalling reception conditions, containment, and violent
border control practices. In Greece, resulting bottlenecks led to severe overcrowding, substandard
reception conditions and delayed asylum procedures. Meanwhile, local communities who were initially
welcoming are increasingly frustrated with the deteriorating situation and lack of EU solidarity.
The harmful effects of the containment policy have been documented repeatedly by the undersigned
organisations. Nearly half of the asylum seekers surveyed in these containment sites on the Greek
islands have reported symptoms of PTSD, while 35% reported suicidal thoughts, and 18% reported
having made attempts to take their own lives. Women and girls in particular are exposed to the risk of
sexual and gender-based violence, and report being scared to leave their tents at night. The Director of
the EU’s Fundamental Rights Agency, Michael O’Flaherty, described the EU Hotspot Moria in Lesbos as
“the single most worrying fundamental rights issue that we are confronting anywhere in the European
Union”.
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The undersigned organisations therefore urge the European Commission, Members of the European
Parliament, and representatives of EU Member States to adopt the following principles:
1: Reception centres in Greece and beyond must be designed and operated as open facilities not unduly
limiting freedom of movement of residents. After a short process of identification and medical checks,
all asylum seekers should be transferred to appropriate accommodation.
Reception centres at external borders do not allow sufficient access to the necessary infrastructure and
services that people require, particularly refugees and other migrants who are often in an extremely
vulnerable situation. The experience of the past has shown that remote sites are likely to suffer from
understaffing which results in bottlenecks and delays. As long as the full screening and asylum processes
are expected to take place in remote sites, they are likely to be conducted in unfit conditions.
Furthermore, individuals with specific vulnerabilities, such as people with disabilities or those
experiencing trauma, may need adjustments or special assistance. Women and girls require access to
specific services and safe spaces, and children need individual measures of protection.
Detention-like conditions cannot provide a safe environment and restricting access to services will only
exacerbates existing vulnerabilities, with long-term consequences for refugees’ integration in local
communities.
2: All people arriving in the EU should be treated fairly and with dignity. Asylum seekers should be able
to enjoy material reception conditions from the moment they express the wish to seek international
protection.
All people arriving in the EU should be granted dignified conditions, and their fundamental rights must
be guaranteed. Despite a margin of discretion for Member States to choose how to provide adequate
conditions, ensuring the protection of human dignity in accordance with the Charter of Fundamental
Rights is non-negotiable.
In particular, access to asylum procedures and reception conditions cannot be delayed or denied until
the end of the newly proposed “screening phase” through the invention of legal fictions, such as “preentry”. The European Commission has the responsibility to ensure the correct implementation of EU
law, including by clarifying that anyone who expresses their wish to seek international protection when
physically present on EU Member States’ territory, has, in fact, entered EU territory and is protected by
EU and national law, without exception.
3: Safeguards must be in place to ensure fair asylum procedures.
Asylum procedures are often complicated processes which require expertise and support. Asylum
seekers’ access to legal assistance as well as support provided by UNHCR and civil society organisations
are fundamental to ensuring a fair and effective process. Attempts at accelerated ‘border procedures’
with fewer due process guarantees – especially if they are conducted in detention-like conditions –
complicate this process further and obstruct asylum applicants’ legal right to seek asylum in line with EU
and international procedural safeguards.
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It is necessary to ensure each asylum seeker can access to legal services free of charge, from the
moment of their arrival in the EU. Each person should also be able to undergo medical checks and
vulnerability assessments, to identify any condition or health concern that may impact the asylum
process or could require individual adjustments and support.
4: Reception centres must be subject to effective independent oversight and arrangements must be in
place to ensure accountability. Where the European Commission is involved in design, management or
funding for centres, accountability must include MEPs and EU watchdogs.
The treatment of asylum seekers must always be subject to review and scrutiny, including monitoring
and complaints mechanisms as well as independent review. Non-governmental organisations, MEPs and
members of national parliaments must have unrestricted access and monitoring capabilities within
reception centres and be able to publicly report their findings. The European Commission should also
regularly report on and address any allegations that EU law or fundamental rights have been violated.
When the European Commission or European agencies are supporting national authorities, their role
must be clarified and monitored, including by the European Parliament and the European
Ombudsperson. No agency can hide behind the mandate or competency of national authorities, to avoid
accountability for its actions. Where shortcomings are identified – in relation to fundamental rights, the
use of EU funds and resources, or the management of sites – the European Commission must develop a
clear follow-up procedure for remedial action, with accountability to the European Parliament.
After five years of sustained human rights violations, it is time to guarantee that the management and
governance of EU-designed, funded and ‘co-piloted’ sites are in line with fundamental rights and
democratic accountability according to EU standards. We urge the EU co-legislators to ensure that
future legislation is fail-proof and ensures the fundamental rights of refugees and others by following
the recommendations above.
Moreover, in connection with the construction of new ‘Multipurpose Reception and Identification
Centres’ commissioned on the Aegean islands, we urge the Greek authorities and the European
Commission’s “Task Force” to immediately establish an independent and transparent monitoring and
evaluation mechanism with the involvement of Greek, EU and UN bodies or agencies, to ensure human
rights compliance of all operations in the centres and at the EU’s external borders. We request that such
a mechanism is put in place before September 2021, when the ‘Multipurpose Reception and
Identification Centres’ are to be operational and that its reporting are made public.
After five years of managing asylum and migration in the shadow of the EU-Turkey Statement, it is time
for the EU to acknowledge past failures and ensure past failures are not repeated.
List of Signatories:
Amnesty International
Caritas
Danish Refugee Council (DRC)
European Council on Refugees and Exiles (ECRE)
Greek Council for Refugees
Human Rights Watch
Oxfam
Refugee Rights Europe
International Rescue Committee (IRC)
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Asylum seekers in Maximilian Park, Brussels
– Face to face with the Covid-19 crisis
By Melis Ozbardakci and Smret Gebreslassie
Hundreds of refugees and displaced
people are left to fend for themselves, out
in the streets around Maximilian Park in
Brussels. Refugee Rights Europe has
previously reported the heightened risk
facing displaced people in Brussels, many
of whom are UK-bound but others who
wish to seek sanctuary in Belgium. The key
concerns are related to the lack of access
to essential services, which exacerbate
psychological and physical conditions, as
well as violence and abuse reportedly
perpetrated against individuals by police in
Brussels.
In addition, the outbreak of Covid-19 has further exacerbated the vulnerability of refugees and
displaced people in this location. This can be attributed to poor living conditions that will heighten the
risk of contagion. In a situation where physical distancing is unattainable, the Covid-19 pandemics has
thus brought a heavy toll on displaced people in contexts of destitution.
In face of an increasing number of individuals sleeping in the streets, the situation for refugees and
asylum seekers is particularly worrisome. The Porte d’Ulysse reception centre which is organised by the
citizen platform, provides accommodation for 350 individuals. However, the reception centre is
saturated and unable to host the evacuated asylum seekers.
In addition, various
health measures have
been put in place,
leading to the
evacuation of
individuals without a
structural solution
which has rather
aggravated the
problem in forcing the
asylum seekers to be
out in the streets, says
the co-president of the
citizen platform of
support to the refugees.
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Equally importantly, since the start of the first lockdown in Belgium, around 167 migrants were evicted
from the building of the NGO Action Damien in Jette, Brussels.[1] The number of migrants residing in
the unsalutary conditions have increased, which is of great concern. In many settings, the Covid-19
pandemic has exposed challenges of social distancing and lack of hygienic supplies that would provoke
the opportunities to isolate the sick people, therefore, increasing the risk of infection.
At the same time, access to
the asylum procedure was
also temporarily restricted.
On 18 March, the Belgian
Immigration Office
introduced its first
containment measures and
authorities announced the
closure of the Office for
Foreigners where asylum
applications are lodged.[2]
On the suspension of access to the asylum system, it is certain that asylum seekers will have no access to
asylum or get state support including housing, medical care and financial assistance. This further implies
that the legal barriers asylum seekers face in Brussels may even leave even more people destitute.
After the temporary suspension, in April 2020 the application process resumed through online
applications.[3] Nevertheless, the online application measure is effectively limited. For instance, through
the online registration, asylum applicants should request an appointment but would then be left to wait
for extended periods of time before they would get an appointment.
Moreover, the online application is only available in Dutch and French languages, which creates a
language barrier. Also, completing the online form is difficult in a place where there is no access to
internet. The situation for individuals in Brussels is hence complicated. For some people, most of whom
are in transit with a hope to reach the UK, the situation is extremely precarious.
Many are trapped within the Dublin System, unable to move forward, but with no clear way out of their
predicament.[4] According to InfoMigrants and other NGOs, the situation gives rise to multiple human
rights violations,[5] with hundreds being left outside in precarious condition and with entirely inadequate
measures taken by the government.
For further context on the situation for refugees and displaced people in Brussels, read more in Refugee
Rights Europe’s previous reports here and here.

[1] https://www.brusselstimes.com/brussels-2/138475/over-160-migrants-evicted-from-building-in-brussels-ngo-action-damien-jette-justice-peaceasylum-seekers-homeless-maximilian-park/
[2] https://www.ecre.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/COVID-INFO-5-May-.pdf
https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/23804/belgian-government-is-doing-nothing-to-protect-migrants-from-coronavirus-ngos
[3] https://www.ecre.org/belgium-legal-challenge-of-prolonged-covid-measures-leaving-asylum-seekers-destitute/
[4] https://africanarguments.org/2020/07/08/trapped-by-covid-and-a-hostile-europe-sudanese-migrants-and-refugees-in-belgium/
[5] https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/27504/belgium-during-this-health-crisis-the-rights-of-migrants-are-not-worth-much
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The exacerbation of a crisis: The impact
of Covid-19 on people on the move at the
French-Italian border
By SELMA MESIC

Refugees and asylum seekers in transit at the French-Italian border have faced critical conditions for
years[1]. With the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, the situation has further deteriorated in the Italian
border town of Ventimiglia. RRE’s latest report[2] investigates and outlines the gravely negative impact of
the pandemic on people on the move at the French-Italian border. Our findings reaffirm existing
observations by civil society actors on the ground and highlight disconcerting developments in all vital
respects of life for people on the move.
Civil society organisations are witnessing a weakening of already stretched services, resulting in an overall
decline in living conditions for refugees and asylum seekers in Ventimiglia. Covid-related restrictions have
also prevented organisations and solidarity groups from operating in the area and providing essential
services and assistance throughout large periods during the pandemic.
With regard to shelter, the closure of Camp Roya in 2020 – the only reception centre at the time –
represented one of the biggest challenges caused by the pandemic. It left people on the move without a
safe place to sleep, forcing them to take shelter under bridges, beaches, and abandoned buildings while
facing severe health risks – especially in the case of vulnerable individuals – due to their inability to take
proper protective measures against Covid-19.
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No official shelter provision has
been established since the centre’s
closing. Despite this, occupied
buildings in Ventimiglia continue to
be evicted, and people find
themselves destitute on the streets
or in informal settlements without
heating, electricity, or hygiene
facilities. Without a safe place to
sleep, individuals are increasingly
exposed to crime organisations and
risk becoming victims of violence
and trafficking. Women and
children are particularly vulnerable
in these situations.
Moreover, despite facing harrowing journeys while crossing the Central Mediterranean, many women and
girls faced, and continue to face, trafficking and sexual abuse or the risk of becoming victims to it.
Inadequate assessments, follow-up measures, and service provisions aimed at these women and girls has
been at the core of an ongoing failure to offer them sufficient protection and aid for years.
Existing infrastructures were stretched even further during Covid-19. Likewise, unaccompanied children
have been left to their own devices. They continuously face detention, violence, and pushbacks at the
border with no regard for their rights or vulnerable status as children.
The report further highlights that access to healthcare remains limited and overly complicated, and that
the pandemic has hindered the medical care services that were operating for refugees and asylum
seekers. Some of the services provided by organisations on the ground, such as psychological support
and one-on-one visits, have had to be suspended for several months due to inadequate infrastructure.
Additionally, even when people do get access to medical care, it is often insufficient or low quality.
Our analysis of partner data on pushbacks and detention at the Ventimiglia border reveals that these
illegal practices continue undeterred and at a worrying rate despite the health risks facing people on the
move. Individuals and families are detained in small containers which do not respect minimum standards
of hygiene, safe distancing, or safe spaces for women and children, and detainees are often abused.
Moreover, the requirement for CPR tests at the border is an additional barrier for border crossing. We
noted a lower number of pushbacks following a new French-Italian police agreement signed in December
2020, a consequence of fewer arrivals and increased controls on Italian territory. This has resulted in
Ventimiglia’s increased militarisation, constant patrols of the trains to France, and document controls at
train stations based solely on racial profiling.
It is evident that while the pandemic presented a crucial opportunity to acknowledge the need for, and
increase access to, shelter, healthcare, and protection for people on the move, it merely exacerbated a
deplorable situation further.
Endnotes
[1] See Refugee Rights Europe, Report, In dangerous transit, 2017
[2] https://refugee-rights.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/RRE-Progetto20k_TheExacerbationOfACrisis.pdf
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Risks of SGBV and Trafficking Facing
Women on the Move in Italy
By DENISE OTTAVI
In recent years, Italy has been one of the
countries with the most arrivals of refugees and
displaced people.[1] Between 2014 and 2018,
648,117 displaced people arrived in Italy, and
32,000 more have joined them since the
beginning of 2020.[2] According to UNHCR
data,[3] analysed by AGI,[4] 10% of the
displaced people who arrived in Italy in 2018
were women and 18% were minors.[5]
Most of these women and girls experience
multiple forms of violence during their journeys,
often continuing after their arrival in Italy.[6]
These refugees are rarely identified or
supported, and most of them do not receive
timely medical support for their sexual and
reproductive health.[7]
It is crucial to promptly locate and assist women and girls who experience trafficking and sexual genderbased violence in order to help them escape exploitation. It is important to note that the detrimental
impacts of sexual gender-based violence (SGBV) and trafficking in human beings (THB) can lead women
and girls to mistrust operators, police officers and doctors, even when help is offered.
In order to understand the dynamics that affect these women and girls, it is imperative to employ
operators and law enforcement officers with a solid background in SGBV and THB. Some training
procedures fail to take into account the psychological challenges endured by victims of THB and SGBV,
increasing their risk of suffering through refoulement, or years of exploitation.
Women and girls face the greatest risk of trafficking for sexual exploitation.
[8] Nigeria is their primary country of origin: approximately 80% of Nigerian
women who arrived in Italy are THB survivors.[9] In recent years, the
number of women treated from other countries has also increased,[10] yet
institutional obstacles still prevent women from being adequately
supported in Italy despite these growing numbers.[11]
During the lockdown in Italy, the situation for women and girls suffering
from SGBV or THB deteriorated further due to government-enforced
restriction of movement. Women suffering from trafficking have been left
to fend for themselves[12] without access to food, money, or government
aid.[13]
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The Special Rapporteur on trafficking in persons concluded that the situation for victims of trafficking and
sexual exploitation has taken a turn for the worse globally due to the lack of financial resources, and poor
access to services – causing further exposure to abuse by the traffickers.[14]
The access to service is limited because women often stay at home with a violent partner and may have
difficulties in contacting helplines that support women suffering from violence or trafficking.[15] In Italy,
during the lockdown, the capabilities for identification of vulnerabilities, violence and trafficking have
diminished.
A key driving factor is the impossibility/difficulties to gain access to crucial places where women in need
can meet the associations. This encompasses social health services (e.g. “Codice Rosa” in the hospital), the
Territorial Commission for international protection, Italian language schools, social services and the
reception system.[16]
During Covid-19, Italy didn’t provide funds to support women exposed to trafficking; hence associations
must themself find the funds required to support women in need.[17]Prejudice against women
fundamentally impacts the identification of vulnerabilities and recognition of international protection,
especially when officials aren’t trained to recognise indicators of SGBV/THB.

In fact, women and girls affected by trafficking and violence may have normalised their experiences to the
extent that they do not identify themself as victims and even have difficulty recounting the violence due
to fear of exposure and stigmatisation.
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Moreover, these women come from various cultural, economic and religious backgrounds; thus, it is crucial
to understand how violations of sexual and reproductive rights, violence, exploitation and trafficking
interact with these factors to affect women’s lives in different ways. Institutions must be trained to address
gender-based violence’s specificity under the context of migration to support women in escaping from
violence adequately.
A feminist and an intersectional approach are necessary to identify vulnerabilities, support women in
escaping violence, improve the legislative system’s effectiveness, and prevent the exploitation and the
non-refoulement of women exposed to violence and trafficking.
Lastly, more funds must be allocated to associations that support women escaping from violence or
trafficking to allow the effective implementation of the legal provisions and appropriate support to address
the women’s needs.
Read more in Refugee Rights Europe’s latest report ‘An Overlooked Crisis’.

[1] https://www.ecfr.eu/specials/mapping_migration – https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/mediterranean/location/5205 and
https://frontex.europa.eu/along-eu-borders/migratory-routes/central-mediterranean-route/
[2] https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/mediterranean/location/5205
[3] https://www.unhcr.org/it/risorse/carta-di-roma/fact-checking/donne-rifugiate-la-violenza-molte-facce/ (2017)
[4] https://www.agi.it/data-journalism/morti_migranti_mediterraneo_dati-5605198/news/2019-06-05/
[5] https://www.agi.it/data-journalism/morti_migranti_mediterraneo_dati-5605198/news/2019-06-05/
[6] https://www.unhcr.org/it/risorse/carta-di-roma/fact-checking/donne-rifugiate-la-violenza-molte-facce/
[7] https://www.unhcr.it/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/UNHCR_SGBV_-Strategia_2017_2019_Final.pdf
[8] https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2016/577950/EPRS_BRI(2016)577950_EN.pdf
[9] https://www.unhcr.it/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/UNHCR_SGBV_-Strategia_2017_2019_Final.pdf
[10] https://ec.europa.eu/anti-trafficking/member-states/italy-1-general-information_en
[11] https://www.direcontrolaviolenza.it/violenza-sulle-donne-in-che-stato-siamo-migranti-richiedenti-asilo-e-rifugiate/
[12]https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/jul/10/sex-traffickers-left-thousands-of-women-to-starve-during-italy-lockdowncoronavirus
[13]https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/jul/10/sex-traffickers-left-thousands-of-women-to-starve-during-italy-lockdowncoronavirus
[14] https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Trafficking/COVID-19-Impact-trafficking.pdf
[15] https://www.ingenere.it/articoli/come-stanno-le-migranti-nella-pandemia
[16] https://www.ingenere.it/articoli/come-stanno-le-migranti-nella-pandemia
[17] Differenza Donna, Giovanna Bruno Responsible for the anti-trafficking center “Taking the Flight” of Differenza Donna ONG
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Flawed asylum seeker accommodation
and mental health
By AARON GATES-LINCOLN
The issue of accommodation provision
for individuals seeking asylum within a
country has recently been a topic
heavily discussed in the field of
immigration studies. In contribution to
this, a new report by British Red Cross
has highlighted how the UK asylum
system is deeply flawed and has caused
increasingly negative impacts on
individuals seeking asylum’s mental
health.
Currently, when asylum-seeking individuals arrive in the UK, they are placed in accommodation found
and provided by the Home Office until a decision has been made on their asylum claim. However, in
recent times, the UK Home Office has struggled heavily with increasing delays in making decisions on
asylum applications. This delay has resulted in a large number of individuals seeking asylum being placed
in accommodation for months or even years.
It would be expected that the accommodation would be safe and secure if being lived for months at a
time. However, the British Red Cross report has found that asylum accommodation fails to be clean, well
maintained, or provide a helpful community experience for asylum seekers in many instances. This is
because the Home Office has failed to secure the money to fund community dispersal accommodation,
and access to housing has been significantly reduced throughout the Covid-19 pandemic.
The mental health impacts of living in largely inadequate housing are severe and underappreciated.
British Red Cross stated that “between January 2020 and February 2021, their teams have supported
over 400 individuals living in asylum accommodation who have references to suicidal ideation or
attempts recorded in their case notes”. In most instances, deterioration in mental health is due to the
knock-on effects that poor accommodation can have on other areas of life. This is mirrored by research
conducted by the Refugee Council, a UK charity supporting asylum seekers, which found that 61% of
asylum seekers experience severe mental distress whilst refugees are 500% more likely to have mental
health needs than the UK population.
The flawed system of accommodation provision promotes feelings of isolation, reduces access to
support services and healthcare due to being situated in remote areas, and can influence bullying and
hate crimes due to stigmatisation. Individuals discussed instances with the British Red Cross, in which the
UK Home Office was placing survivors of trafficking in large, mixed gender hostels for long periods of
time, resulting in them becoming fearful of leaving their rooms. In cases such as this, it is evident that the
reduction of costs is being prioritised over ensuring the safety and wellbeing of individuals awaiting their
asylum decisions.
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In comparison, many EU countries have made
changes to their legislation to ensure that
some of these issues surrounding
accommodation do not arise. For example,
Spain introduced a law in 2015 that stated
hotels and hostels could only be used for a
maximum of thirty days for new arrivals. This
has now been extended to four months due
to a rise in applications, but the cap in place
ensures that there are always systems in
motion to find more suitable accommodation
for asylum seeking individuals.
Furthermore, France has an initial time limit of six months for claims decisions, which significantly
reduces the need for accommodation provision. Furthermore, unlike the UK, Germany allows asylum
seeking individuals to join the labour force after three months, giving them the option to earn money and
find more suitable accommodation for themselves in a move of self-dependence.
Changes must be made to the UK asylum system to improve the lives and mental health of those
awaiting asylum decisions. However, with the government’s ‘New Plan for Immigration’ announced in
March 2021, it appears proposed changes will not greatly benefit this vulnerable group of people. One of
the proposals would see the introduction of reception centres. The policy proposal does not detail what
the centres will look like, where they will be, or how long people would be accommodated. It has been
claimed that they will “allow for decisions and any appeals following rejection of an asylum claim to be
processed fairly and quickly”. This insinuates that asylum seeking individuals will potentially be housed in
these reception centres for the whole duration of their claim.
British Red Cross has stated that the introduction of such centres could risk reducing contact between
communities, increase feelings of isolation and harm the health and wellbeing of this vulnerable group of
people. In order to address the culmination of the issues discussed here, the British Red Cross has also
issued a number of recommendations for the Home office to improve their system. They include putting
procedures in place to speed up the decision-making process, immediately ending the use of military
barracks as accommodation, and moving people out of hotels and into community dispersal housing.
They also urge the government to place funding into the asylum process to help individuals access
mental health support and ensure that their needs are examined and met fully. These issues clearly
highlight that the UK Home Office does not prioritise the humane treatment of asylum-seeking
individuals, and instead focuses on costs, administration, and electoral success. Without addressing the
difficulties that asylum-seeking individuals face in the asylum process, it becomes less likely that these
individuals may make it onto the pathways to receive ‘indefinite leave to remain’ or citizenship in the
future. It is absolutely vital that pressures continue to mount against the Home Office in the hopes that
some of the recommendations are considered, and the lives of those seeking asylum in the UK may be
improved.
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
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Managing migration through deterrence:
an examination of UK policy
By VICTORIA TECCA

Photo credit: Dominika Zara-Shutterbox

What are deterrence policies?
British immigration policy is largely shaped by the assumption that restrictive and punitive measures will
deter people from migrating to the United Kingdom. The ‘Hostile Environment’ policies are an example
of this theory in action. Now referred to by the government as the ‘compliant environment’,[1] the Hostile
Environment is an umbrella term for a series of policies first introduced by the Immigration Acts of 2014
and 2016 and developed over the years via several legislative and administrative measures.[2] The
Hostile Environment aims to make it exceptionally difficult for undocumented people to live in the UK,
hoping that those without leave to remain will leave voluntarily and that those considering migrating to
the UK will be discouraged from doing so.[3] It works by diffusing the border and scattering it throughout
everyday life; immigration checks are no longer undergone solely upon entering the country, but also
when attempting to rent a flat, find work, or maintain a bank account.
Restrictive policies such as the Hostile Environment form part of a wider array of measures – here
referred to as deterrence policies – that aim to reduce migration to the UK. These policies have two
distinct facets: prevention through border securitisation and general dissuasion of migration to the UK.
The securitisation of the UK border includes its externalisation through juxtaposed controls, the
development of border security infrastructure and surveillance technology along the southern border,
and the financing of French police operations and asylum reception centres.
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Dissuasion, on the other hand, is attempted simultaneously by internalising the border. This is achieved
through policies such as the Hostile Environment, the subjection of asylum seekers to inhumane
conditions in disused military barracks while they await long-term accommodation, the rejection of a
significant number of asylum applications later granted upon appeal, performative threats to deport
asylum seekers who arrive by boat, indefinite immigration detention, the ‘no recourse to public funds’
policy, and the newly introduced Nationality and Borders Bill which aims to create a regime restricting the
rights of protection granted to those who arrive in the UK through irregular means. These two facets
(prevention and dissuasion) are two sides of the same coin that is deterrence. They are intertwined in that
border securitisation, and control mechanisms aim to deter future migrants from entering the UK using
those same routes, while dissuasion policies also aim to identify, detain, and deport those living in the UK
without leave to remain.

The push/pull factor myth
Deterrence policy is derived from the notion that a nation’s propensity to attract migrants can be
measured in ‘pull’ factors, while its potential to generate emigrants can be measured in ‘push’ factors. The
host of policies outlined above aims to reduce the UK’s ‘pull factors’ by making it a hostile place to live for
those who do not ‘comply’ with immigration regulations. However, research consistently shows that this
is not how most people (migrants or otherwise) make decisions. The widely critiqued push/pull factor
model assumes that people will make rational, economically-driven decisions, that migrants are most
often attracted to entire nations rather than to regions or communities, and that migrants are wellinformed about the conditions of their reception in the destination country.
In reality, migration is a complex, culturally and socially embedded process. Decisions about where to
migrate can be based on limited options, family ties, smugglers’ influence, language, colonial histories,
chance, and a host of other factors specific to the person migrating. Often, while perceptions of a
country’s associated opportunities are significant, the particular policies of the destination country play
little part in making this decision.[4] The Home Office itself commissioned a study in 2002 that found
that “[asylum seekers in the UK] are guided more by agents [smugglers], the presence or absence of
family and friends, language, and perceived cultural affinities than by scrutiny of asylum policies or
rational evaluation of the welfare benefits on offer.” Moreover, there is “very little evidence that [they]
had a detailed knowledge of: UK immigration or asylum procedures; entitlements to benefits in the UK;
or the availability of work in the UK.”
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Case study: offshore processing in Australia
To better exemplify this, it is helpful to turn to the Australian policy of offshore processing as a case study
for measuring the effectiveness of deterrence policies, drawing from a recently published report by the
Kaldor Centre for International Refugee Law:
The Australian government has intermittently used offshore processing as a way to deter people from
seeking asylum for the past 20 years. Offshore processing is the practice of removing asylum seekers to
third countries for the duration of their asylum claims. For this purpose, Australia makes use of locations
in Nauru and Papua New Guinea (PNG). Since 2013, all asylum seekers who arrive by boat and are
processed offshore are barred from ever settling in Australia, and most are deported to the country from
which they departed.
The main objectives of this policy are to:
1. Deter irregular maritime migration.
2. Save lives at sea, and
3. “break the business model” of people smugglers.
In all three objectives, the offshore processing model has failed. After the policy’s introduction, there was
“no noticeable change in the rate of arrivals, with boats of varying numbers…continuing to arrive on
average several times per week.” Further, offshore processing has resulted in eighteen deaths, including
six reportedly committing suicide, one homicide (reportedly by Australian and Manusian guards), and two
deaths from medical conditions after treatment was withheld or delayed by the Australian government.
The conditions in offshore processing centres are harmful and deadly, and by 2019, nearly all asylum
seekers still in Nauru and PNG had to be medically evacuated to Australia. Finally, the continuation of
boat arrivals despite the offshore processing policy testifies to the fact that the ‘business model’ of
smuggling was not broken, and that “there is no single ‘business model’ but rather a variety of models,”
that are dynamic and amenable to changes in the policy and border control landscape.
Further failures are exemplified by the exorbitant financial cost of offshore processing (approx. 1 billion
AUD annually since 2015), the consistent violation of international law, repeated legal challenges to the
policy, and the systemic violence ensuing from the policy. Today, “[w]hile offshore processing formally
remains part of Australia’s asylum policy in 2021, Australia has spent considerable effort and money since
2014 trying unsuccessfully to extract itself from its arrangements in Nauru and PNG.”
Additional research has shown that offshore processing in Australia has been unsuccessful as a deterrent
because restrictive immigration policies do not impact the common perception of Australia as a
democratic civil society, even among those who experienced offshore processing themselves. One
research paper (commissioned by the Australian government) concludes that “policies and processes
relating to the asylum procedure in destination countries are generally not well known and therefore not
highly significant in influencing choice of destination.” The social support networks, historical and colonial
ties, and the perception that a country respects the rule of law and human rights are more important
factors in determining where to migrate.
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The Borders Bill: a further attempt at deterrence
Returning to the UK context, Home Secretary Priti Patel stated that the aims for the latest round of
deterrence mechanisms as outlined in the Nationality and Borders Bill were “to deter illegal entry into the
UK, breaking the business model of people smugglers and protecting the lives of those they endanger”.
[5] These stated aims are exactly the same as those of the Australian model. Nevertheless, despite the
clear failure of this model and the wealth of research on migrant decision-making referenced above, the
Bill relies on the fallacy that people will be dissuaded from migrating to the UK if immigration policy is
both restrictive and punitive.
The measures introduced in the Bill have been sufficiently outlined elsewhere, but at a brief glance, the
legislation introduces differential treatment of refugees depending on whether they have been resettled
or have arrived spontaneously through irregular means (clause 10). The Bill exempts irregular arrivals from
the protections afforded by Article 31 of the Refugee Convention, which safeguards refugees from being
prosecuted for their means of entry (clause 34). Any asylum seeker who enters the UK irregularly
(including all who cross the Channel by boat or lorry), will face a sentence of up to four years
imprisonment (clause 37). Those who are not imprisoned will have their asylum claim rendered
inadmissible (clause 14) and be subject to removal (despite the UK having no bilateral agreements with
the EU or other countries that would enable such a removal).
Those whose asylum claims are eventually considered in the UK and are successful will have their granted
protections curtailed dramatically:
Their protection will be temporary.
They will continually be reassessed for deportation.
Their rights to family reunion will be restricted.
They will be subject to the ‘no recourse to public funds’ limitation.
The Bill does not introduce any replacement for regular routes to asylum that were, before Brexit,
provided via the Dublin III Regulation, such as family reunification. Therefore, the Bill’s omission of
replacement routes effectively reduces the means of entry available to would-be asylum seekers. Finally,
among other measures not listed here, the Bill introduces a new ‘priority removal’ process (clauses 18-22)
and standardises the use of large camp-style accommodation centres such as Napier Barracks and
Penally camp (clause 11).
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The Bill is also the first step in enabling the Home Secretary to develop an Australian-style offshore
processing system for asylum seekers. It does so through the expansion of large-scale accommodation
centres, the introduction of ‘designated places’ from which people may claim asylum, and the newfound
ability of the state to remove asylum seekers from the UK while their case or appeal is still pending
(schedule 3). Indeed, the Australian model has been cited repeatedly in the media and by policy-makers
as the ‘solution’ to the UK’s immigration ‘problem’.
In light of the evidence disproving the effectiveness of deterrence policy, it seems there is little reason to
predict that the Bill will achieve the Home Secretary’s stated aims of deterring irregular migration, saving
lives, and ‘breaking the business model of people smugglers’. Despite nearly a decade of increasingly
restrictive deterrence policy in the UK, the number of people seeking asylum in the UK has steadily
increased. Most recently, a new record of boat arrivals was set on 21 August of this year, when 828 people
crossed the Channel in a single day.[6] The previous record was reached less than a fortnight before, on
12 August when 592 people arrived. Heavy-handed policies have been ineffective in reducing these
numbers.

The real effect of deterrence policy
Rather than deterring migration, one of the primary effects of these policies is to push migrating people
into increasingly dangerous and precarious situations. Once in the UK, people subject to immigration
control are at disproportionate risk of destitution and homelessness due to the Hostile Environment
policies among others, are hesitant to seek medical care because of the Home Office’s history of
demanding data from the NHS, are at risk of exploitation by employers for those who do not have the
right to work, and have attempted suicide as a result of being placed in unsafe and re-traumatising
asylum seeker accommodation.
Just as the Australian model has not deterred migration, the measures introduced in the Nationality and
Borders Bill will compound these forms of violence while ignoring the conditions and processes that lead
people to seek asylum in the UK. Deterrence policy that aims to reduce ‘pull factors’ does not take into
account the root causes of migration nor does the considerable amount of research illuminating how and
why people migrate. Until these elements are seriously examined and policy goals and approaches are
adapted accordingly, immigration policy will continue to fail to achieve the government’s stated aims
while having violent consequences for those migrating.

Endnotes
[1] https://www.theguardian.com/politics/live/2018/apr/30/theresa-may-new-home-secretary-amber-rudd-quits-politics-live
[2] Goodfellow M., ‘The Hostile Environment: How Immigrants Became Scapegoats’ (2020)
[3] https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/apr/17/theresa-mays-hostile-environment-policy-at-heart-of-windrush-scandal
[4] Crawley, H. and J. Hagen-Zanker (2019) ‘Deciding Where to go: Policies, People and Perceptions Shaping Destination Preferences’ International Migration
57(1), pp.20-35.
[5] https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2021-03-24/debates/464FFFBB-ECA5-4788-BC36-60F8B7D8D9D1/NewPlanForImmigration
[6] https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-58312630
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RepresentingChannelDeaths:howthe
Statedisplacesitsresponsibilitythrough
strategicnarratives
By VICTORIA TECCA

On Thursday of last week, M, a 27-year old man from Eritrea, was travelling in a dinghy alongside 35 other
passengers, across the Channel hoping to reach the United Kingdom. It had been sinking, and he
reportedly jumped out of the dinghy to reduce its weight. While in the open water he suffered cardiorespiratory arrest. Despite his subsequent hospitalisation in Calais, M passed away. M is one of at least 290
individuals who have died attempting to cross the border from France into the UK, since 1999.
The exact figure is unknown, and reports such as these, which attempt to collate disparate news articles
and press releases about deaths at the border, are known to be incomplete because they rely on the
mediatisation of clandestine crossings. Those deaths unreported in the media therefore remain
unrecorded in official reports. Like all others living in informal migrant settlements along the French coast,
M had been attempting to cross the border in this way because of the lack of alternative routes for asylum
seekers to the UK.
The UK-France border has not always been deadly. It has become such as a result of a series of policy
decisions surrounding trade, immigration, and securitisation beginning with the introduction of juxtaposed
controls between France, the UK, Belgium, and the Netherlands. Due to this set-up, which has been
developed over the years since its original inception as the Sangatte Protocol in 1991, the British border has
effectively been externalised whereby border controls take place before embarking on a journey to the
UK, rather than upon arrival as is customary.
53

People seeking asylum therefore cannot travel via the regular routes to the UK and claim asylum at a
port of entry, and must instead reach the UK through irregular means. As a result of juxtaposed
controls, would-be asylum seekers hide in lorries and board dinghies unfit for purpose.
The particularities of clandestine crossings have been shaped by a slew of deterrent border
enforcement mechanisms and policies such as hyper-securitised border infrastructure and surveillance
technology, increased police patrols of French beaches funded by the UK, the criminalisation of
solidarity and aid, repeated harassment, arrest, and detention of those residing in border settlements,
forced fingerprinting at the border, police violence, and the upcoming Nationality and Borders Bill
which closes virtually all ‘regular’ routes to asylum in the UK.
Together, these policies and practices have pushed displaced people into the Channel. While small boat
crossings to the UK have reportedly been attempted for decades, until late 2018 most people crossed
to the UK by hiding in lorries and vans as they crossed the border via the ferry or Eurotunnel. Yet from
November 2018 until today, more and more people have been crossing by small boat rather than what
has, disturbingly, come to be perceived as the more traditional lorry route.

Despite the Home Office’s admission that these deterrence mechanisms and restrictive immigration
policies have contributed significantly to the shift towards small boat crossings, their reaction to ensuing
deaths at the border strategically obscures the role of British policy in exposing displaced people to the
threat of injury and death. In response to M’s death, Clandestine Channel Threat Commander Dan
O’Mahoney stated the following:
“This loss of life underlines the terrible dangers of small boat crossings and why we must work together
with the French to prevent callous criminals exploiting vulnerable people.”[1]
This statement is one of many espoused by state officials in the wake of a death at the border. The
wording and message rarely vary, with most characterising Channel crossings as “dangerous”[2] and a
“huge risk,”[3] and border deaths as “particularly sad event[s].”[4] Deaths are blamed on “ruthless
criminals”[5] who “make money from exploiting migrants who are desperate to come”[6] to the UK.
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The UK has repeatedly responded to border deaths by continuously securitising the border through
direct funding of French border enforcement activities and technologies – the latest funding package
totalling £55 million as agreed on 20 July of this year – and by introducing increasingly restrictive
immigration policy. In reference to the latter, O’Mahoney states that, “The government’s New Plan for
Immigration is the only long-term solution to fix the broken system, tackle the criminal gangs and
prevent more tragedies.”[7]
The narrative of preventing tragedy or ‘saving lives’ is also a common trope in Home Office messaging.
In presenting to the House of Commons the New Plan for Immigration, Home Secretary Priti Patel
argued, “That is what this plan is about: tackling illegal migration, protecting lives, and, of course,
alongside that creating new routes.”[8] Unsettlingly, in claiming to ‘protect lives’ and ‘create new
routes’, the Home Office has adopted the language so often used by those advocating for migrants’
rights as they criticise state policy and practice.
This discourse both constructs the state as a benevolent saviour and conceals the predictably harmful
effects of the Nationality and Borders Bill (which is itself derived from the New Plan for Immigration).
By withdrawing almost all non-resettlement routes to asylum and criminalising those arriving by
irregular means, the Bill only exacerbates the risk of precarity and exploitation along the border. The
narrative that has been established through this repetition identifies the source of danger as the
Channel itself and constructs smugglers as the root cause of crossing attempts.
What this framing of border deaths
conceals, however, are the political
processes that have led displaced
people to make crossing attempts in the
first place. While smugglers may buy
dinghies, organise meeting points, and
reap great financial benefit, the services
they offer have not created the demand
for crossings. Rather, they have
responded to an already-existing
demand. Social scientific research has
consistently shown in similar
borderlands across time and space that
as borders are increasingly securitised,
demand for professional smuggling
services soars in parallel[9].
By characterising border deaths as either the fault of smugglers or of the rough Channel waters,
responsibility for their occurrence is deflected away from border enforcement practices and
immigration policy. It answers the question of death neatly and succinctly, precluding an honest
assessment of the circumstances that lead individuals into making these ‘dangerous journeys,’ whether
by boat or lorry. What is occurring at the France-UK border has been operationalised along borders in
other regions for decades.
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For instance, it is well-documented how the Sonoran Desert’s harsh environment – including the
suffocating heat, lack of water sources, and rugged terrain – contributes to the widespread
disappearance and death of a staggering number of those who attempt to clandestinely cross the
southern border into the United States. Yet the desert itself is not at fault; decades of targeted
immigration policy passed under the umbrella officially dubbed ‘Prevention Through Deterrence’ have
squeezed displaced people into narrow corridors that force them to pass through this region in what is
called the ‘funnel effect.’
The effect of deterrence policy on shifting migration routes is shrouded through the portrayal of
migrant deaths as unexplained or tragic accidents. Indeed, the most common causes of death are listed
as exposure, undetermined, or simply ‘skeletal remains.’[10] Along the UK’s southern border, would-be
asylum seekers’ causes of death are more often listed as drowning in the Channel, asphyxiation in
lorries, car accidents, or, in M’s case, cardiac arrest[11]. Here, too, there is a ‘funnel effect’ in the form of a
bottleneck corridor through which would-be asylum seekers must travel if they wish to apply for
protection in the UK.
The policies referenced above – which aim also to prevent migration through deterrence – have
effectively empowered the British government to indirectly determine who may live and who may die.
At the same time, the state has produced a narrative about ‘protecting lives’ and ‘preventing tragedy’ in
order to frame these same policies as humanitarian measures. These policies push people into lorries
without oxygen and onto overcrowded dinghies, exposing them to death while displacing responsibility
onto smuggling groups.
Ensuing deaths are, in turn, characterised
as ‘tragedies’ and evidence of the danger
of the Channel or of lorries themselves.
Death is misidentified as a risk inevitably
taken by those who choose to cross
irregularly. In reality, however, there are no
other routes from which to choose.
Through this repeated portrayal, border
deaths are used to justify the policies that
produce them in the first place.

EEndnotes
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NewAgeAssessmentRulesforAsylumSeekingYoungPeople
By Aaron Gates-Lincoln
The UK government announced in
March a set of proposals looking
to overhaul the asylum system.
The proposed new age
assessment procedures are being
criticised for putting asylumseeking young people and
children at risk of being mistakenly
judged as adults. The plans
advocate for more invasive tests
for determining age and may
result in children being exposed to
safeguarding risks. The proposals
come from the Home Office’s
recently published ‘New Plan for
Immigration‘.
Under this ‘new plan’, age assessments would be undertaken by immigration officials and other staff,
instead of by social workers, according to proposals. As part of this, they are also looking into introducing
‘scientific methods’ to help improve the accuracy of age assessments. The current policy states that
individuals should be treated as an adult if their appearance and demeanour suggest they are ‘over 25
years of age’.
The new policy would change this to ‘significantly over 18 years of age’. However, this goes directly against
current Home Office guidance on assessments, which states that medical methods are rarely used due to
larger margins for error. A National Age Assessment Board (NAAB) would also be introduced to oversee the
changes. The NAAB would ‘set out the criteria, process and requirements’ for age assessments, and also do
assessments of their own when needed. However, the make-up and involvement of the social work sector
in the board is currently unclear.
The introduction of these policies dangerously exacerbates existing narratives and myths that depict
asylum-seeking adults posing as children as a common occurrence. On the rare chance that this occurs, it
is often because unaccompanied asylum-seeking children are accommodated and supported within the
care system whilst adults are given less support and are subject to being placed in detention centres.
In the proposed plans, the Home Office justifies the changes by citing that between 2016 and 2020, 54%
of individuals who had their age disputed were found to be adults. However, this framing ignores the other
side of the issue, in which there have been many cases of unaccompanied children having been wrongly
deemed as adults.
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In 2019, the Refugee Council undertook an
Age Dispute Project. Of the 92 cases of
young people assessed as adults, 41 of
them were eventually found to be children,
with a further 45 of the cases being
ongoing. These numbers show the
extraordinary margin for error in age
assessments, which are putting vulnerable
children at risk of being given little to no
support and facing the harsh conditions of
detention centres.
In addition to this narrative, the Home Office further justify their plans by emphasising the safeguarding
risks that exist if adults are wrongly deemed to be children and are then placed in mixed settings with
them. However, they place themselves in a precarious position with such justification. This is because
this view completely ignores the existence of the safeguarding risks attached to mistakenly deeming a
child to be an adult.
Placing children in adult accommodation has been found to create situations in which they are bullied
and abused by adults which then impacts their quality of life and ability to cope with independent life. In
response to the new plans, Stewart Maclachlan, senior legal at Coram Children’s Legal Centre stated,
“The new proposals on the framework for assessing age are deeply worrying. They will increase the
already real risk to children of being placed in accommodation with adults or held in adult detention
centres.”
These concerns are mirrored by Social Workers Without Borders (SWWB), an organisation that supports
children and adults through the asylum process. They stated, “We recently worked with a child who had
been detained in three different immigration removal centres, and was very nearly removed from the
country before he had even had access to adequate legal advice. We have worked with other children
who are deeply traumatised and left unsupported and isolated in hotels that have no provisions for
safeguarding children.”
New proposals over asylum-seeking children and age assessments risk further subjecting children to the
hostile environment that the Home Office has created for migrants in the UK over the past decade.
These children already have limited access to regularisation pathways such as indefinite leave to remain
or citizenship, and these new proposed policies simply make life harder for them.
It appears that the Home Office is too concerned with the over-publicised myth of an adult being placed
in a school than it is with ensuring that unaccompanied children deemed as adults are not placed in
dangerous and vulnerable situations. It is imperative that pressure is applied to the government for these
policy changes to be reviewed, and that the negative consequences of the changes are considered.
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Acrisisignored:newreporthighlightsthe
needfortrauma-informedcarefor
asylum-seekingyouth
By Fae Mira Gerlach, Youth Welfare Project Manager
In advocating for young people seeking protection in the UK, RRE has continuously worked to raise
awareness about the urgent need for a vast expansion of support provisions across key areas of life,
including mental health, legal support, secure shelter, etc.
The high rate of psychological vulnerability and trauma among young displaced people is well-established,
commonly caused by compounded traumas from their home countries and migration journeys
characterised by painful separations and physical danger.
Young people who experience symptoms or run the high risk of developing mental and emotional illhealth, often suffer a further exacerbation of their ill-health once they arrive in the European county where
they seek asylum, due to discrimination, isolation, and uncertainty.
A research report released by RRE in March 2021 offers a situational analysis of mental health and
wellbeing among unaccompanied minors and 18–25-year-olds, drawing on an in-depth desk review,
alongside first-hand interviews with young people seeking asylum in the UK and their support workers.
It concludes that the much-overlooked crisis relating to young asylum seekers’ mental health and
wellbeing needs must be urgently addressed. In the UK, for 18 to 25-year-olds, the lack of adequate care
and support upon arrival in the UK and throughout the asylum process has a detrimental impact on
individual wellbeing. No longer minors, they are completely left to their own devices.
Simultaneously, asylum-seeking
unaccompanied minors who end up living in
accommodation with adults due to age
disputes are vulnerable and at heightened
risk of psychological ill-health and selfharm, in addition to serious risks of abuse,
exploitation, disappearance, and
homelessness.
Data shows that the UK Home Office
method of determining age frequently leads
to minors wrongfully being categorised as
adults. To prevent the risk of further harm to
these young people and to strengthen their resilience, urgent support and care should be provided in line
with the findings presented in this report.
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In Europe, refugee mental health services furthermore remain underutilised due to social barriers such
as lacking language proficiency, fear of stigmatisation, asymmetrical power dynamics, confusion over
the services available, a distrust of the healthcare system, and a fear of deportation.
Our research shows that mental ill-health among refugees and asylum seekers is highly complex and
multi-layered and that these individuals experience multidimensional stressors (during and after
migration), including social isolation and substandard accommodation solutions.
Hence, any mental health response needs to be designed in a culturally and contextually sensitive
manner that also considers the aforementioned social barriers. Responses furthermore must focus on
ensuring that adolescent refugees and asylum seekers are empowered psychologically and socially to
survive and thrive in their new environment.
In particular, the report highlights that the available evidence of effective interventions provides
impactful and readily implementable solutions for European governments, and for the UK
Government specifically in relation to 18 to 25-year-olds.
These include both specialised treatments, such as the NET/KIDNET, PM+, e-MH models, as well as
non-specialised approaches, including Art and Community Theory models and interventions which
address contextual factors. These have proven to be effective, complementary, and outperforming
both alternative therapies and the absence of treatment altogether.
In light of the availability and strong evidence-base of existing effective interventions, along with
learnings drawn from the expertise and valuable experiences of service providers and young people
themselves, it is evident that this crisis can be effectively addressed and should no longer be ignored.
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Theimpactofasylum-decisionlimboon
refugees'reducedemploymentrates
By Maria Stankiewicz
It is not rare to hear the terms ‘asylum-seeker’ and ‘refugee’ used interchangeably. In many situations –
when chanting at the top of your lungs that ‘refugees are welcome here’, for instance, the specific
definitions are of secondary importance. The implications of this legal distinction become crucial in
immigration policy. Whether you are deemed to be an ‘asylum seeker’ or a ‘refugee’ drastically changes
your rights and entitlements.
In the UK context, ‘refugee’ is a person who has been officially granted protection based on their “wellrounded fear of being persecuted (…)”.[1] An ‘asylum-seeker’, on the other hand is someone who has
applied for refugee status and provided evidence for persecution, in which their application is still being
processed – they may or may not be granted the refugee status.
Access to education, health care, housing and employment plays a significant role in the refugee
integration strategy in the UK and are considered both means of facilitating integration and markers of its
success. Asylum-seekers have limited access to all of them, but since 2002, they have been fully excluded
from undertaking paid employment.[2] Having no right to work compounded by the time-frame that
asylum-seekers spend in forced unemployment has significant consequences on the capacity of those
granted refuge to become fully integrated into the economic system of the UK.
Scrutinising this link is particularly crucial as nearly 40% of asylum-seekers remain in the UK either as
refugees or as beneficiaries of subsidiary protection.[3] The waiting time for the initial decision exceeds 12
months for two-thirds of asylum seekers, and in 2018, a backlog of 88,000 applications existed in the UK.
[4] This means that more than 88,000 people were held in legal limbo, surviving on governmental
handouts amounting to half of those of job seekers.
The long waiting times for an asylum
decision has important impacts on
individuals’ ability to become
financially self-sufficient and fully
integrated into the economic system
upon receiving the refugee status,
which should not be underestimated.
In the UK, refugees experience one of
the lowest employment rates. Their
economic participation level is much
lower than that of ethnic minorities
(29% vs. 60%).[5]
At the same time, refugees are often confined to precarious employment and, on average, earn 55% of
the earnings of a UK-born resident.[6]
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Even those refugees who spoke English proficiently and had received education in systems similar to that
of the UK (for example, in Zimbabwe) predominantly find themselves (under)employed in the secondary
labour market. They encounter different obstacles in accessing the labour market, including low-pay,
unsocial hours, and temporary contracts alongside limited possibilities of advancement, strenuous
conditions, and frustration.[7] This disparity may be and has been attributed to prolonged forced
unemployment during the asylum process.
A longitudinal study in Switzerland revealed that each additional year of waiting in asylum-decision limbo
reduces refugees’ employment rate by four to five percentage points. [8] The initial seven months after
arrival in the new country is called the ‘early integration window’[9]. Incorporating an asylum-seeker into
paid employment in this period brings disproportionate benefits to the economic integration of those
granted refugee statuses.
Delaying granting permission to work by seven months continued to have a negative effect on refugees’
employment and earnings even a decade later. Notably, those affected failed to secure stable
employment due to gaps in experience, lack of local references, skills atrophy, and mental health
concerns[10]. Research shows that the larger the socioeconomic and professional gap in migrants’
situations before and after fleeing a country, the more difficult it is for them to feel at home and become
active members of the receiving community[11]. This gap is widened by years of unemployment.

Simultaneously, contrary to popular belief, easier access to the labour market for asylum-seekers has not
been found to contribute to individuals without a valid asylum claim to present themselves as refugees in
order to enter a country.[12]The UK policy regarding the right to work for asylum-seekers is currently the
strictest in Europe. Six months is a common time-frame after which asylum-seekers can work without
restrictions in several European countries, including Belgium, Finland, Italy, and Spain, as they were
allowed in the UK between 1986 and 2002.[13]
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Together with asylum-seekers and refugees themselves, British refugee community organisations and
charities have been advocating for a similar solution to be implemented in the UK.[14]Merely finding
employment does not necessarily correspond to economic integration unless it leads to economic selfsufficiency. Lessons from resettlement programmes, where refugees from UNHCR camps are welcomed
in a country with full rights from day one, show that rushing refugees into precarious employment at the
expense of language learning and developing an understanding of the British society and the labour
market is counterproductive to sustainable economic integration.[15]
In these cases, refugees entered employment far below their skill level, worked antisocial hours and/or
long shifts alongside fellow countrymen, and were unable to access weekend and after-work language
and skill courses or gain language skills on the job. Their English did not improve as much, and the
linguistic base which can contribute to increased confidence and facilitate certain elements of integration
was not achieved.[16]
The forced unemployment of asylum-seekers has a long-term adverse effect on their consecutive
economic integration as refugees. It leads to skills being lost as well as has implications for mental health,
well-being, and feelings of belonging.[17] Allowing asylum-seekers to access paid employment would not
only support their well-being but also provide the UK economy with an estimated net gain of £97.8
million a year.
This is by reducing government funding spent on asylum support and allowing asylum-seekers to
contribute to the economy through taxes and National Insurance contributions.[18] This topic has been
increasingly present in the public eye and the Parliament. There is no doubt that the question of the right
of asylum-seekers to work will remain high on the agenda of British non-governmental organisations and
committed members of Parliament over the next years – particularly as hostile policies relating to asylum
and migration take the lead.
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Potentialtraffickingsurvivorsdenied
financialsupportintheUK
By Lily Sparks and Lucrezia Bosio
Hundreds of potential human trafficking
survivors in the UK have been denied
financial support due to new measures
brought in during lockdown. The National
Referral Mechanism (NRM) is the system
through which potential trafficking victims
are assessed and supported in the UK in
accordance with the Modern Slavery Act
of 2015. ‘Potential victims’ are referred to
the NRM and their claim assessed by the
Home Office during which time they are
provided with limited financial and
practical support.
For this article, ‘potential victims’ will be referred to as survivors. Often survivors of human trafficking will
simultaneously be seeking asylum to fleeing danger in their home country. Therefore, they will be claiming
asylum under the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999, whilst also awaiting a decision from the NRM.
Previously, survivors were entitled to £35 per week due to their outstanding NRM claim or £27.25 per week
if they were in receipt of asylum support. This financial support is the only support offered to these
survivors awaiting a decision. It is evident that this financial support is entirely unsuited to covering the
everyday costs of survivors and their dependents – transport, food, toiletries etc. Survivors are often
housed in accommodation far from city centres and struggle to pay public transport costs.
Aside from the issues around finances, the Home Office consistently fails to meet its own deadline of 45
days to make a decision[i] instead, leaving survivors in limbo for up to two years awaiting a decision[ii], and
in some known cases for as long as three years. During this time, survivors are still not permitted to work,
and they need to survive on the minimal support offered by the Home Office. Delays have been further
exacerbated due to COVID-19 related backlogs.

Conditions during COVID-19 Lockdown
Further issues experience by survivors during lockdown is the lack of facilities offered for their wellbeing.
Firstly, there is no internet access in asylum accommodation, leaving both survivors of trafficking and
vulnerable asylum seekers extremely isolated and unable to engage with educational opportunities or
keep in contact with social circles.
This also means that many survivors were unable to follow English classes online, making it even more
difficult for them to integrate into society. Secondly, the accommodation itself is often not adequate living
space. Survivors are kept in overcrowded housing with problems such as rat infestations, and no efficient
ways to solve these problems.
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Furthermore, before being placed in accommodation, survivors are not notified of the location until a few
days before the move. Therefore, they are often separated from their family, friends, and their own
support network, without any notice. Thus, they must start from the beginning. Delays in the system have
further left many living in ‘emergency’ accommodation for months on end.
These are often hotels or B&Bs where survivors are provided with individual rooms but expected to eat in
dining halls and share bathrooms, therefore not protecting them against the spread of COVID-19. This is
also extremely problematic as these survivors have lived through many traumatic events, and
consequently sharing communal areas with strangers, hence, has a strong detrimental effect on their
mental health.

Withdrawal of Financial Support for Survivors
In July of this year, with no warning, the Home Office announced that survivors in emergency
accommodation would no longer be entitled to any financial support.[iii] They claim that the
accommodation is catered and that other resources will be provided, meaning that survivors’ basic needs will
be met, therefore they do not require financial support. This change has caused huge distress for already
vulnerable survivors, and many fear that it will exacerbate the risk of being re-trafficked.
Being unable to pay for any transport costs, survivors have stuck in accommodation often very isolated
areas. It is hugely detrimental to the recovery and mental health of survivors to take away the limited
independence that financial support had provided them and fails to recognise their need for extra support
owing to their traumatic past.
Although the Home Office claims to be catering to all of the applicants’ needs in such situations, this is
often not the case. There have been different examples of mothers who, without warning, were unable to
pay for nappies and milk for their babies, leaving them without access to basic resources. In other cases,
clients were unable to eat the food provided due to severe medical problems that require a special diet.
Although the Home Office were notified of this they failed to cater to the medical requirements of those in
question, leaving them going hungry. Moreover, the Home Office failed to provide transport or travel cards
as required, leaving survivors stranded in isolated areas of the country.
Several legal firms are challenging the Home Office on the decision to remove financial support from
survivors. Duncan Lewis was successful in requiring that support be reinstated for several of its clients, and
they are now looking to challenge the wider decision. It is essential to the recovery of survivors of Modern
Slavery in the UK that financial support is reinstated to all.

[i] https://www.antislavery.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Submission-HRC-modern-slavery-in-UK-Jan20.pdf
[ii] http://www.kalayaan.org.uk/wp -content/uploads/2019/10/Kalayaan_report_October2019.pdf
[iii] https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/human-trafficking-coronavirus-pandemic-money-support-modern-slavery-a9635126.html
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TheUKGovernment'shostileuseof
ImmigrationDetentionCentres
By Harriet Morphy-Morris
The UK government has
continued to prioritise the use
of immigration detention
centres, despite a huge public
backlash over the lack of
welfare for those detained.
The treatment got
significantly worse during the
first coronavirus lockdown,
19,000 people were placed in
immigration detention centres
across the UK, despite there
being a lack of PPE, healthcare
and social distancing
measures.
The government chose to risk the health of detainees, their children and staff. In October hundreds were
left stranded in Dungavel detention centre after a Covid-19 outbreak. Inadequate facilities, including
overcrowding, contributed to the rapid spread of the virus. The number of detainees has significantly
reduced over the last few years but the conditions which they live in has gotten worse. ‘Inmates’ have been
subjected to over-crowding, unsanitary facilities and a lack of welfare support.
Campaigners are now warning of a surge in self-harm incidents, and The Independent has reported a
2000% rise in cases. The Home Office’s lack of emotional support for immigrants is apparent. There
seems to be no safeguarding or facilities which can provide support for those dealing with the emotional
stress of being separated from their families. This is backed by Sir Ed Davey, the Liberal Democrats acting
leader, who says the system is in need of compassion:
“It is inhumane how this Government treats the people who are often fleeing persecution and war. “With
some people being held for over two years in these centres, cut off from the outside world and fearing to
return to their hostile nations, it is no wonder that self-harm is so prevalent.”
Home Office statistics recorded 474 self-harm related incidents in 2019, in March of this year there was a
total of 149, but it is unknown how many cases were left unrecorded due to the coronavirus pandemic.
This comes as the Home Office has potentially broken the law by failing to identify victims of human
trafficking. The in-adequate screening of asylum seekers failed to identify if any had been victims of
trafficking before they were placed in detention. This alarming information, highlighted by a High Court
judge, is further evidence that the government favours the quick administrative process, yet fails to protect
their basic human rights.
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A Breach of basic human rights:
The process of being forced into detention is dehumanising and traumatic, especially for those who have
lived in the UK for years and have family here. Individuals placed without access to community support
and safeguarding goes against their rights as it is a risk to both physical and mental health.
In-between August and September, during the peak of the coronavirus, the charity No Deportations
recorded that there were 141 hunger strikes in Brook House detention centre. The campaigners highlight
the right of inmates to choose to hunger strike, a right to self-determination. This highlights the level of
hostility people are choosing to go without food, for dangerous amounts of time, in protest of the poor
conditions they are subjected to.
The Immigration Act states it is illegal to detain unaccompanied children for longer than 24hours. There
has been an increase of neglect and lack of care towards children being left. A process which would no
doubt cause massive stress for anybody, let alone a child. In October, a government watchdog unveiled
the unacceptable conditions in which children were being left.
Detention action states children were locked in rooms with unknown adults, left cold and hungry and again
had no health screening. Often referred to as Priti Patel’s hostile Britain, the UK’s immigration system is
crumbling under a poorly managed system, one which has let down thousands of asylum-seeking children.

[i] https://www.antislavery.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Submission-HRC-modern-slavery-in-UK-Jan20.pdf
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