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Glossary
Unaccompanied minor (UAM)
An unaccompanied minor or unaccompanied child as defined by UNHCR is ‘a child who is under the age of
eighteen, unless, under the law applicable to the child, majority is, attained earlier and who is ‘separated
from both parents and is not being cared for by an adult who by law or custom has responsibility to do so.’
In France, a minor who is unaccompanied is considered as such if he/she is under 18 with no adult legally
responsible for him/her on the national territory, or does not effectively take charge of him/her and does not
show desire to be entrusted with responsibility for the child over long term.
For the purposes of this report, the legal term ‘unaccompanied minor’ is being used to refer to any
child below the age of 18 years old. Sometimes the words ‘unaccompanied child’ or ‘unaccompanied children’
are also used as synonymous to unaccompanied minors.

Informal settlements/ makeshift camps
Also called ‘spontaneous settlements’ or self-established camps. They are a group of tented or other types
of housing units established by displaced people or people on the move themselves or by non-experienced
actors, often formed on a land that the occupants have no legal claim to. The occupants usually intend to
stay in this location for an extended period of time.

The Convention on the rights of the child
The Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) outlines ‘the fundamental rights of children, including the
right to be protected from economic exploitation and harmful work, from all forms of sexual exploitation and
abuse, and from physical or mental violence, as well as ensuring that children will not be separated from
their family against their will. These rights are further refined by two Optional Protocols, one on the sale of
children, child prostitution and child pornography, and the other on the involvement of children in armed
conflict.’

The ‘Jungle’ or ‘jungles’
‘The Jungle’ or ‘jungles’ have become a common expression among the local population, volunteers, aid
workers or people on the move, which refer to the informal camps set up in Calais, Coquelles and Sangatte,
near the French entrance to the EuroTunnel and the Calais port area. Frequently dismantled by the police,
these makeshift camps saw their population greatly increase following the closure of the Sangatte center in
2002 and the ‘The Jungle’ refugee camp in 2016. The term ‘jungle’ has remained as reference not just for
the former refugee camp closed in 2016 near Calais but the term is also used for all informal settlements
around Calais & Grande Synthe.

Forced eviction
The involuntary removal of persons from their homes or informal temporary settlements, directly or indirectly
attributable to the State. The right not to be forcibly evicted is an element of the human right to adequate
housing.
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Introduction
Refugee Youth Service (RYS) was founded with a short-term mission; to protect
unaccompanied children living in the Calais ‘Jungle’ refugee camp. With the last
days of the jungle in sight from the start, what ensued over the following four years
was not originally planned for or expected. This report shows how this unexpected
journey unfolded, stretching into almost a year of project delivery in the camp
itself, and a following three years of being mobile around Calais and eventually
Grand-Synthe. The northern France context evolves rapidly and thus information,
learning and insight from the most recent year is of the most relevance. The
activities of 2019 are therefore the focus of this report.
Refugee Youth service is extending its commitment to northern France by another three years, but
has acknowledged that a new strategy is needed to ensure further significant change in the
treatment of unaccompanied children across the region. As a foreign charity, registered in the UK, RYS
has enjoyed various benefits including funding streams and access to volunteers, of which both
were seemingly abundant during the earlier days. It has however become apparent in more recent times
that the bigger level changes that Refugee Youth Service wishes to see require the voice of a local
organisation; a louder voice that can be present where it really needs to be heard. This is not an identity
attainable by Refugee Youth Service under the current infrastructure. For this reason, Refugee Youth
Service will be handing over its work to a French partner organisation throughout 2020, with funding
secured for this partner until 2023. Refugee Youth Service remains committed to supporting this partner
wherever needed, in particular sharing the learning and insights gained over the past four years of
operations, and engaging in advocacy strategies targeting the French-UK border.
At the end of 2016 RYS released a comprehensive report on its activities in the Calais camp. The
report stated that ‘We live in unstable times. Governments have turned their backs on the world’s most
vulnerable people and the future can often appear bleak.
However, Calais has shown us that there is light in the darkness. The power of people to come together
and help each other inspires further support and the movement lives on’. It is because all elements of
this statement remain true that Refugee Youth Service pledges its commitment for the coming years.

Jonathan Willis,
Chief Executive Officer

4

Mission and goals

Part I
Mission and goals
Who we are

Refugee Youth Service (RYS) is a needs-based, child-centered charity registered in England
and Wales, with current operational work in Calais, northern France and Athens, Greece.
RYS was officially founded by Jonathan Willis, Benjamin Teuten and Aske Kreilgaard in
December 2015. Through a process of collaboration, creativity, and professionalism, what
initially began as an attempt to provide peer-to-peer solidarity with residents of the so- called
Calais ‘Jungle’, has grown to become an NGO developing sustainable, replicable solutions
to support unaccompanied minors on the move across the region.
Since its creation, RYS remained the only independent child protection actor (not mandated
by the duty bearer1) in northern France, identifying unaccompanied minors on the move
in Calais and Grande Synthe, creating trust-based links, accompanying and orienting
them towards multi-sectoral services and/or the French child protection services (a
decentralised competency in France).
In northern France, RYS currently focuses its work on child protection through a holistic
approach. RYS’ activities aim at promoting an environment, which develops feelings of
belonging, self-worth and a sense of community.
RYS exists to keep displaced unaccompanied minors safe, and to support them to re- start
their lives where they are, or safely and legally reach an alternative destination that is in their
better interest.
The organisation continuously advocates for the rights of unaccompanied minors,
campaigning alongside its partners for safer routes to the United Kingdom and faster legal
processes on both sides of the Channel.

1 In France, child protection is a decentralised competency held by individual Departments
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Mission and goals

2015
In 2015, the journey began with 3 volunteers, a football and a
structure the-size-of-a-garden shed in Calais, at the French - UK
border. This small team started off by providing the only safe space
for unaccompanied minors in the Calais ‘Jungle’ camp, and later
on, grew into a larger one becoming constituted as an association
under the name of Refugee Youth Service (RYS).

2016
At the beginning of 2016, RYS started partnering with Save the Children UK and Help Refugees. This
support allowed for RYS’ operational work with unaccompanied minors to grow further on the ground.
RYS began to operate a youth center within a small structure at a set location at the ‘Calais Jungle’
camp and maintained a safe space to welcome unaccompanied minors and adolescents residing in the
settlement. The center, located alongside Doctors Without Borders (MSF) services, gave the
opportunity for the creation of a ‘hub’, in which RYS provided recreational activities and informal
education, while MSF provided legal counsel and psychological care. In the summer of 2016, RYS
started partnering with the Fonthill Foundation, which further increased RYS’ capacity. In October
2016, the French government took the decision to dismantle the so-called ‘Calais Jungle’, dispersing the
camp’s residents across France to a number of accommodation centres, including centres for
unaccompanied minors only. Every minor was promised an in-person interview with the UK
Home Office upon arrival at the centres, but this only became a reality for a small percentage.
Many waited for months before returning to Calais to attempt informal crossings to the UK, while
others chose to stay in France and re-start their lives. With the camp’s dismantling, unaccompanied
minors’ needs evolved and so did RYS’ response. The number of unaccompanied minors RYS
provided support to in 2016, was approximately 1 500. A full review of RYS’ operations in the
Calais ‘Jungle’ can be found here.

2017
At the start of 2017, RYS increased its capacity through the purchase of a van, in order to launch mobile
operations and through the recruitment of 5 new team members: a French social worker, a French juriste,
a Pashto & Dari and a Tigrinya & Amharic interpreter, and a youth activities coordinator. Ultimately, RYS
counted on a mixed multisectoral professional team supported by short-term volunteers. In that period,
population demographics within Calais evolved and increased including the former residents of the old
Calais camp from 2016, previous residents of the Grande Synthe camp, which burnt down in April
2017, and a steady stream of new arrivals. In 2017, RYS developed additional partnerships with Comic
Relief and Foundation de France. The number of unaccompanied minors RYS interacted with and
provided support to in 2017, was approximately 657.

2018
In January 2018, RYS saw its 2017 fundraising efforts flourish with Save the Children committing a further
£103 000 to support a winter distribution, and to expand RYS’ operations into Grande Synthe, whereby
systemic weekly clearances of informal camps were observed. Unaccompanied minors were also
supported at five sites around Calais, the locations of which have been changing according to security
conditions and the movements of communities. Throughout 2018, RYS continued to advocate for change
on both sides of the English Channel and continued to provide a program of restorative and
educational activities for minors to engage in, largely through mediums of sport, art and music. In 2018,
the number of unaccompanied minors that RYS interacted with and provided support to was
approximately 805.
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The situation in
northern France
Calais and Grande Synthe are two towns at the
French-UK border, part of the Department of
Pas-de-Calais and Nord, respectively, in
northern France. Historically, both have been a
point of passage for people on the move towards
the United Kingdom.
Throughout the years, these towns have seen
several formal and informal settlements built and
destroyed, whereby thousands of people have
been looking for protection. A high percentage of
the people on the move arriving, have found
themselves in degrading and inhumane living
conditions, without basic needs covered, with
limited and inadequate response by the duty
bearers. This has been reported numerous times
by different institutions such as a s t h e U N
S p e c i a l Rapporteur on Dignified Housing
as part of OHCHR, UNICEF, Doctors
Without Borders
(MSF), UNHCR and other actors on the
ground.
In particular, the situation in Calais has been
continuously fluctuating and the context within
which RYS has operated during the years has
constantly flexed. Calais has been a focal
gathering point for people seeking protection.
As reported by various human rights and
humanitarian organisations, people on the
move have consistently experienced undignified
living conditions and frequent discrimination
in Calais. The town has also been a point
where many volunteers and service users
felt harassed by police and authorities. This
has been covered extensively in the Human
Rights Watch Report ‘Like Living in Hell’ (2017).
The violation of fundamental rights observed in
this area reaches indiscriminately all displaced
persons. Moreover, it affects even harder the
most vulnerable, specifically, the unaccompanied
minors. A high number of unaccompanied minors
are found among a population which fluctuates
between 1 500 and 10 000 people.
The lack of access to information, legal advice,
guidance and adequate safeguarding
mechanisms for displaced unaccompanied
minors in this border area, put them at high risk
of exploitation and abuse, and can often lead to
them taking dangerous journeys or falling into the
hands of human traffickers.
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In the absence of adequate response by the duty
bearers, a number of citizen driven initiatives,
associations and other NGOs are filling the gaps.
However, most of them being led by volunteers with
limited funding or trained staff, relying solely on
material donations, are struggling to meet the basic
needs of a population in need of protection.
Furthermore, a number of additional obstacles
prevent NGOs from providing aid as required,
including criminalising aid to migrants, removing
and breaking supplies that NGOs distribute, and
creating a hostile environment with repeated
evictions as well as use of violence by the police.
Within this context, and witnessing the numerous
gaps towards unaccompanied minors, RYS
decided, within its capacity and resources, to
develop its child protection centered work.
In principle, there are two legal routes available
for minors wanting to cross to the UK: Family
reunification or via Section 67 of the Immigration
Act 2016, or the so-called ‘Dubs
Amendment’. Yet these can be immensely
complex processes to navigate and waiting
times are lengthy.

The Dubs
Amendment
In 2016, Lord Alf Dubs sponsored an
Amendment, the ‘Dubs Amendment’, to the
Immigration Act 2016 to offer unaccompanied
refugee minors safe passage to Britain amidst
the European migrant crisis. Originally rejected
by the House of Commons, the amendment
was accepted by the government following a
second vote in favour by the Lords. The
scheme was later abandoned having only
admitted approximately 500 minors into the UK.
A further Dubs Amendment was inserted into
the EU (Withdrawal Agreement) Bill by Lord
Dubs in January 2020, intended to require the
UK government to negotiate an agreement with
the EU to ensure that unaccompanied minors in
Europe could continue to come to the UK to join
a relative after Brexit. The Amendment was
supported by the House of Lords, but was
rejected by the House of Commons due to the
Government opposing it.

2 As mentioned above, child protection is in France a decentralised competency with unequal services from one department to another. Therefore, situations for unaccompanied
minors on the move differ in Calais and in Grande Synthe and witness different evolution along the years.
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The violation of fundamental rights observed in this
area reaches indiscriminately all persons on
the move and displaced populations.

Photo credit: Refugee Youth Service

A detailed timeline of key events in relation to the human rights situation around Calais, including the opening
and closing of camps, and the situation for unaccompanied minors, are reflected in Refugee Rights Europe’s
report ‘Twelve Months On’.
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Photo credit: Refugee Youth Service

A tent on the road next to one of the many fences in Calais specifically put to prevent people on the move from settling. Photo credit: Refugee Youth Service
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Photo credit: Refugee Youth Service

Photo credit: Refugee Youth Service
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Photo credit: Refugee Youth Service

Informal settlement in the Calais area. Photo credit: Refugee Youth Service
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RYS original key objectives
• Increase children’s levels of self-worth and self-care, and access to services
which promote this.
• Improve access to child protection for children on the move.
• Improve access to accurate child-friendly information regarding rights and
options of protection and asylum.
• Increase access to legal processes while challenging legal processes.
• Advocate for systemic improvements in the protection of children on the
move by French and British States.

In support of these objectives, RYS started partnering with L’Auberge des Migrants and Help Refugees in
both Calais and Grande Synthe.
Together, new fundraising requests and a range of activities were launched such as:

•

Initiated outreach sessions with unaccompanied minors staying in child care centers waiting for the
family reunification process; interactions focused on self-care and well-being such as holding a
regular barber shop activity (see Part II), discussions on mental health and emotional well-being or
awareness-raising on substance abuse.

•

Supported the research for Refugee Rights data project report ‘Six Months On’, which saw 200
migrants including 83 minors asked about their experience in the region. It highlighted issues such
as health concerns, lack of access to legal rights and information, and suffering from violence.
It also identified the reasons why unaccompanied minors choose to go to the UK rather than
consider France as an option.

•

Facilitated a connection between the UK NSPCC Child Tracking Advice Team (CTAC) and the
French association Utopia 56.

•

Produced and published the report (in print only): ‘Somebody’s child: Resilience against the odds
in the Calais Jungle’.

•

Liaised with and built stronger connections with Planning Familial and Gynaecologists Sans
Frontières to create stronger networks of support for unaccompanied female minors.

•

Actively reached out to some minority groups of unaccompanied minors who did not attend the
primary distribution points in Calais, such as the Oromo community sleeping on the streets of Calais,
the Eritrean minors sleeping in the woods close to a lorry parking lot, several smaller points with
unaccompanied minors from Afghanistan and minors within the Pashto speaking community in
Grande Synthe.

•

Strengthened the relationship with the UK NSPCC Child Tracking Advice Team (CTAC), making
referrals of unaccompanied minors who are believed to have entered the UK, in order to ensure
safety checks are performed.

•

Organised training from CTAC on human trafficking and developed a referral pathway for field
workers to report when a minor was expected to have reached the UK clandestinely (for (1) database
check to see if the minors have requested asylum, or for (2) case notes to be shared with their social
workers).
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RYS in 2019

In northern France, unaccompanied minors remained highly vulnerable, lacking
access to health care, appropriate hygiene or sanitation. The lack of sufficient
services providing age and language appropriate information about their legal
options coupled with the daily police pressure and violent means to dismantle
makeshift camps, contributed to the unprotected environment. Unaccompanied
minors continued to be at risk of being exposed to abuse and exploitation by
traffickers and other associated problems of unsafe migration.
Additionally, while accommodation spaces are made available in child protective
accommodation in France, awareness of this option, availability of spaces and
quality of care remain ongoing challenges. Those eligible for legal transfer to the
UK face difficulties accessing this right, with procedural failure, and/or delays.
These factors, combined with the lack of long-standing professionals fully
qualified to respond to their immediate needs, and to the gaps of the
decentralised child protection system often see minors return to the streets,
disaffected by the State’s support for them. This leads to further psychological
distress and attempts of crossing into the UK illegally, risking their lives in the
process. Several minors have lost their lives trying to cross to the UK.
In March 2019, targeted, consistent and wholescale evictions took place at all of
the informal settlements in Calais. Long-anticipated, major evictions in August
uprooted any semblance of stability and scattered communities. The eviction
was followed by new efforts to restrict the movement and freedom of refugees.
Construction of fences, shut-off access to water, and a mayoral edict banning
refugees from public places reflected increased marginalisation and
criminalisation of this population.
During the autumn months of 2019, the conditions worsened for people who were
displaced both in Calais and Grande Synthe. Furthermore, pressure to get to the
UK before the 31 October deadline for Brexit (scheduled for then at that time)
contributed to the rise in attempted crossings.
As a result of all challenges faced, a re-structuring of the support system that
fundamentally safeguards the staff has become a prime focus, with the direct aim
of providing the most effective safeguarding measures for displaced
unaccompanied minors.
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The three objectives for the year 2019 focused
broadly on:
• Increase of self-worth and self-care by continuing to respond to the need for
purpose-driven activities and services in Calais and Grande Synthe.
• Improved access to safeguarding and child protection for children on the move
through enhancing data management and data protection.A significant part of this
work was also delivering safeguarding training to other organisations on ground. In
addition, further developing links with the department-funded child protective services
France terre d’asile (FTDA) in support of better child protection mechanisms.
•
Increasing unaccompanied minors’ access to their rights through appropriate
information about legal processes. Through ensuring that the unaccompanied minor
understands how and where to seek medical or emergency support, what their
rights are if they are arrested by the police, how to access state protection, and
how they can get involved in activities. RYS has always supported the process of
identifying unaccompanied minors who are unnecessarily living in the dangerous
informal settlements in northern France, who have the potential for safe and legal
transfer to another country, through Family Reunification or through the Dubs
Amendment Scheme. Understanding the Dubs process allowed RYS to facilitate
several unaccompanied minors in reaching the UK legally, the majority of whom came
from the Calais ‘jungles’ as there was an accessible pathway for this process.
Unaccompanied minors living in Grande Synthe historically have had far less
opportunity unless they first relocated to another department.

In 2019, RYS provided on the ground support to more than 800 unaccompanied minors at
risk (from 7 to 17 years old) in Calais and Grande Synthe, northern France. While the
number of arriving minors peaked during the summer months, RYS teams met at least 151 new
minors in Calais and 206 new minors in Grande Synthe during the second quarter of the
project year (May - July). In 2019, RYS supported 92 minors to successfully enter into child
protection services.
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Part II
Activities
In further support of its objectives, RYS put in
place the following activities in 2019:
• New emergency phone procedure, allowing to provide 24-hour remote support to unaccompanied
minors, supporting them in emergency situations including during hours of the night.
•
Restructuring of RYS support approach in both Calais and Grande Synthe, by welcoming
additional volunteers and social workers.
• In Grande Synthe, RYS began a weekly swimming programme. In Calais, ‘Sunday Funday’ involved
unaccompanied minors from all communities playing football and cricket together. In addition, there
were art, photography and quiet space activities occasionally held throughout the year. During the
activities, RYS provided water, a hot drink and snacks to the unaccompanied minors.
• A skeleton information pack was piloted in Grande Synthe, and due to its success, the team created
a comprehensive ‘Minor Information Pack’, containing all the information they need in their own language.
This included explaining safe and legal immigration routes to the UK, as well as explaining the rights of
children to accessing child protection in France.
•
A thorough and comprehensive review of how to maintain RYS’ data according to the General Data
Protection Regulation Law (GDPR) utilising the most up-to-date technology available to RYS prompted
the relocation of all operations to software with more specialised security measures. RYS also supported
partner organisations with the additional security and encryption applications on their work phones.

• RYS provided attestations 4(documents in which RYS wrote the declared age, name and nationality
of the minor so as to support them in accessing services in adequacy with their declared age). Each of
these attestations was followed by the elaboration of a document called ‘Information préoccupante’ sent
to the Pas-de-Calais or North Department respectively, informing about RYS’ knowledge of an
unaccompanied minor at risk in the area. However, there were several issues that occurred with RYS
providing these attestations as well as limitations around self-declaration as minors.
Thus, RYS stopped providing the attestations.
•

With the help of Refugee Info Bus (RIB), RYS has designed and partially translated RYS’ contact cards
into Sorani, Pashto, andArabic.
• RYS has also become more active in taking testimonies from minors in who have experienced police
violence, partnering with Human Rights Observers (HRO).

4 The attestations were created because of the need to have a document identifying the age of unaccompanied children and minors especially during police evictions or any other
interaction with the authorities. These documents were unofficial and served as an unofficial attestation for the sole purpose of stating the age of any minor that self-identified as such
but who was unrecognised as a minor by the State. However, RYS stopped providing the attestations in 2020. The following reasons led to this decision: many of the attestations were
traded on the black market, traded between minors or adults, and were consistently questioned by adults from the different communities, which ultimately put children and minors at
more risk.
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• Further support for the mental and physical welfare of the minors in coping with their high stress and
the unstable environment was included by welcoming a psychosocial worker in collaboration with a
professor of Child and Adolescent Mental Health and World Awareness for Children in Trauma (WACIT).
A self-harm protocol to support the psychological needs of unaccompanied minors who are displaced
and homeless was developed. In addition, the onset of winter meant worsening living conditions and a
a rise in physical and mental health concerns among minors.
•
RYS focused on encouraging unaccompanied minors to enter child protection in France.
Throughout, RYS also partnered with the associations Legal Shelter (La Cabane Juridique) in France
and Safe Passage in France and UK to support unaccompanied children applying for the family
reunification process.
• A skeleton information pack was piloted in Grande Synthe, and due to its success, the team created
a comprehensive ‘Minor Information Pack’, containing all the information they need in their own
language. This included explaining safe and legal immigration routes to the UK, as well as explaining
the rights of children to accessing child protection in France.
• RYS included language learning to develop protective safety mechanisms that empower children to
better protect themselves while living in a volatile situation. RYS’ psychoeducation programme
continued to form a central part of the outreach in Grande Synthe and Calais throughout 2019.
•
RYS presented and participated at the Missing Children Europe Conference in June focusing on
how RYS can advocate for the implementation of measures to find and protect missing children in
France. RYS team members were also present for the Missing Children Europe Interact Training in
Brussels, 2-3 December 2019.

• RYS supported the self-declared unaccompanied minors as such to appeal their age assessments
when declared as ‘non-minors’ by the State, so as to access their rights as minors.
•
Through cross-organisational collaboration with ‘Defenseurs des Droits’ and Legal Shelter (La
Cabane Juridique), RYS challenged the illegal detention of minors who were unable to prove they were
under 18. In 2019, RYS has successfully supported 5 minors throughout their appeal process. Through
the work of RYS’ social workers, three minors have been recognised by the State as children, giving
them immediate access to shelter, protection and education.
•
RYS’ social workers attended training courses organised by The National School of Youth Judicial
Protection (ENPJJ), titled ‘Enfants Victimes de Traite: Mieux repérer pour agir et protéger’ (Trafficked
Children: Better support to act and protect). Training about family reunification under the Dublin III
Regulation was also provided by Safe Passage.
•
RYS’ social workers attended a mental health training course organised by the Orspere-Samdarra
Observatory, a unique collaboration with Le Vinatier Hospital’s research and resource center whose
programming focuses on the links between mental health issues and social issues.
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Fridays in Grande Synthe: swimming lessons,
access to showers and a skate park
Sport as a vehicle for inclusion and building social systems of support for unaccompanied minors was evident in
every sporting outreach session RYS undertook. Promoting values of communication, togetherness, youth
leadership and empowerment or simply getting behind a shared goal.
Swimming lessons were a weekly activity organised by RYS that allowed minors to access a pool in the local
community as well as to swim, play in a local skatepark and use showers. Over 150 adolescents and minors in
Grande Synthe enjoyed trips to the swimming pool on Fridays.
Each minor was given a bag with a towel and toiletries, so the activity doubled as an opportunity to
use the showers. To date, over 120 unaccompanied minors have enjoyed an afternoon at the pool.
These experiences have had
a profound effect on their
mental health and building
connections of support amongst
their
community.
Often,
unaccompanied minors arrive not
knowing anyone. Through such
activities, they were able to spend
time with minors of similar age,
background and interests. By the
end of the day, RYS would often
see the minors leaving together,
chatting and forming friendships
that could keep them safer.

Photo credit: Refugee Youth Service

Photo credit: Refugee Youth Service
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Photo credit: Refugee Youth Service

By the end of the day,
RYS would often see the
minors leaving together,
chatting and forming
friendships.

Photo credit: Refugee Youth Service
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Sunday Funday in Calais: football, cricket,
volleyball, tennis and yoga
Recognising the need for physical stimulation and the physical and mental health benefits to exercise, RYS
started weekly community football, cricket matches and volleyball. With an average attendance of 30 players
every week, RYS led the delivery of Sunday Funday activities for over a year.
During the summer months of 2019, RYS also included yoga classes and occassionaly tennis. The
Sunday Funday activities were organised specifically for all children that RYS supports from the informal
settlements in Calais. They were usually taking place in accessible locations with RYS staff providing
transportation to the minors with an RYS vehicle.
The Sunday Funday acted as a highly successful platform for all communities to come together, share time
away from their living spaces and enjoy activities that are played by people all over the world. A key right of
a child is the right to play. RYS aimed at creating space and activity that supported children to access
physical activity while also engaging the adult members of the community that fostered trust,
communication, and connection within the different nationalities and also with RYS’ team members.
Football and cricket on a Sunday offered
young people the chance to have some time
during their week that was seen as ‘normal’.
Both played by millions of children worldwide, a
football or a cricket match on a Sunday was a
chance to play together, to share time together and
to express themselves. In providing football
boots and cricket equipment, full kit, water and
tea, and an experienced referee, RYS was able
to create an environment that took the
occasion seriously to show the young people
that RYS wanted to respect their right to play
and also provided the opportunity to them to
gather and play in a team. With an average of 10
represented, the
different nationalities
afternoon promoted unity as a body of players
and not on individual nationalities.
RYS wanted to develop a consistent open
space that promoted unity, play, recreation and
relaxation for all minors from each community.
With the best interests of the child in RYS’
approach, by offering this to everyone once a
week for a year and throughout winter, it
became a consistent outlet for many.

Photo credit: Refugee Youth Service
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Photo credit: Refugee Youth Service

RYS wanted to develop a consistent open space
that promoted unity, play, recreation and relaxation
for all minors from each community.

Photo credit: Refugee Youth Service
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Photography workshops in Calais
and Grande Synthe
Photography can be fun, expressive and creative as an activity. It can also serve as a medium to build positive
memories for children in stressful situations. One of RYS’ past activities in 2019, was a photography workshop
for the unaccompanied minors RYS supports in northern France. It began in January 2019 and continued until
July 2019. The workshops provided various opportunities for the minors to work together, build friendships,
discover about each others’ similar interests, find new passions and express their creative side. On average, 4
minors participated per workshop.
In January 2019, RYS began an inspiring photography initiative, the launch of which was supported by an
independent professional photographer Giovanna Del Sarto, who came for three days to help RYS set it up. The
goal was to help unaccompanied minors to better understand and learn about photography. Giovanna came as
a volunteer with RYS while working on her own project called ‘A Polaroid for a Refugee5’. With her experience
and knowledge, Giovanna helped RYS to develop weekly photography workshops for the unaccompanied
minors that RYS supports in both Calais and Grande Synthe, teaching them about the different techniques
and styles of photography. Upon agreement, and through following RYS’ specific safeguarding policies,
some pictures from the first days of the workshop were also included in her ‘A Polaroid for a Refugee’ project.
At the start of each workshop, RYS presented some theoretical background around photography. It was done
in order to introduce the minors to the different styles that they could use while taking the pictures, including:
portrait, details and landscape. After the presentations, RYS took the minors to various sites around Calais and
Grande Synthe. In Calais, RYS managed to organise for the unaccompanied minors to take pictures around
parks, the famous performance theatre La Citadelle de Calais and the beach. Each activity lasted one and a
half hours. The minors took all photos with phones provided by RYS. Under the RYS’ supervision, as well as
encouragement, guidance and support, the minors showed great passion and dedication to the activity. The
goal was to create a positive and creative outlet to the stress that the unaccompanied minors consistently
experience while living in the ‘jungles’. Moreover, these workshops allowed minors to learn, play and be part of
a group activity, all of which are fundamental to any child’s upbringing.
The materials provided during each workshop included: phones, a portable printer for printing the photographs,
an Instax mini film, a USB adapter cable (one for Iphone, one for android smartphones) and USB stick.
The photography workshop was a great opportunity to take the minors out of the ‘jungle’ so they can learn and
foster their creativity in hopes of a more positive memory of time spent in Calais or Grande Synthe. It was a good
way for them to learn new skills which they can hopefully transfer with them, wherever they will be in the future.
Furthermore, the workshop has proven to be a successful positive coping mechanism that gave them the
opportunity to be creative and express themselves even without RYS’ supervision; it empowered them and
improved their self-worth. Last but not least, the workshop was the best environment for the minors to make
new friends and strengthen their protective networks in the informal settlements.

More information can be found at the official website for ‘A Polaroid for a Refugee’: http://www.apfar.org/?fbclid=IwAR0E9bW9U_0HBIOew-anGgCzSo80ndwds9pemj33n5MqFnL469H
pJLrDjmM
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Art and quiet space
Art can be a powerful tool for self-development and personal expression, in addition to the numerous
benefits of using art as a supportive technique. Whether it’s through crafts, painting or modelling dough,
such activities can provide a platform to encourage children to realise their own potential.
Art sessions for the unaccompanied minors in Calais and Grande Synthe were regularly organised since
October 2018 and ran throughout 2019, and the start of 2020. During RYS’ visits to the informal
settlements, RYS always brought colouring books and pens, paper and printed pictures of animals or
figures to inspire the ones unsure of what to paint.
Painting and drawing have been very successful, as it allowed minors to concentrate on these creative
tasks and forget their stressful situation for a little while. Drawing, in particular, allowed minors to express
their situation through sketches of the informal settlements, lorries, police, barbed wires, fences and tents.
Drawing was a helpful tool to some to release negative emotions, stress but also express their dreams to
reunite with their families. Another activity, which had similar impact, was creating figures from a modelling
dough.The minors were able to make various figures showing either their experiences or creative abilities.
Some made lorries, while others focused on switching off from their situation and modelled animals.
RYS’ art activities continued to provide a platform to encourage minors on the move in Calais and Grande
Synthe to realise their own potential, release stress in a positive manner, find a new hobby and discover an
interesting outlet to their emotions and experiences.
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Activities

Barber shop
Since October 2018, RYS has been organising the so-called ‘Barber shop’. It has been one of the
most successful activities as it provides (up to this date) the unaccompanied minors to take care of
themselves despite the degrading conditions they live in. Additionally, this activity serves to regain some
otherwise lost dignity and brightens up the daily life in the informal settlements. It also serves as a tool of
empowerment, which makes it amongst the most important activities the team runs. During the barber
shop, RYS team members carried with them a bag of materials, which included a hair clipper with
charger and double battery, a small cleaning brush, nail clippers, combs, hair gel, hair oil, body/face/hand
cream, perfume, scissors, barber neck brush, razors, thread, mirror, spray bottle, disinfectant, gloves,
rubbish bags, an apron, a chair and a bench/ table. Once there, RYS gave shaves and haircuts, highly
sought by all minors and adults alike in the settlements.
RYS’ barber shop managed to bring a little sense of normality to the people living in the informal
settlements, created a communal space and a special time for socialising within their communities
ultimately resulting in making new connections and friends.

Photo credit: Refugee Youth Service
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Knitting and stitching
Pursuing a craft can help to put more mental distance between people on the move and their trauma,
while also lightening their abilities, knowledge and self-expression.
In 2019, RYS decided to organise consecutive workshops in knitting and stitching for unaccompanied
minors living in the informal settlements in Calais and Grande Synthe. This included making bracelets,
knitting small items such as rings and creating necklaces with materials provided by RYS staff on the
ground.
The workshops initially began with the idea to teach special techniques to the unaccompanied
minors.However, they transformed into a mutual knowledge exchange. Some of the minors showed
impressive skills and were also able to show others how to knit bracelets, create a necklace or rings. This
activity was particularly enjoyed and remembered by many. Bracelets turned out to be amongst the very
few items that the minors could keep after consistently losing their items during the daily evictions they are
experiencing.
The activity was very helpful to form bonds with other minors from their communities, learn new techniques
or transfer old knowledge into an enjoyable activity as well as lessen the focus on the derogatory conditions
that they live in.
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Puzzles, sudoku, crosswords
Proving play-based learning to minors who have suffered various traumatic experiences and continue
living in a critical environment can help mitigate the detrimental, long-term effects of displacement and
trauma. Being displaced due to conflict or other disasters can have a devastating effect on a child’s
development, and cause long-lasting effects on their health and future potential.
Since October 2018, RYS has been delivering education activities through games to the unaccompanied
minors in northern France. All of the unaccompanied minors arriving in Calais or Grande Synthe are of
school age but out of school due to their circumstances. They have no opportunities to get an education,
which can affect them for the rest of their lives.
One of the teaching approaches that RYS took was to provide education through puzzles, sudoku or
crossword puzzles. These activities are enjoyed by many and at the same time can teach valuable
information to unaccompanied minors in a fun way.
Making a puzzle, looking up the right word for a crossword puzzle or focusing on solving a sudoku
created a peaceful, conscious learning environment for the minors. The games trained the minds of
the minors into analytical thinking, focused their attention on a fun activity and gave them the
opportunity to learn something new with each workshop. This activity honed problem-solving skills.
Last but not least, it helped them bond with one another and develop support mechanisms through the
built friendships.

Photo credit: Refugee Youth Service
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Lego
Playing is fundamental for children’s healthy development. Engaging vulnerable children with play-based
activities promotes learning, can reduce stress and anxiety levels associated with trauma. It can ultimately
give a better path forward.
Play can also be useful to increase self-confidence. Through giving minors the opportunity to express
themselves in a creative way it can lead to building self-esteem and nurture creative abilities.
In December 2018, RYS began organising lego-based workshops and activities with each visit to the
field. The start of the initiative was facilitated by RYS’ Director Camilla Gordon, who wanted to
provide an opportunity to the unaccompanied minors in the camps to express what ‘home’ means to
them through lego construction. Her role was key in setting up this activity, as she is an experienced legofacilitator and organises ‘storytelling workshops through lego’ for young minors. Initially, the workshops
were meant to be structured but it was clear from early on that many of the minors have not encountered
lego before. This, therefore, meant that the sessions would be delivered in a different way by focusing
more on play and creative expression, rather than following a formal structure. This experience was
further reflected on in a blog post, published by Camilla Gordon in April 2019, which can be found here.
RYS conducted the activity by providing various
lego blocks to the minors explaining what lego is
and the many different shapes it takes.
Essentially the workshops were an interesting
way to provide a voice to the minors. While
playing with the lego, many minors built lorries,
fences or cars expressing their desire to cross
over to the UK. Others focused on making
houses all with rooftops, which is quite unusual
when it comes to building a house from lego as
most focus on the inside of the building or the
home. It was very common to include
security guards to show that their lego places
are protected. An interesting example was
from one boy who built a hospital with many
colours to show being inclusive, healthy, happy
and helping others. Later, it was clear that the
boy had had a difficult experience in a hospital,
and so had expressed how he envisioned it
should be instead.
This activity ran throughout the entire year of 2019
and is planned to continue through 2020. What
stands out is how much these minors are in need
of home, family, security and protection. The lego
activities provide the minors with ways to create,
express themselves, learn and enable motivation.
It also creates a sense of community and
belonging.

Photo credit: Refugee Youth Service
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Activities

English language classes
One of the most important fundamental rights of every child is the right to education. The barriers that
prevent unaccompanied minors arriving in northern France from accessing learning are numerous. Lack
of education can cause significant consequences to a child’s development and ultimately create a lost
generation. While education imports practical skills, it also raises spirits and points the way to a life of
self-sufficiency. Language learning in particular can help the adapting process in a new environment,
teach a vitally important skill to survive in a new country but also restore a sense of purpose, dignity and
hope for the future.
RYS’ English language classes began in October 2018 and continued throughout 2019. They were
held by RYS in collaboration with the School Bus Project, both of which organised professional English
teachers to come to the different sites and teach the unaccompanied minors.
In 2019, an education outreach specialist joined RYS and began to hold classes most afternoons,
covering communication skills as well as a broad range of subjects including ethics, climate change,
job applications, and mental health. On average, 10-20 students attended the classes, among which
were regular and new students, from beginner to advanced, and of all different education backgrounds.
Throughout many of these lessons, RYS also brought various books to the field, which supported the
learning process of the English language for many of the unaccompanied minors living in the informal
settlements. Some of the minors showed great improvements in English after attending several classes,
others showed further curiosity to know more about other subjects.
The education activities produced encouraging changes in the minors’ knowledge but also mental
health. The activity motivated learning, brought new skills and provided some hope for the future for the
unaccompanied minors in northern France.
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Part III
Media coverage and advocacy
As part of its advocacy efforts, RYS remained committed to building a stronger relationship with the
French child protection services (FTDA) for ensuring better safeguarding and child protection of all
unaccompanied minors. In 2019, RYS’ focus was also on effective and consistent advocacy efforts both in
the UK and France.
Media coverage has increased in northern France, focusing largely on the number of crosses
to the UK by boat and lorry. RYS has used this coverage as part of its advocacy efforts
and campaigning for a new legal pathway for unaccompanied minors to travel to the UK.

British media’s visits to Calais and Grande Synthe
RYS hosted journalist May Bulman from The Independent who was investigating the UK government’s failure to
transfer unaccompanied minors to the UK under the Dubs transfer scheme. May Bulman is a social affairs
correspondent at The Independent. She has won the Anti-Slavery Day award for best news piece in both
2017 and 2019 and has come as a runner-up for investigative journalism in the Drum Online Media Awards
for her refugee coverage in 2017. She has a particular interest in migration, youth justice and homelessness.
Her article ‘Calais jungle child refugee granted right to join aunt in the UK after two years languishing in
France’ highlighted the delays of the UK Home Office in the transfer process as well as the consequences for
unaccompanied minors stranded in northern France.
RYS also hosted Katy Fallon, who is a freelance journalist covering migration and gender politics, who has
spent extensive time learning about conditions in the field and the challenges unaccompanied minors in
northern France face. Her article for The Independent, titled ‘Britain promised to take 3,000 refugee children.
So far it’s taken 220’ was seen as an effort to form the first of several visits pushing the British government to
act on reopening legal pathways for unaccompanied minors looking to reunite with their families in the UK.
Her article for Al Jazeera, titled ‘Being smuggled in a truck can be deadly. So why do people do it?’
highlighted on the perilous and lengthy journeys that refugees and migrants experience, and reflected on
reasons why many risk their lives to cross the Channel from Calais or Dunkirk to the UK.

Lost in Europe’s visit to Calais and Grande Synthe
In December 2019, a group of research journalists from a Dutch media organisation called Small Stream
Media/VersPers contacted RYS asking for a possibility to visit the site and learn about RYS’ work.
The journalists worked on a crossborder journalistic investigation project funded by National Geographic
called Lost in Europe, focusing on the theme of unaccompanied minors that have gone missing once they
enter Europe. Their project began in 2018 with the aim to help collect and recover the stories of missing
unaccompanied minors. The initiative tries to depict all places that unaccompanied minors pass on their way
through Europe, which can also be the places to tell their story. Sadly, many of these places were also the
locations where children went missing. The Lost in Europe team comprises investigative journalists from the
Netherlands, Belgium, the UK and Italy, who are collaborating to find out what has happened to the
disappeared children in Europe.
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RYS met with Lost in Europe, who visited both Calais and Grande Synthe.
RYS explained the context in which the organisation works as well as its work with unaccompanied minors.
With the support of RYS, Lost in Europe were able to take pictures of the sites, meet with some of the minors
while introducing their project, and conduct some interviews with some of the minors at Secours Catholique.
The pictures that the journalists took of the sites were used for both Lost in Europe and National Geographic.
In addition, graphic journalist Dan Archer, who uses comics to tell stories that could not be told using
traditional equipment. Dan Archer published a storytelling element on his website archcomix.com regarding
Lost in Europe’s visit to the Calais sites. His graphics are featured in media outlets and exhibition spaces
across Europe.

RYS on the Homesick podcast
In May 2019, the podcast Homesick, which shares information about the refugee crisis from those working in
Calais, interviewed RYS’s Project Manager and created an episode about RYS’ work and impact on
unaccompanied minors in Calais. The podcast itself is dedicated to people who have had to flee their home
due to war, persecution or natural disaster. Each episode aims at spreading awareness, kindness and
compassion.
The episode with RYS’ Project Manager shares some of the heartbreaking truths that young people on the
move in Calais face. The podcast episode touches upon the serious gaps in education and the ability to
safely develop meaningful relationships that recur for these minors due to their stressful life circumstances.
The episode also talks about RYS’ activities on the ground as a unifier while discussing ways for better
advocacy.

British Home Office’s visit
Representatives from the British Home Office/ British Liaison Office visited multiple sites in Calais and
Grande Synthe, as well as two Members of Parliament: Anthony Hook and Craig McQuinely. These were part
of RYS’ advocacy measures aimed at reopening the Dubs transfer scheme of transferring unaccompanied
minors to the UK and improving the family reunification process.

Collaboration with department-funded child
protective services team France terre d’asile
(FTDA)
Similar to previous years, in 2019, RYS’ work continued to focus on facilitating access to child protection
services, made possible via a trusting relationship built with unaccompanied minors. The focus of RYS’
outreach continues to also center on developing the children’s self-worth, building their protective
mechanisms, and strengthening appropriate networks of support. In 2019, RYS focused its efforts partially on
developing new and more effective ways of working together with and alongside the department-funded child
protective services team (FTDA) on the ground. The working relationship between the two developed further
and occasional meetings to discuss better ways of collaborating between FTDA and RYS were organised
together with the Unprotected Unaccompanied Children Working Group (UUCWG).
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Unprotected unaccompanied children working group
RYS is part of the so-called Unprotected Unaccompanied Children Working Group (UUCWG). This group was
effective until February 2019 and suspended for some months. As part of the RYS handover process to yet
identify a French partner, this working group was relaunched last December 2019 and re-defined within two
sub-groups (in Calais and in Grande Synthe), following first outcomes of an ongoing needs assessment on the
situation of unprotected unaccompanied children in both locations. The purpose of organising consistent meetings
between UUCWG members was necessary to jointly develop a multidisciplinary approach towards the needs of
UAM in Calais and Grande Synthe with the perspective of extending those efforts along the French-UK border as
well as to include a wider child protection approach to all children unprotected in this area as a longer term goal.
In Calais, the jointly defined objectives by the participants (Refugee Youth Service, RYS handover process
facilitator, Legal shelter, Utopia 56, researcher from CNRS and Safe Passage) are...

•

Coordinate field work (harmonised information provision, referral processes…) and maintain dialogue
with the department and its operator (FTDA)

•

Plan joint actions and advocacy strategy/actions for the State to respond to its obligation in line with
national legal framework and the UNCRC.

•

Co-build adapted and rights based solutions/propositions to the situation of unprotected
unaccompanied children taking into consideration the available and/or reachable resources.

Other organisations are part of the UUCWG Calais mailing list and are meant to participate on ad-hoc basis
when the set agenda corresponds to their field of work and/or when they consider being of added value to the
working session (Secours Catholique, Refugee Rights Europe, MDM, French Red Cross, PSM and pending
Planning Familial).
In Grande Synthe, the UUCWG was launched at a later stage (February 2020). The overall objectives are
similar to the one from Calais. Nevertheless, the first joint actions plan were to respond to the lack of standard
operating procedures in emergency situations (Children being victims of physical violence; children suspected
to be victims of sexual exploitation and/or abuse; children showing signs of self mutilation…) as well as urgent
trainings on formal reporting when meeting a child in danger for all field actors, in the absence of RYS or an
equivalent on the ground.
The participation of actors with different expertise and working in both Calais and Grande Synthe allowed for
the Grande Synthe UUCWC to complement the work initiated in Calais and work on protocols which could
be applicable to both territories. Those actors are: French Red Cross, MDM, PSM and the focal point for
RYS handover process with the plan to include when feasible Planning Familial. Access to child protection
mechanisms in Grande Synthe deferring from those in Calais also requires a different strategic approach in
what refers to coordination with authorities and more general advocacy strategy.
In 2019, RYS was consistently present in the UAM Group meetings in Calais and once during the UAM
meeting in Grande Synthe
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Concluding remarks
The France- UK border arrangements and increased security measures have further diminished the
ability for people on the move to reach the UK safely. Moreover, the most vulnerable - among which
are unaccompanied minors, continue to take dangerous journeys in order to cross the Channel from
France to the UK. Meanwhile, the deteriorating living conditions in northern France, alongside the
frequent evictions and fence building, police violence and aggression towards displaced
unaccompanied minors, continue to foster a climate which deters them from wanting to stay in
France. It is important to note that for unaccompanied minors who try to reach the UK, France is the
safest immediately accessible option for seeking protection in the majority of cases. Therefore, safe
and legal pathways must be ensured between the UK and France, even more so during the
uncertain times of Brexit.
The protracted humanitarian situation faced by unaccompanied minors stuck at the French-UK
border has increased the need of expanding RYS’ activities and advocacy work throughout the
years.
In its future work, RYS will continue to advocate for the improved access to safeguarding and child
protection mechanisms for unaccompanied minors arriving in northern France while ensuring they
have access to their rights through appropriate information. RYS is also looking forward to passing on
its experiences and lessons learnt from those years spent in Calais and Grande Synthe to a French
partner so to jointly ensure that children's rights are advocated for and hopefully finally enforced.
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Collaborations in 2019

A Polaroid for a Refugee
Art Refuge
Carrefour des solidarités
CIMADE

Collective Aid
Comic Relief

National Society for the
Prevention of Cruelty to Children
PSM

Performers Without Borders
Planning Familial

Project Play
Refugee Resilience Collective

Croix Rouge Francaise/ French
Red Cross

Help Refugees/ Choose love

Refugee Community Kitchen

Refugee Rights Europe

Infobus
Safe Passage (UK and France)
INFOMIE

L’auberge des Migrants

Secours Catholique
UNICEF

Legal shelter
Utopia56
Lost in Europe

Women’s Centre Dunkirk
Woodyard

Médecins du Monde

Missing Children Europe
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