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Introduction
Of course 2020 took everybody by surprise, but the response by Refugee Youth Service to the 
COVID-19 pandemic has stood to demonstrate the nimble and adaptable nature of our approach 
to working with children who are unaccompanied and displaced. Refugee Youth Service was born 
in the Calais Jungle, a transit camp under constant threat of closure, a context in which we made 
uncertainty our home. Whilst the pandemic has created new challenges, it has been inspiring to 
see RYS and its partners apply lessons learnt from the past five years, to ensure that safe and 
consistent services can be maintained within increasingly adverse conditions. 

These efforts have been supported in a number of new ways throughout 2020. Most notable was 
the introduction and induction of an Advisory Board, consisting of 5 members with a range of skills, 
expertise and experience. The Advisory Board has enabled an approach to strategic decision 
making that is more methodical, structured and formalised, whilst also enabling a number of direct 
programmatic and operational improvements to take place. 

Brexit and the United Kingdom’s withdrawal from the Dublin III regulation, which included the 
ending of family reunification, was a devastating blow to the work of Calais based associations. 
Since the quiet ending of children being transferred to the UK under the Dubs Amendment of the 
2016 Immigration Act, family reunification has been the only safe and legal route for children to 
reach the UK. The UK government’s failure to offer a replacement system for this only creates 
further challenges for organisations such as RYS, that openly promote safe and legal routes among 
children. Fortress border policies only serve to increase the power of opportunist smuggling 
operations and the number of life threatening journeys taken each year by those in search of 
safety. The significant rise in channel crossing throughout 2020 is evidence of this.  

Refugee Youth Service continues to look for a local partner to take over its work in northern 
France, maintaining the belief that systemic change can best be achieved by a French organisation 
with a medium to long-term strategy. A number of steps were taken towards this throughout 2020, 
including the launch of an open call for expressions of interest in the work and the development of 
a pre-exit phase. This phase saw the recruitment of a French Child Protection Project Manager, and 
a shift towards a French speaking operation. The reasons for this are threefold; to further 
conversations and collaborations with partners interested in taking over all, or part of, RYS’ 
operations in France; to begin to create better links with local authorities for the purposes of 
improved collaboration with a take-over partner; and finally to increase the likelihood of current 
team members being retained following RYS’ exit from northern France. RYS has secured funding 
for three years from Comic Relief for the continuation of this essential work. 

As the pandemic and the uncertainty it brings continue, RYS will provide its services as consistently 
as possible, looking to 2021 with hopes for a return to more stable times and a new chapter in the 
delivery of services for children who are unaccompanied and displaced.  



Glossary
Unaccompanied child (UAC, or UAM - unaccompanied minor)
As defined by UNHCR “an unaccompanied child is a person 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.” 

For the purpose of this report, the term “unaccompanied child” is used to refer to any child below 
the age of 18 years old. Sometimes the term “unaccompanied minor” is used as synonymous to the 
term “unaccompanied child”.

Informal settlement/makeshift camp
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 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
The UN 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, (1) on the sale of children, child prostitution and child pornography, and 
(2) 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 Calais 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 current informal settlements around Calais and Grande 
Synthe.

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.



RYS exists to support displaced unaccompanied children 
and young people to re-start their lives. This is achieved 

through the provision of safer spaces that offer basic 
services such as food and clothing distribution, and 

facilitate access to state-run services including protection, 
asylum, accommodation and education; protecting and 
advocating for this vulnerable group’s rights. Within our 
spaces a varied program of activities, centred around 
wellbeing, identity, social development and informal 
education is offered, fostering feelings of belonging, 

self-worth and community. Ultimately, through a holistic 
approach to the individual’s wellbeing we support 

unaccompanied children and young people to re-start 
their lives where they are, or safely and legally reach an 

alternative destination that is in their better interests.

Mission



Brief History of RYS in France
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 children in the Calais Jungle refugee camp, and later on, grew into a larger 

organisation 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/Choose Love. This support allowed for RYS’ operational work with unaccompanied 

children to grow further on the ground. RYS began to operate a youth center within a small 

structure at a set location in the Calais Jungle camp and maintained a safe space to welcome 

unaccompanied children and adolescents residing in the settlement. The center, located next to the 

services of Doctors Without Borders (MSF), gave the opportunity for the creation of a hub, in which 

RYS provided recreational activities and informal education, whilst 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 children only. Every child 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 children’s needs evolved and so did RYS’ response. 

The number of unaccompanied children RYS provided support to in 2016, was approximately 1500. 

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 

or long-term volunteers. In that period, population demographics within Calais evolved and 

increased including the former residents of the old Calais Jungle camp from 2016, previous 

residents of the Grande Synthe camp, which burnt down in April 2017, and a steady stream of new 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1tdgtO5s9MTPtDWQg6mhncSl1Wt3aY6ep/view


arrivals. In 2017, RYS developed additional partnerships with Comic Relief and Foundation de France. 

The number of unaccompanied children that 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 

children 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 

programme of restorative and educational activities for children to engage in, largely through 

mediums of sport, art and music. In 2018, the number of unaccompanied children that RYS 

interacted with and provided support to was approximately 805.

2019

In 2019, RYS provided support on the ground to more than 800 unaccompanied children at risk, who 

were between the ages of 7 to 17 years old, in Calais and Grande Synthe, northern France. While the 

number of new children peaked during the summer months, the RYS team met at least 151 new 

children in Calais and 206 new children in Grande Synthe between May to July 2019. In 2019, RYS 

supported 92 children to successfully enter into the French child protection services. During the 

year, RYS continued to advocate, alongside partner organisations, for safe and legal routes on both 

sides of the English Channel, and continued to provide programmes of restorative projects for 

children to engage in such as sporting activities, art and photography classes, board games, English 

lessons and an organised free barber shop delivered by the children. 

Objectives in 2020

RYS started the year with the following three objectives for 2020, which largely focused on:

1. Increase access to age and language appropriate rights based information for children 

on the move;

2. Facilitate and promote access to child protection for children who are unaccompanied 

or at risk in northern France;

3. Promote public awareness of the plight of unaccompanied children in migration, and 

influence policy change through effective partnerships

The following pages give an overview of the activities undertaken, and achievements made, within each. 



Objective 1

Increase access to age and language appropriate rights based information for children on the 

move

In 2020, we have seen unprecedented changes in the world, and in our work, due to the escalating 

health crisis around COVID-19. 

Since March 2020, every aspect of RYS’ work has been affected by the pandemic and the lockdown 

measures implemented by the French government. While the crisis has left the unaccompanied 

children RYS works with more vulnerable than ever, the problems they faced prior to it have 

remained - with some also escalating. RYS’ work in the field between March and May 2020 became 

more restricted but the team continued to provide support in any capacity that it could on the 

ground, developing new ways to maintain communication with the children in order to provide 

them with vital information about the changing circumstances and their rights. 

During periods in which RYS was not visiting the field, the team continued to provide support to 

children via telephone where possible, although the number of children RYS was able to maintain 

contact with was limited, as many did not have working phones, credit, or reliable access to phone 

charging. RYS developed a new system for recording and tracking telephone interactions during this 

period, and have continued to use it throughout both lockdowns, as field visits remained reduced. 

The pandemic also had an impact on the number of referrals that RYS received from other 

organisations, which were significantly reduced during the lockdown periods, likely as a result of the 

reduction in organisations working on the ground. Similarly, the range of services and forms of 

support to which RYS were able to refer children was also greatly reduced. 

Despite the difficulties faced in light of the pandemic and its effect on our field visits, the team 

managed to maintain and adapt its work in providing age and language appropriate rights 

information to the children who are unaccompanied. Throughout the year we met with 606 

unaccompanied children and ensured that each and every one knew their rights; that they were 

entitled to be granted immediate protection from the state, including access to safe and secure 

accommodation. 



Objective 2

Facilitating and promoting access to child protection for children who are unaccompanied or at 

risk in northern France

Between January and March 2020, RYS’ work increased its outreach programme, expanding its 

education activities, as well as the range of creative and sporting projects. RYS continued to find 

ways to build trusting relationships with the unaccompanied children in Calais in order to be able to 

provide essential support to their welfare, while facilitating access to child protection services in 

France. RYS enabled 220 children to make a request to the French state for protection, and enter 

the local child protection accommodation structure. 

Partnership with the French child protection services France Terre D’Asile (FTDA) 

RYS continued to build upon earlier progress in facilitating access to child protection services in 

France through developing a closer and more effective working partnership with France Terre 

D’Asile (FTDA); and offering training to equip other organisations with the right information to refer 

unaccompanied children to the relevant services. Through this collaborative work with other actors, 

RYS enabled broader improvements to the situation for unaccompanied children in Calais, 

promoting their safety, and supporting access to their rights.

Family reunification and Brexit

On 31 January 2020, Britain officially left the European Union, entering a transitional period that 

lasted until 31 December 2020. During this time, RYS closely monitored the potential impact of 

Brexit on the United Kingdom’s position regarding family reunification, governed by the Dublin III 

regulation only until the end of the transition period. RYS continued to advocate, alongside partner 

organisations, including some British MPs, for this route to remain open for lone children trying to 

reach their family in the UK; arguing that the end of the existing safer routes would likely place 

vulnerable children at risk of trafficking and other dangers of crossing the English Channel. 

However, in January 2021 the UK withdrew from the Dublin III regulation and provided no 

replacement legislation that would enable this critical route to safety open from unaccompanied 

children with family in the UK. The UK closed its door to Europe’s most vulnerable children. RYS and 

its partners continue to advocate for safe and legal routes for children to seek sanctuary in the UK. 

In 2020, it was reported by the French maritime officials and the UK Home Office that the Channel 

crossings of people on the move by small boats were “more than triple” from the previous year 

amounting to 9 500 attempts to reach the UK. The authorities in both France and the UK were 

cooperating over the crossings, attempting to stop them and crack down on traffickers. In August 



2020, the UK Home Office appointed a so-called Clandestine Channel Threat Commander to lead, 

efforts to stop the Channel crossings. Part of this new role, according to the UK Home Secretary and 

interior minister Priti Patel, was “helping to end heinous crime of people smuggling across (the) 

Channel.”. 

In November 2020, France and the UK signed a new accord for increasing the patrols in Channel 

crossings, with the UK announcing significant funding contributions in return for increased police 

patrols on the French side

COVID-19 and field visits

On 17 March 2020, in response to the spread of COVID-19, the French government introduced 

lockdown measures. The RYS team began working from home, and in response to the increasing 

risks to both the team and the vulnerable communities, RYS reduced its field visits to once per 

week, per site. RYS tried to limit the length of each visit, and suspended its activities’ programme, in 

an attempt to adhere to social distancing measures where possible. 

During the summer months of June, July and August 2020, the lockdown measures in France were 

eased and RYS resumed its play-based and sporting activities for the unaccompanied children, 

without which it was notably harder to build trusting relationships - often a prerequisite to the 

successful promotion of safer next steps to child protection.

Police evictions and prefectoral response 

Another great challenge faced during the summer months was the increase in police evictions of 

the makeshift camps, which caused large-scale disruption to the lives of the communities, and to 

the capacity of RYS and other organisations to respond to even the most basic needs. Continued 

harassment from the police, directed at the communities and the organisations providing support, 

meant that many faced insecure access to food, water and hygiene facilities.

In September 2020, a new prefectoral decree restricting the capacities of non-state-mandated 

organisations to distribute food in Calais came into effect. This decision limited the communities’ 

access to basic needs and weakened their already vulnerable situation. As the infection rate of 

COVID-19 increased everywhere in France, more and more restrictions were introduced, 

consequently leading to a return to the lockdown measures for another five weeks at the end of 

October 2020. 



Objective 3
Promoting public awareness of the plight of unaccompanied children in migration, and 

influencing policy change through effective partnerships

In 2020, RYS focused its advocacy work largely on the increased dangers for unaccompanied 

children living in makeshift camps in Calais, including the minimal sanitation, hygiene, access to 

accommodation and slow response for children in relation to the COVID-19 crisis and lockdown 

measures implemented in France. In addition, due to the changes happening around Brexit, RYS’ 

advocacy efforts also focused on the lack of safe and legal routes for the children to reach sanctuary 

in the UK, and the response of both France and the UK in relation to unaccompanied children 

isolated and at risk at the UK-France border.   

Protection of unaccompanied children during the national lockdown in France 

In spring, RYS became a co-signatory to several open letters demanding better protection 

mechanisms and conditions for the unaccompanied children in northern France during the 

March-May COVID-19 statewide measures. RYS signed an open letter asking for measures to 

increase at the French-British border (with a request to develop specific measures for 

unaccompanied children) sent to the regional prefecture, the prefectures of Pas-de-Calais and Nord, 

and the mayors of Calais and Grande-Synthe. RYS also became a co-signatory of the published 

statements ‘Protect our laws and humanity’ and ‘Protect the most vulnerable’. During this period, 

RYS also co-signed a letter addressing the 7 UN Special Rapporteurs - ‘Soumission de la 

communication à l'ONU par 92 associations’ in appeal for the protection of unaccompanied children 

in France. In addition, RYS took part in efforts to launch and promote the social media campaign 

‘Confinés dans la rue’, and ‘#ASaferWay’ campaign and petition to the UK Home Office to accelerate 

relocation for the most at-risk to make their asylum claims. Finally, RYS co-signed the Refugee Rights 

proposal made to the British Home Office titled New Ways to Access UK Asylum.

Protection of unaccompanied children at French borders

In summer, RYS participated in the creation of a report titled “Les manquements des autorités 

françaises aux devoirs élémentaires de respecter, protéger et mettre en oeuvre les droits des 

mineur.e.s isolé.e.s étranger.e.s en danger’ which gave an overview of the difficulties faced by 

children at the French borders with Italy, Spain and the United Kingdom. The report was published 

in French and is available online. The report gained significant media coverage in France including 

the front page of one national newspaper. 

https://www.lacimade.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Les-Manquements-Des-Autorites-Francaises.pdf


Visit by the French Défenseure des Droits in Calais

Following the evictions in July 2020, RYS and other organisations notified the Défenseure des Droits 

(DDD) in France about the violations happening during the dismantling of the makeshift camps. The 

DDD is an independent French administrative authority who is tasked with defending the rights of 

citizens against maladministration. France’s Défenseure des Droits possesses specific prerogatives 

regarding children’s rights, discrimination and respect of deonthology in security forces, making 

them particularly apt to analyse the situation encountered by the communities in Calais and its 

surrounding areas. 

Accompanied by a team of experts, the DDD visited Calais on the 22nd of September and met with 

members of the communities. Following their two-day visit to Calais, the DDD developed a situation 

analysis report on the living conditions for displaced people and unaccompanied children with 

specific recommendations, which can be found in detail here (in French). 

Amnesty International and Brut Media Visit

In October, RYS facilitated the visit of a representative from Amnesty International and journalists 

from an independent French media called Brut. They followed the field team for a day and 

discovered the makeshift settlements located around Calais. They also had the opportunity to 

interview unaccompanied children to learn more about their lives in Calais. This resulted in a video 

posted on social media to further raise awareness on the precarious living conditions that 

vulnerable children experience at the border between France and the United Kingdom.

Unprotected Unaccompanied Children’s Working Group

RYS is part of the Unprotected Unaccompanied Children Working Group (UUCWG). The purpose of 

organising consistent meetings between UUCWG members was necessary to jointly develop a 

multidisciplinary approach towards the needs of UAM in northern France 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. The group met regularly with 

both FTDA and with departmental children’s services throughout 2020.

https://www.defenseurdesdroits.fr/fr/communique-de-presse/2020/09/visite-de-la-defenseure-des-droits-mardi-22-et-mercredi-23-septembre-a
https://www.brut.media/fr/news/apres-le-demantelement-de-la-jungle-de-calais-des-mineurs-livres-a-eux-memes-a7efbe86-77ca-4ef3-8352-82d351a6cd57?fbclid=IwAR1AH4ScMhP0CZUSSGdkbjB4fltOymZOboXoW8rRRXmkvzO7VN6Fqd-6SE0


Concluding remarks

In 2020, through various activities and continuous work on the ground in Calais, Refugee Youth 

Service managed to conclude a very dynamic and impactful year for its work with unaccompanied 

children.

 

Despite the COVID-19 pandemic and the French state’s measures, we managed to adapt our work as 

best as we could in order to continue our essential activities to ensure each child that we met 

understood their rights, and how to access accommodation, safer spaces and vital services during 

these challenging times. We continued to support children whatever their decision, whilst advocating 

that they take only safe and legal routes towards re-starting their lives. 

Since the beginning of the pandemic, RYS has continuously followed-up with the local prefecture in 

Pas-de-Calais regarding the services available during these times for vulnerable unaccompanied 

children. We have conducted advocacy work, co-signed public statements and participated in media 

campaigns alongside partner organisations, asserting that during this global crisis vulnerable people 

should not be left behind, and an effective COVID-19 response in northern France for unaccompanied 

children should be in place. 

 

We continuously collaborated with other associations in Calais to coordinate a response on the 

various other issues - other than COVID-19 – which affected displaced vulnerable children in the area, 

including the consistent evictions of makeshift camps happening throughout the entire 2020, the 

precarious living conditions for unaccompanied children in northern France and the lack of 

implementation of safe routes for children who try to reach sanctuary and join their families in the 

UK.

The protracted humanitarian crisis faced by unaccompanied children in Calais, continues to foster a 

climate which deters these children from wanting to stay in France. In addition, the COVID-19 

pandemic brought new challenges or increased already existing problems in the lives of these 

vulnerable children, leading to the need for new approaches and advocacy calls to pave the way for 

change on both sides of the Channel. 

In 2021 we hope for a return to normality as much as possible, whilst continuing to improve what 

normality looks like for children who are unaccompanied and displaced. RYS will continue to 

campaign for these changes, whilst maintaining the search for a French partner with a medium to 

long-term strategy that aims to bring about the systemic change required to make the necessary and 

significant steps forward. 
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