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A.1 Overview of the Situation
A.2 The Human Rights Observers Project

The problem is with the police coming here every other day and misbehav-
ing. The worst time I want to mention here is when I had some books and 
some money with me. The policemen came and took my belongings by force, 
that is the amount of money, the books and the clothes that were in my 
backpack, and the tent in which I slept every night that was my house, or 
shelter, or whatever you consider it to be – my humble abode. Here, every-
body complains somehow about their bad deeds that they do against us. 
Instead of teaching good and moral lessons and showing respect, courteous-
ness to refugees, they teach us violence, cruelty, aggressiveness, they teach 
our family and children something that is really insane.
Open letter by H., A displaced person from Iran, November 2018

Humans Rights Observers (HRO) is a team of experienced volunteers from the 
association networks of Calais and Grande-Synthe, including Help Refugees, 
L’Auberge des Migrants, Utopia 56, Refugee Women’s Centre, Refugee Info Bus, 
Legal Shelter, and Drop Solidarité. The team monitor, document and ultimately 
challenge the practices of authorities, with the aim of upholding the fundamen-
tal rights of displaced people. This is carried out through observation of police 
activity and through the collection of testimonies from both displaced people 
and volunteers. 

The HRO team was formed in October 2017, following the request of 
certain communities of displaced people in Calais, for an increased volunteer 
presence on the ground at night and during evictions, due to a particularly high 
number of reports of police violence. This presence served to document the 
police violence taking place, and to act as a deterrence against them. In August 
2018, the team came to focus more specifically on forced evictions. In January 
2019, observation shifts expanded to Grande-Synthe, following the testimonies 
of displaced people reporting more frequent evictions across the city.

The observation of evictions involves a team of 2 to 4 volunteers gen-
erally present every day in Calais and from Monday to Friday in Grande-Synthe 
to monitor these operations. For incidents not directly witnessed by the teams, 
testimonies are collected from displaced people, in English or through an inter-
preter. For many reasons, including the fear of a backlash from authorities or 
negative repercussions on their administrative status, these testimonies are 
generally made anonymously or under a pseudonym.

The Human Rights Observers Project

During the eviction of the shantytown known as the ‘Jungle’[1] in Calais in Sep-
tember 2016, François Hollande, then President of France, declared that ‘we 
must completely, and definitively demolish the camp. The government will see 
this through’.[2] The former Jungle, which numbered up to 10,000 residents, was 
characterised by multiple issues in terms of security, sanitation and safeguard-
ing of vulnerable people (especially regarding women and minors). The words 
of François Hollande, and the images of the demolition and clearance of the 
Jungle suggested that the Calais ‘problem’ was solved and that the presence 
of migrants and refugees in Calais was a thing of the past. In reality, this major 
event was only the beginning of a new era in the history of the presence of dis-
placed people in Northern France.

The number of displaced people in Calais, which dramatically dropped 
in the days following the clearance, started surging again soon after. The land 
of the former jungle remains deserted after its final eviction, but several smaller 
living sites have emerged in Calais, and along the coast of Northern France 
more generally. In the Calais region, the last census carried out in November 
2018 by Refugee Info Bus estimates the number of displaced people in the 
city to be around 600.[3] At the time of writing this current report, this number 
has decreased to approximately 500, although this trend can reverse due to 
the general increase in new arrivals during the summer. In April 2018, L’Au-
berge des Migrants published its second report on clearances in Calais, which 
denounced the intentional degradation of living conditions caused by evictions, 
and their use as a ‘tactic of dissuasion’ for displaced people living in Calais, 
which further jeopardised the situation of displaced people.[4] Since its publica-
tion, we have witnessed certain, although limited, developments at operational 
level, but serious violations of human rights continue.

In the lesser-known town of Grande-Synthe, near Dunkirk, the terrible 
living conditions of the Basroch camp, combined with the sudden surge of its 
population (from 800 in October 2015 to 3000 in January 2016),[5] led to the 
opening of a purpose-built camp in March 2016 by the mayor of Grande-Syn-
the, Damien Carême, in partnership with Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF). 
This camp, called ‘La Linière’, welcomed up to 1500 people in small wooden 
shelters, until its sudden destruction in a fire in April 2017.[6] After the fire, the 
mayor briefly opened a series of unused sports halls to attempt to accommo-
date the once again displaced communities, but by the summer, most were left 
to live in wooded areas of Grande-Synthe. In both winters that have followed, 
the mayor has opened one of these sports halls to provide emergency accom-
modation, although many were still forced to live outside. 

Since the fire at La Linière, there have been frequent ‘mises à l’abri’ 
(‘sheltering’) operations which attempt to move the displaced population away 
from the town, into state-run accommodation centres or immigration detention 
centres. These accommodation centres have nevertheless been criticised by 
both displaced people and associations operating within them due to their 
limited facilities, their geographical isolation, and the obligation made to its 
residents to claim asylum in France in order to stay there beyond a couple of 
weeks, as many wish to seek asylum in the UK. As a result, the displaced popu-
lations quickly return, and a cycle becomes evident: once a living site is evicted, 
people are forced to leave on buses to detention or accommodation centres, yet 
they return soon after and establish shelters at new locations, until that too is 
evicted, and the cycle begins again. 

This report focuses specifically on evictions we have witnessed in the 
Calais and Dunkirk regions between 1 August 2018 and 1 June 2019. The aim 
of this report is to give a detailed account of these evictions to show that these 
amount to serious violations of fundamental human rights, particularly the right 
to adequate shelter and freedom from degrading treatments. More than two 
years after the clearance of the former ‘Jungle’ of Calais, we can see that the 
French state has still not been able to guarantee dignified living standards to 
displaced people in Northern France.

[1] The term ‘jungle’ is contested. From 
the Pashto word ‘jangal’, meaning wood or 
forest, it was initially used among the 
Afghan community in Calais and nowadays 
any informal living site of displaced 
people in Northern France, generally 
made of tents and other makeshift forms 
of shelter, the most famous of which was 
formerly located on the Lande area.

[2] “Hollande promet un démantèlement 
complet « d’ici la fin d’année »”. Le 
Parisien. 26 September 2016.

[3] Report from the November 2018 Census 
of Calais. Refugee Info Bus, November 
2018.

[4] Rapport sur les expulsions forcées 
à Calais. L’Auberge des Migrants, April 
2018, 26.

[5] Avis sur la situation des migrants 
à Grande-Synthe. Commission nationale 
consultative des droits de l’homme, 26 May 
2016. 

[6] Incendie du camp de La Linière (press 
release). Ministère de l’Intérieur et 
Ministère du Logement et de l’Habitat 
durable, 11 April 2017.
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Calais

Living Sites

Repeated Evictions

The number of rats has increased due to the almost total lack of garbage 
bins or other appropriate waste disposal options. This forces us to dispose 
of our trash in our living areas, creating dangerous hygienic conditions. 
On top of this, it projects an image to citizens and police, who end up seeing 
and treating us as animals.
Testimony of an Ethiopian male, April 2019

Since the end of the former ‘Jungle’ in October 2016, displaced people have 
settled in other sites around Calais. These living spaces are generally located 
in industrial zones or in the outskirts of the town, often in industrial wastelands 
or wooded areas. Due to the extreme frequence of the evictions to which they 
are subjected, these living sites are particularly materially vulnerable, in which 
tents are the only form of shelter.

In addition to the structural precarity of these living spaces, there exist 
problems of sanitation and hygiene. Primarily, the collection and disposal of 
waste and rubbish is not appropriately managed. Paradoxically, despite a distinct 
lack of involvement from the authorities on this issue, they have nevertheless 
used the accumulation of waste as justification for evictions of these living sites.
[7] Moreover, the presence of a cleaning team at the eviction of each living site 
every 48 hours, has not sought to thoroughly alleviate this problem. Rather, the 
cleaning staff are more concerned with the removal of tents, blankets, sleeping 
bags and firewood. The accumulation of litter across these living sites, inevita-
ble in situations where many dozens of people are forced to live in the absence 
of any appropriate waste management, has also led to strained relations with 
other local residents and neighbours.

Following the decision of the Conseil d’État (the final level of appeal 
in the French legal system) on 31 July 2017,[8] access to water and sanitation 
was made available through the installation of water points and toilets close to 
certain living sites. However, other living spaces still exist which continue to be 
dependent on water provided by associations. The firewood, also distributed 
by associations, is generally the sole source of warmth and light, yet it is often 
confiscated during evictions. For those living in these sites, there is also no 
access to electricity, apart from the charging points installed on Rue des Huttes, 
leaving residents dependent on the generators provided by associations during 
distributions. In this, displaced people in Calais are left to live in extremely 
unstable and precarious conditions in which they are forced to depend on 
organisations to meet certain basic needs, restricting their autonomy.

According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, a forced 
eviction refers to the ‘permanent or temporary eviction, against their will and 
without any legal or appropriate protection, of any persons, families, or commu-
nities from their homes or the land they occupy’.[9] It is using this definition that 
we will qualify the daily operations in Calais as ‘evictions’, despite some differ-
ences compared to the definition of forced evictions in French law. 

The operations in Calais are characterised by their frequency and their 
regularity. These operations take place every day and follow a precise pro-
gramme. Four living sites are targeted by these evictions; two on one morning, 
and the second two the following morning, after which the cycle returns to the 
first two sites. Each site is thus evicted every 48 hours. On exceptional occa-
sions, evictions have also taken place in the afternoon, without prior notice. 
Such evictions have led to the confiscation of numerous personal belongings 
and tents, given that many people are absent from their living site at this time. 

Every morning, a convoy of vehicles arrives at one of these living sites. 
The convoy is composed of vehicles consisting of employees of the prefecture 
and members of the French national police, including French border force officers 
and often French technical and scientific police, as well as a contingent of the 
gendarmerie mobile (mobile military law enforcement) or sometimes compagnie 
républicaine de sécurité (CRS, French riot police). The forces of law and order 
present are generally armed (including CS gas, batons, guns and sometimes 
flash-balls). A cleaning team is also present at each eviction.

The authorities present order residents of each living site to move to a 
designated point of the land, taking with them all of their belongings (including 
their tents). In practice, these operations are so frequent that many residents 
preemptively assemble outside the living area with their belongings on the day 
of an eviction. Others are hastily awakened by authorities shaking or kicking 
their tents. Testimonies from displaced people also indicate practices in con-
tradiction of the code of ethics of the police force towards displaced people, 
notably an order from an officer for displaced people to ‘go back to your coun-
try’ (7 November 2018) and even the use of the N-word (29 December 2018). 
The police and the authorities are typically present for anywhere between 15 
minutes and one hour, although sometimes much longer. Just a few minutes 
after the police and the cleaning team have left, the residents can return their 
tents to their previous positions until they are next evicted, in two days time. As 
such, the length of time that residents are actually evicted from their living sites 
is very short, yet a form of harassment nonetheless. 

Based on our observations, this 48-hour eviction cycle began in early August 
2018. Since then, we have counted no less than 738 forced evictions between 
8 August 2018 and 1 June 2019, an astronomical figure which illustrates the 
authorities’ relentless harassment of displaced people in Calais. The cadence of 
these operations is uncompromising, occurring on the weekends as well as on 
bank holidays, including Christmas Day. Similarly, weather conditions appear to 
have no impact on the decision to systematically evict these living sites, such as 
the 23 January 2019, in which the Zone du Virval was evicted (which included 
the confiscation of tents), despite a concurrent snow blizzard.

[7] The eviction order of the Chemin du 
Pont-Trouille area, issued on 22 February 
2019, states that ‘the occupants live in 
the open or in tents without sanitaries 
nor waste water drainage or rubbish 
collection’.

[8] ‘Communiqué et décision du Conseil 
d’État du 31 juillet 2017’. Plateforme de 
Service aux Migrants, 31 July 2017.

A displaced mother worriedly came up to one of the gendarme officers who 
was guarding the perimeter to ask him if she could go and get her child.  
She had let him sleep in the tent while she went to get breakfast because she 
had forgotten it was an eviction day. We had translated her request and 
tried to speak with one of the gendarmes so that she could enter the perim-
eter and get her son. The gendarmes initially denied her request and tried 
to ‘reassure’ us by telling us we shouldn’t worry as the son would not ‘end up 
in the trash’.

During an eviction, a displaced person who lived at the site came to ask me 
if he could retrieve his belongings: his tent, sleeping bag, a library book and 
his asylum processing documents. The person informed me of their con-
cern that they would then be made to pay a fine if they did not return the 
library book in time. I then went to ask the police officers at the entrance to 
the camp if it was possible to retrieve his belongings. One of them said that 
he would go and ask his superiors if it was possible. In the end his reply was 
negative, as his belongings had apparently already been loaded into the 
clearance van.

Testimony by a French volunteer, 29 March 2019

Testimony from a French volunteer, 23 March 2019

A group of gendarmes forces three displaced people to move their tent, 4 February 2019.

Eviction of Zone du Virval in the snow, 23 January 2019

The most evident consequence of these operations is the infringement on the 
belongings of displaced people, which are too often confiscated, damaged 
or destroyed. Here, we would first like to underline a recent development in 
the situation since our last report on evictions in April 2018. In August 2018, 
the sous-préfecture released an official statement to organisations working in 
Calais, announcing that displaced people would thereafter be allowed to keep 
their belongings on the condition that they bring them with them.[10] This devel-
opment, which appears positive, is however undermined by a clear surge in the 
frequency of evictions since August 2018, after which evictions have started 
occurring on a 48-hour basis. In addition, this system is unsatisfactory for  
several reasons.

Firstly, in order to keep their tents, those living at each site must move 
them up to 350 meters every two days. These tents usually contain other 
belongings, meaning that they are difficult to carry and can be damaged in the 
process. Some consequently become ripped or their frame gets broken. This 
process of moving their tents can also lead to the loss and damage of other 
items. Thus, despite being allowed to keep their belongings provided that they 
move them, these operations remain deeply detrimental to the belongings of 
displaced people.

Furthermore, this practice is not systematically respected by the authorities 
undertaking the evictions. According to some testimonies, requests to keep 
or retrieve personal belongings during evictions are frequently ignored by the 
authorities, even when directly asked by residents themselves or volunteers 
who are present during evictions. As a result, tents, clothing, and even valua-
bles are frequently confiscated despite the presence of their owners.

Authorities generally claim that items confiscated by the cleaning team during 
evictions can be retrieved through a scheme presented in the document dating 
from August 2018. According to this scheme, these confiscated belongings are 
given to the Ressourcerie de Calais, a local second-hand shop, where they are 
sorted. Displaced people can then retrieve their belongings only under certain 
strict conditions: they need to be accompanied by members of certain organisa-
tions, and have to go there within eight days of confiscation. 

When valuables (documents, phones, etc.) are reported as lost to volun-
teers, they generally try to retrieve them at this facility. However, in reality, we 
have never been able to retrieve any valuables. In the rare cases where we have 
been able to find them, the mobile phones are smashed and the wallets empty. 
The sheer volume of confiscations means that there is not enough time for them 
to be sufficiently sorted within the deadline fixed by the protocol. The scheme 
to retrieve valuables is therefore clearly flawed and does not ensure that confis-
cated goods are returned to their owners.

The rule which allows residents to keep their belongings if they move 
them themselves fails to take into consideration the considerable physical effort 
which this requires, particularly for young children and those with reduced 
mobility (as was the case in November 2018, for an individual in a wheelchair 
and in May 2019 for an unaccompanied 10 year-old child). Moreover, this rule 
excludes those who are not present at the time of the eviction. In this, certain 
people have returned from a hospital appointment or a night in emergency 
accommodation to find that their belongings have been confiscated. This there-
fore means that residents must stay at their living space during an eviction, 
despite, for example, the fact that they take place during the state-contracted 
breakfast distribution.

Loss and Damage of Belongings

A displaced person forced to drag his tent and belongings during an eviction, 27 December 2018.

During almost every eviction (87% in January 2019), French border police 
officers are present. They regularly conduct identification checks during the 
evictions, which frequently leads to arrests being made. This also includes the 
arrest of people declaring themselves to be minors, and thus entitled to state 
protection and should not be arrested. Those who are arrested are usually 
taken to the police station in Coquelles, with the consequent risk of being trans-
ferred to the immigration detention centre also in Coquelles. 

The reason for the participation of the border police in operations which 
seek to stop or prevent the illegal occupation of land, or squatting, is unclear. 
This questions the legal basis these operations and the objectives of the author-
ities during evictions. This threat is made all the more serious by conditions at 
the immigration detention centre in Coquelles. These have come under fire in 
recent months, due to increased suicide attempts, verbal abuse from staff and 
frequent necessary trips to hospital.[11] Beyond the conditions lived by detainees 
in Coquelles, the procedures of removal and deportation – the cornerstone of 
the French immigration detention system – pose a serious and dangerous threat 
to refugees and migrants. In February 2019, one man detained at Coquelles 
was deported to Sudan, despite the undeniable human rights violations suf-
fered, forcing people to flee the country.[12]

The observation and documentation of forced evictions in Calais is difficult, 
and complicated. Firstly, observers are excluded from the ‘security perimeter’ 
established, which covers a large area such that observation of the specific 
proceedings of an eviction may be limited. Effectively, volunteers and workers 
from organisations (and lawyers who have accompanied us during observation, 
and the press, when present), are immediately forced to leave the area as soon 
as the operation begins, and stay beyond it until the convoy leaves, whilst resi-
dents are usually permitted to stay inside the area, at least in order to take  
their belongings. 

Arbitrary Arrests

Obstacles to Observation

The principle of the security perimeter appears misguided because it seems 
to be used for purposes of hindering the freedom of movement. Indeed, local 
residents and passers-by are sometimes allowed to move freely if they are 
not perceived as affiliated to an organisation (especially in the Dunes area). 
Additionally, the establishment of a perimeter has led to racial profiling and 
discrimination. On several occasions, volunteers have been allowed to remain 
within the perimeter because they were perceived as displaced people, and 
conversely, a resident of one living site was once kept away from his tent after 
being perceived to be with an association by the authorities.

Alongside the physical obstacle to observation of being removed from 
the area, we are also challenged by the general refusal from the authorities 
to give any details of the operations, particularly regarding their legal basis. 
This is a leviathan issue, raised in a report released by the Défenseur des 
droits (‘Defender of Rights’, the French ombudsman) in December 2018, which 
denounced the ‘vague’ legal framework of these operations.[13] Moreover, the 
outright refusal to communicate any ruling or order goes hand in hand with 
deliberate attempts to prevent documentation, such as the failure of a number 
of police officers to visibly wear their RIO identification numbers.[14]

Occasionally, most notably during operations conducted by the CRS, 
observers have been subjected to verbal, and at times, physical intimidation. 
Throughout December 2018, for example, as soon as observers were identified 
as volunteers they were subjected to ID checks. At times, these ID checks were 
followed by pat-downs. On at least two occasions, physical violence has been 
used against observers as they were escorted from the perimeter by authori-
ties. Almost systematically, observers are filmed by a member of the scientific 
and technical branch of the police force, without their prior consent or notice as 
to how the footage will be used. 

The cycle of recurrent evictions cannot be analysed without mention of another, 
more lasting practice, in which people are permanently evicted from living sites 
which are then rendered inaccessible with anti-trespassing structures. In the 
last 12 months, 8 living sites in Calais have been demolished, fenced-off or 
blocked. We have observed, and this is by no means exhaustive: the demolition 
of a warehouse occupied by displaced people on the Boulevard Saint-Exupéry 
(14 May 2018)[15], the fencing-off of the Chico-Mendes woods, displacing a 
community of migrants and refugees that had lived there for a year (27 Sep-
tember 2018)[16], the boarding-off of the entrance way of an abandoned building 
at Place de Norvège, where some homeless people found shelter (31 October 
2018)[17], the installation of barbed wire and fencing under the bridge at the 
industrial roundabout, which had offered shelter to the some forty people pre-
viously evicted from the Chico-Mendes woods (21 January 2019)[18], the cutting 
down of trees and hedges along Rue Clément-Ader, where people gathered and 
took shelter (6 March 2019), the installation of fences and barbed wire under 
the bridge of the Virval roundabout (11 March 2019), and the installation of 
additional fences and barbed wire along an industrial wasteland where people 
lived at Rue des Mouettes (10 May 2019).

During the permanent eviction of the bridge at the roundabout of the industrial 
roundabout on the 21 January 2019, staff of the prefecture refused to speak  
to volunteers asking for alternative accommodation solutions for the communi-
ties affected. This living site was very suddenly blocked off, without prior notice 
given to its residents. Within the community living under the bridge, there were 
several unaccompanied minors who consequently asked volunteers where  
they could go next. Some people were allowed to retrieve their belongings,  
but a considerable amount of blankets, sleeping bags and other belongings 
were confiscated. 

During this period, the largest-scale permanent eviction was of the land 
between Rue des Verrotières and Chemin du Pont-Trouille. Displaced people 
had lived at this site since the beginning of 2017, and was the largest living 
site established in the wake of the demolition of the ‘Jungle’. On 9 March, an 
eviction notice was put up at the entrance to the camp, ordering residents to 
permanently leave the site. Volunteers present at the time were left to translate 
and explain this ruling to the refugees and migrants living there, complicated 
further as it did not specify a date, and was very vague in the accommodation 
alternatives that it proposed. 

The eviction took place on the morning of 12 March 2019, carried out 
by the police nationale, the gendarmerie, and the police aux frontières (border 
force). Two buses were also present to take the residents to accommodation 
centres away from the town. According to testimonies from displaced people 
present, those who refused to get on the buses were arrested and taken into 
detention. The eviction of the site at Chemin du Pont-Trouille therefore aimed 
more generally to move the displaced population away from Calais, yet many 
returned in the days following the eviction, setting up new living sites around 
the now fenced-off area of their previous homes.

Permanent Evictions

I was noting the composition of the police convoy at Boulevard des Justes on 
my phone. Three CRS officers approached me and asked me to show them 
what was on my phone. Under pressure, I showed them even though the or-
der seemed excessive. My colleague and I were also subject to an ID check, 
under the justification that anti-terrorist measures were applicable be-
cause I had been taking down the number plates of the vehicles. I was then 
subjected to a zealously carried out pat-down, during which the officer told 
me “it is brusque but not violent”. The officer also searched the contents of 
my wallet. During this time, our vehicle was also searched, including our 
bags which were left inside. Once again, this order seemed excessive and 
clearly intended to intimidate us.
Testimony from a French volunteer, 2 December 2018

[9] The Right to Adequate Housing. UN 
Habitat, June 2014.

[10] This document is titled: ‘Following 
the operations to terminate the illicit 
camps and illegal occupation of private 
land, and the redistribution of personal 
belongings’.

[11] ‘L’appel au secours des étrangers en 
rétention’. L’Humanité, 22 February 2019. 

[12] ‘One Person Deported to Sudan’. Calais 
Migrant Solidarity, 23 March 2019. 

Police officers preventing access and observation of an eviction, 19 March 2019.

[13] Exilés et droits fondamentaux, trois 
ans après le rapport Calais. Défenseur des 
droits, December 2018, 56.

[14] The RIO (référentiel des identités de 
l’organisation) identification number, made 
up of 7 figures, permits members of the 
French police force and the gendarmerie to 
be individually identified. Since 1 January 
2014, it has been required in law that all 
officers wear it visibly on their uniform. 

[15] ‘Des logements vont remplacer l’ancien 
garage Renault avenue Saint-Exupéry’. La 
Voix du Nord, 15 May 2018.

[16] ‘La pose des grilles du bois Chico-
Mendès a commencé’. La Voix du Nord, 29 
August 2018.

[17] ‘Pour empêcher l’accès aux migrants, 
l’ex-BCMO condamné avec des planches en 
bois’. La Voix du Nord, 31 October 2018.

[18] ‘De nouvelles grilles pour empêcher 
les migrants de dormir sous le pont’. La 
Voix du Nord, 6 February 2019.

A map of the repeatedly evicted living sites (in orange), and permanent evictions (in red) in the last year.

A tent in the field near Rue des Verrotières calling for the end of police violence, shortly before the permanent eviction of the area, March 2019.

An Iranian man described to me his arrest during a regular eviction, and 
his subsequent time in the police station, during which he could not ac-
cess his medication which led to a spike in his blood pressure. At the time 
the testimony was taken, the individual had been released but four of his 
friends remained in the police station. 

“I’m four days in police station, but my friends are still there. Four friends. 
The judge told me you must stay 28 days in police station. In the morning 
in the tent, when they take tents, the police catch me. They tell me ‘you’re 
illegal in this country’. Any time and any night not sleeping, just wake up or 
have bad dreams. I am very stressed.”
Testimony from a British volunteer, 10 December 2018 
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Timeline

Overview of the Situation

24 May 2018: The gymnasium is evacuated and closed.

11 June 2018: The Air Liquide living site is evicted. Within a few days, people 
once again return to Grande-Synthe, establishing a new living site at Rue 
de la Gare.

June to August 2018: 11 partial evictions of Rue de la Gare, announced by the 
prefecture as ‘sheltering’ operations. 

6 September 2018: Complete eviction of the living site at Rue de la Gare  
(600 people taken to accommodation centres, and mass arrests).  
People quickly returned, establishing living spaces in the nature  
reserve of Puythouck. 

18 and 28 September 2018: Eviction of the family areas in the Puythouck 
nature reserve (500 people sent on buses to accommodation centres, 
with over 500 people still living in Puythouck). 

23 October 2018: Complete eviction of all living sites in the Puythouck nature 
reserve (1297 people sent to accommodation centres and deten-
tion centres). Within a few days, 400 people were again present in 
Grande-Synthe, establishing living sites in Puythouck and at La Ferme 
des Jésuites, a farm on the outskirts of the town.

13 November 2018: The complete eviction of La Ferme des Jésuites (400 peo-
ple evicted: the majority were sent on buses to accommodation centres, 
but at least 47 were sent to immigration detention centres, and held for 
45 days).

16 and 27 November 2018: Evictions of living sites in the Puythouck nature 
reserve (all families and 150 single men sent to accommodation  
centres). Around 200 single men and unaccompanied minors remain  
in Puythouck. 

December 2018 to June 2019: At least 54 evictions of living sites in the 
Puythouck nature reserve and other wooded areas in Grande-Synthe. 
They continue to take place at a rate of roughly two per week. 

Since the La Linière camp opened by the municipal government in Grande-Syn-
the burned down in April 2017, like in Calais, displaced people have come to 
take shelter in wooded areas in the town’s outskirts. The exception to this, 
however, is the emergency shelter opened by the municipality – without the 
support of the state – in both winters 2017-18 and 2018-19. The emergency 
shelter comprises of two buildings: an empty gymnasium, the Espace Jeune, 
accommodating up to 200 single men and 80 people in families, and a hostel, 
the Centre de culture populaire (CCP), housing up to 90 people in family units 
(men, women and children) between December 2018 and May 2019. 

During these months, the majority of the displaced population still living 
outside tend to pitch their tents in the playing fields around the gym, for many 
reasons, but importantly to avoid police operations taking place in other areas. 
Additionally, smaller groups of minority communities continue to live in the 
woods of the nature reserve known as ‘Puythouck’, and in various abandoned 
buildings in the area. At present, it is estimated that there are some 800 dis-
placed people living in Grande-Synthe. 

The frequency of evictions in Grande-Synthe fluctuates considerably, 
with up to three evictions per week. Additionally, there have been multiple 
large-scale operations, announced by the state as ‘mise à l’abri’ (‘sheltering’) 
operations in Grande-Synthe since August 2018, in which it is attempted to 
move the entire displaced population permanently away from the town. These 
tend to take place when certain living areas become highly populated leading to 
a landowner lodging a complaint. 

For the residents of these sites, conditions remain adverse, and access 
to services is almost entirely limited to those provided by small non-govern-
mental associations. The municipality have installed one water point and two 
refuse skips for use by the town’s displaced population. Since late February 
2019, those living around the gymnasium have been granted limited access 
to the water and sanitation facilities inside. However, according to a survey 
conducted by La Cimade, Drop Solidarité, Refugee Youth Service and Médecins 
du Monde in March 2019, 72% of those interviewed did not have access to a 
shower, and 87% did not have access to toilet facilities.[19] For those not inside 
the shelter provided by the municipality, access to electricity is also limited to 
charging services provided by associations. Moreover, the entire population in 
Grande-Synthe is dependent on local associations for food distributions, in the 
form of hot meals and dry food packs, the latter often confiscated or damaged 
during police operations. However, due to the financial and logistical limitations 
experienced by small grassroots organisations, 52% of those interviewed in the 
aforementioned survey said they did not eat enough to satisfy their hunger on a 
daily basis. 

Currently, the only service provided to the community by the state is 
a bus on weekday mornings to accommodation centres, although spaces are 
often limited, particularly for families and unaccompanied minors. For minors to 
access accommodation, they must first have a ‘minority assessment’ interview. 
However, there are only two appointments available each day, further com-
plicating their access to shelter. Similarly, at times there have been no places 
for families seeking to enter shelter. In March 2019, for example, there were 
no accommodation spaces available for families for 10 days. Between 8 May 
and 1 June 2019, there were more than 114 refusals for accommodation due 
to lack of places. As such, the living conditions experienced by the displaced 
community in Grande-Synthe are challenging and uncertain: they remain largely 
dependent on local independent actors, in the form of associations and the 
town hall, for access to their fundamental rights.

On 17 May 2019, the mayor of Grande-Synthe closed the centre which had 
housed some families throughout winter. These families were transferred to 
the gymnasium, to a room separate from the single men, with metal barriers 
designating a space of a few square metres for each family. The eviction of 
the gymnasium, opened by the town hall in December 2018, has not yet been 
announced. Last year, it was evicted on 24 May, and comprised a ‘sheltering’ 
operation, in which 450 people were sent in buses to regional accommodation 
centres, yet within a few days over 250 people had returned to the area. At this 
point, the town hall designated land next to the Air Liquide factory for associ-
ations to use to distribute, which naturally formed into a living site. However, 
following multiple permanent evictions throughout autumn 2018, exhausting 
all potential living sites, and the firm prohibition of any re-entry to the site of La 
Linière by the sous-préfecture, it remains unknown where the displaced commu-
nities will be able to go once they are forced from the current shelter.

The most evident consequence of each eviction in Grande-Synthe is the 
destruction and confiscation of belongings of the people affected. With each 
operation, the extent to which each site is cleared varies notably. However, 
all items considered as shelter, including tents, tarpaulins and bedding, are 
primarily confiscated. In some instances, this has been the sole purpose of 
the cleaning agents, leaving firewood, food and crockery untouched. Yet, more 
frequently, remaining belongings are also confiscated or destroyed. Often, HRO 
volunteers have returned to the living sites once an operation has finished to 
find food and crockery thrown into the campfire and other belongings strewn 
around the area.

The tent of a displaced person patched together with tape after it was cut by police during an eviction, 10 February 2019. 

A map of the recurrently evicted living sites in Grande-Synthe (orange), previously evicted living sites (red), the site of  
La Linière and the emergency shelters.

The tent of a displaced person patched together with tape after it was cut by police during an eviction, 10 February 2019. 

Displaced people sleep without tents in Puythouck due to the high rate of confiscations during evictions, 16 December 2018 (photo credit: Mobile Refugee Support).

Contrary to the current situation in Calais, displaced people are not given the 
opportunity to move, and thus keep, their belongings upon the arrival of the 
police. On one occasion, when asked by an HRO volunteer, the commanding 
CRS officer stated that those occupying the land could keep only their clothing 
and nothing else. In some instances, communities began to pack up and hide 
their belongings in anticipation of an eviction, however, authorities soon found 
these hiding spaces, rendering their efforts futile. 

In the large so-called ‘sheltering’ operations through autumn 2018, testimo-
nies and video evidence from people evicted show evidence of widespread 
abusive practices by the police. On 6 September 2018, following the eviction of 
displaced people at the site at Rue de la Gare, abusive practices included the 
cable-tying of the wrists of displaced people who boarded buses to accommo-
dation centres or police stations. Additionally, multiple people reported that 
they had numbers written on the backs of their necks in order for the police to 
identify them. During the evictions of 23 October and 13 November of living 
spaces in Puythouck and La Ferme des Jésuites, bracelets denoting names and 
numbers were used to identify displaced people being transferred to accommo-
dation centres, police stations or detention centres. 

Abusive Practices

French police came to us, lots of them. Like the entire town, all police sta-
tions came to us. They caught everyone. They took some of the families to 
the hotels and the rest of the youth, young people, to the police stations far 
away from Dunkirk. They handcuffed lots of people. I don’t know why they 
handcuffed us, we were peaceful people. But the most important thing: they 
wrote numbers behind our head, on the neck, so they can recognise us. So 
that’s how they were recognising us. They were calling one by one, taking 
information, fingerprint, go back to the cell… Mine was seven.
Testimony from a Kurdish male, 7 September 2018

[19] Rapport d’observation sur les 
conditions de vie des personnes exilées à 
Grande-Synthe. La Cimade, 2 May 2019.

Evictions

There are multiple types of evictions which take place in Grande-Synthe, includ-
ing repeated evictions on a semi-regular basis, large-scale ‘mise à l’abri’ or 
‘sheltering’ operations, and localised evictions in which specific tents are dam-
aged or confiscated. 

From June to November 2018, evictions consisted of either partial or 
general ‘mise à l’abri’ operations in which displaced people were taken on 
buses to accommodation centres (CAOs or CAESs) in the region. These evictions 
were accompanied by a heavy police presence, with frequent reports of police 
brutality and abusive practices; for example, on 23 October 2018, around 700 
gendarmes and CRS were present.[20] Moreover, in certain instances, such as 
during the eviction of La Ferme des Jésuites on 23 October 2018, more than 
sixty people were taken to immigration detention centres across France, after 
being told they would be taken to hotels. These evictions, with the perceived 
aim to move the migrant population away from Grande-Synthe, have been 
largely ineffective: for example, within a month of the eviction of some 800 peo-
ple at the site of Rue de la Gare on 6 September 2018, over 1200 people had 
returned to the area. 

From December 2018, evictions in Grande-Synthe became more fre-
quent and routine. From 1 January to 1 June 2019, there were 42 evictions 
of living spaces in Grande-Synthe. These operations are of differing scale and 
structure. During these morning evictions, most commonly, a convoy of  
vehicles arrives at a living site, typically comprised of one or two police nation-
ale vehicles, four CRS vans, a police aux frontières (border police) van, an  
unmarked prefecture vehicle, an unmarked bailiff vehicle, and two flatbed 
 cleaning vehicles.

Certain communities, notably the minority communities living in the 
woodlands of Puythouck, are particularly affected, due to the location of their 
living spaces, at times subjected to three evictions per week in which their tents 
and bedding are confiscated. 

The bailiff and commanding police officer lead the operation, visiting 
each living space, at which point the majority of its residents flee in fear of 
arrest or detention by the border police. Police then ask volunteers present to 
leave the area, either generally or at times with a more precise security perim-
eter in place. Cleaning agents then proceed to confiscate belongings, notably 
any form of shelter. During evictions, there may be arrests made, most often 
for those who cannot produce a written statement from a previous visit to the 
police station. Sometimes, there have been widespread arbitrary arrests, where 
all displaced people encountered by the police during an eviction are taken to 
the police station for a short period of time, even if they could provide the usu-
ally necessary documents.

Additionally, there have been smaller, more localised evictions, in which 
specific tents are targeted, at any time of day. Reports from the displaced com-
munities describe small groups of police, in up to three vehicles, arriving at their 
living spaces. The police then usually slit their tents with a sharp, bladed object, 
and only sometimes confiscate them. Moreover, since February 2019, there 
have also been two evictions of people living in tents outside the gymnasium, 
carried out by the municipal police and security staff contracted by the town 
hall. In these operations, the municipality have claimed that they were only 
removing empty tents. However, on both occasions the increased demand for 
new tents and bedding from associations in the hours after the operations indi-
cated that those still present were affected.

[20] Le camp de migrants du Puythouck 
évacué pour la troisième fois en deux 
mois. LCI, 23 October 2018.

Loss and Damage of Belongings

We have also been unable to assist in the retrieval any belongings taken during 
these operations. In one instance, one man had lost medication that had been 
inside his tent which was confiscated during an eviction. Upon request of the 
retrieval of his medicine at the end of an eviction – with the clearance vehicle 
containing his tent still present – volunteers were told that all the tents were 
empty and that he should go to hospital to receive a new prescription. With 
such a high rate of confiscation, associations distributing material aid have been 
struggling to meet the demand created. As a result, there are days where only 
limited material aid (e.g. tarpaulin or emergency blankets) or no shelter at all 
can be provided following an eviction, leaving displaced people to sleep in more 
precarious and adverse conditions. 

During the now routine evictions of the Puythouck nature reserve, the 
confiscation of tents includes their destruction, with sharp-bladed objects used 
to cut the fabric and tent poles broken manually. On some instances, destroyed 
tents have not been confiscated, leaving evidence of such practices. The afore-
mentioned damage to food is also common, with reports from displaced people 
in April 2019 attesting that food was sprayed with a chemical agent. 

There are also frequent reports of individualised cases of police violence or 
intimidation during evictions towards displaced communities in Grande-Synthe. 
On the 28 December 2018, a resident who was evicted tried to take photos 
of the police operation with his mobile phone, which one officer then hit from 
his hands, cracking the screen as it hit the ground. On 4 January 2019, one 
group of people reported that they were awoken by the sounding of a taser 
outside of their tent, and one person was then chased by an officer wielding 
the weapon. On 16 April 2019, police sprayed a chemical agent into the tent of 
one individual, pulling him from his tent by the collar of his jacket. On 24 April 
and 10 May 2019, jerry cans used to carry water were slashed during evictions, 
further limiting their access to water. These examples are non-exhaustive, and 
it is probable that many go unreported due to the banality of police violence and 
intimidation experienced by displaced people across northern France. 

A tent found by volunteers, which other displaced people living nearby attested had been cut by police the week before, 29 January 2019. 

Tents confiscated by cleaning agents and police nationale officers in Puythouck, 15 January 2019.
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French border police (police aux frontières) maintain a consistent presence in 
the living areas of displaced people in Grande-Synthe, and are present during 
evictions. Currently, in most evictions, residents of each living site tend to flee 
just as or just before the police arrive. Those who remain may be subjected 
to an ID check, in which they will be asked to show papers to say they have 
recently been subjected to an identity check at a police station, or be taken 
to the police station for this reason, and usually released after a few hours. 
In some instances, individuals arrested by the border police are taken to the 
police station and then may be processed into an immigration detention centre, 
usually in Coquelles.

In October and November 2018, there was a surge in reports made to 
volunteers that displaced people living in Grande-Synthe were taken into deten-
tion. At this time, the population had swelled to some 1800 people, and there 
were a series of large-scale evictions, in which people were taken to alternative 
accommodation on buses. However, places in CAOs, CAESs and rented hotels 
were limited, and on evictions on both 23 October and 13 November 2018, 
immigration detention centres across France were used as an alternative means 
of shelter. According to la Cimade, following the evictions of 23 October and 13 
November 2018, a total of over 100 people were taken into detention centres in 
the Nord and Pas-de-Calais departments, and an unknown additional number 
sent to detention centres elsewhere in France, as far away as Toulouse.[21] Every 
person taken in the detention centre at Coquelles contested their detention, 
but there were generalised foul practices implemented during their hearings, 
infringing the right to a fair trial for detainees. These abusive practices included 
people being deprived of the assistance of a lawyer, being heard two at a time 
during their hearings, and in the instances where state-contracted lawyers were 
present, they often stated ‘copy, paste’ for each of their clients.[22]

Arrests and Detention

[21] Évacuation et enfermement en 
rétention de personnes exilées à Grande-
Synthe. La Cimade, 25 October 2018.

[23] Jugement n° 1709774. Tribunal 
administratif de Lille, 7 March 2019, p. 
7-8.

[24] Les mesures demandées pour Grande-
Synthe par deux migrants et des 
associations. Tribunal administratif de 
Lille, 10 Mai 2019.

It was about 8 am in the morning and suddenly some police cars appeared, 
and they asked all of the people to get out of the tents and take them with 
them because it was an evacuation. They collected all of the people and 
were making groups out of them, so each group was getting inside a bus, 
just randomly, we’ve been some of us allowed to pick up our stuff but the 
other people didn’t allow them… We were asked for our names and they put 
a bracelet around our hands so they can recognise us, name and numbers, 
just like is used with the animals in the farm. And our bus went to Calais, 
there was, I believe, more than thirty people in two buses, which went to the 
deportation centre in Calais…. From that day we spent 45 days in a depor-
tation centre.
Testimony from a Kurdish male, 30 December 2018, arrested during an eviction on 13 November 2018

[22] Rapport d’activité 2018, Le Contrôleur 
général des lieux de privation de liberté, 
27 March 2019, p. 157.

Legal Framework

These operations take place within a political framework which prevents all ‘fixa-
tion points’ of migrants and refugees in France. For each eviction deemed a ‘mise 
à l’abri’ or ‘sheltering’ operation, it is understood that there was a legal decision 
ordering the eviction. However, the manner in which such operations were carried 
out are more controversial. Indeed, historically, the legal basis of such operations 
has been challenged, and in March 2019 the state was condemned for carrying 
out an illegal forced eviction in September 2017, in which it used the guise of 
France’s then ‘state of emergency’ to carry out identity checks and searches, 
deemed ‘an excessive infringement of the rights and freedoms guaranteed by the 
European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights’.[23]

Regarding the current repeated evictions observed, contrary to  
Calais, we are aware of the legal bases of the forced evictions taking place in 
Grande-Synthe. This was uncovered through an emergency litigation, led by 
two displaced people and supported by nine organisations in May 2019, which 
contested the lack of access to emergency accommodation, and to food, water, 
showers and toilets.[24] In this, the absence of any legal basis to evictions taking  
place was also contested. However, the judge rejected this argument as the 
prefecture provided multiple eviction orders, all of which permit the use of force 
by police if necessary. These eviction orders were requested by various land-
owners, but notably by public authorities such as the usually sympathetic mayor 
of Grande-Synthe. The use of the police to carry out evictions was thus justified 
according to the judge, and has been used at least 54 times for evictions which 
have taken place since December 2018. However, at no point have the resi-
dents had the opportunity to defend themselves in court, and the bailiff nor the 
police present during evictions have proposed adequate housing solutions for 
those rendered shelterless following evictions. At the time of writing, this deci-
sion is under appeal before the Conseil d'État.

Obstacles to Observation

In Grande-Synthe, the HRO team are met with manifold obstacles to observ-
ing police operations taking place. Firstly, the scale of the areas covered by 
the legal order of eviction covers a total of some 174 hectares. Due to limited 
human resources it has not always been possible for teams to be present. 
Moreover, the irregular frequence of evictions has similarly made them unpre-
dictable both in time and location of the operation. However, the HRO team has 
observed the majority of evictions in Grande-Synthe since January, within which 
the limitation of freedom of movement and intimidation by the authorities have 
manifested as the greatest obstacles to observation. 

During each eviction, volunteers are asked by the police to leave the 
area, most commonly to a position out of view of the operation, although at 
times expelled from the entirety of the Puythouck nature reserve. Whilst there 
is no security perimeter established as in Calais, those deemed to be working 
for associations are ordered to leave, where joggers, dog-walkers and  
groundskeepers are permitted to have access. Volunteers are escorted from the 
area in which the eviction is taking place by police officers, at times with more 
force: on 7 May 2019, for example, volunteers were aggressively pushed from 
the area of the operation. On three additional instances, volunteers were threat-
ened with arrest if they did not immediately leave the area in which the eviction 
was taking place. 

In the 24 evictions directly observed by the HRO team since January 
2019, there have been 29 instances of police intimidation against volunteers. In 
this, there have been 16 identity checks of all volunteers present. When volun-
teers have asked for the reason for such checks, demands have been fruitless 
or responses have been vague. On 23 January 2019, when a volunteer asked for 
the reason for the ID check, an officer responded that ‘we are the police, we can 
do identity checks when we want’. Typically, an ID check requires only full name, 
date of birth and place of birth, yet on some instances volunteers have been 
made to give home addresses, or else threatened with arrest.

During most evictions, volunteers were told they could not take photos, 
videos or audio recordings of the operations, despite the circular of 23 December 
2008 from the then minister of the Interior, Nicolas Sarkozy, which states that 
police cannot oppose the recording of images or sound whilst on a mission.[25]  

On three occasions, volunteers were told they would be sued or arrested if 
photos taken were published or shared, which again contradicts the aforemen-
tioned handbill. On two separate occasions, police officers violently grabbed 
the phones from the hands of the volunteers to stop or attempt to delete audio 
recordings or videos. In many of these instances, officers were not wearing 
their RIO (identification) numbers, and did not provide them when asked by vol-
unteers, meaning that they could not be held accountable for any actions. Such 
practices by the police appear to demonstrate a contravention of their code of 
ethics, in which it is stated that all actions taken must have legal grounds, and 
are necessary and proportional to the situation.[26] 

[25] « Enregistrement et diffusion 
éventuelle d’images et de paroles de 
fonctionnaires de police dans l’exercice de 
leurs fonctions » (circulaire). Ministère 
de l’intérieur, 23 December 2008.

[26] Code de déontologie de la police 
nationale et de la gendarmerie nationale, 
1 January 2014.

Then the officer proceeded to try and grab my phone, trying to stop or de-
lete the recording but he had gloves on so couldn't do it. He aggressively told 
us that we didn't have the right to record him, and said that if we didn't 
leave immediately he would place us in custody, and shouted for us to leave.
Testimony from a British volunteer, 14 February 2019

The Impacts of Forced Evictions

In Grande-Synthe, the consistent seizure of tents, tarpaulins, bedding and 
anything else which constitutes shelter by the authorities leaves those living 
outside further vulnerable. The incessant police presence, who also visit them 
throughout the day and night, leads to loss of sleep, time and belongings.  
Moreover, during evictions in Grande-Synthe, the police are accompanied by 
cleaning agents in white ‘hazardous-material’ suits and wearing face-masks, 
unnecessary given the terrain, thus appearing only to dehumanise the residents 
of these sites.

The effects of evictions are greater still on families, minors, the elderly, and 
those with disabilities or health problems. Unaccompanied minors remain par-
ticularly affected, and their vulnerabilities neglected by the authorities during 
these evictions. In May 2019, there were four unaccompanied minors residing 
in one camp that was evicted at least twice a week, one of whom had his foot 
in a cast and used crutches. The HRO team and child protection associations 
in Grande-Synthe and Calais have sent reports to the French child protection 
services and to the prosecutor regarding the presence of such vulnerable unac-
companied minors. Their continued presence after evictions, however, appears 
to indicate that the authorities have not made the necessary alerts to the 
French child protection services or that the French child protection services are 
neglecting the rights of minors on French territory.[27]

In Grande-Synthe, during the evictions throughout summer 2018, fam-
ilies were often the first people forcibly evicted from their living spaces. On the 
24 August 2018, the women residing in Grande-Synthe organised and staged 
a protest against the third eviction in one week. They demanded suitable and 
adequate accommodation, to be allocated in a dignified manner, without the 
confiscation of their belongings. On that day, they successfully prevented an 
eviction and any confiscation or destruction of their belongings. Yet throughout 
autumn the evictions continued, and the Refugee Women’s Centre were often 
left to find, and pay for alternative accommodation for families left to sleep 
outside. Between January and April 2019, Women’s Centre paid a total of 1500 
euros in hotel costs, for families who had been refused access to state accom-
modation centres due to limited space.

An eviction in Puythouck, Grande-Synthe, in which cleaning agents wear ‘hazardous-material’ suits and masks, 7 May 2019. 

[27] Article L.111-2 of the Code de 
l’action sociale et des familles states 
that French child protection services 
are responsible for all vulnerable 
children, regardless of nationality, and 
article L226-3 states that this is the 
responsibility of the local authority.

The women of Grande-Synthe make a human chain preventing the CRS from evicting their camp 24 August 2018. 

https://www.lacimade.org/evacuation-et-placement-en-retention-de-personnes-exilees-a-grande-synthe/
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Conclusion

Today in the morning I came back to jungle, I go there for sleep and police 
came. He take my tent. In two days, I sleep maximum two hours. It’s too 
much difficult. And now, when the police is coming he is giving me some 
problems, and when I speak too much – you know the mind is not working, 
the brain stops working – then the police say your behaviour is not good, 
you are going to prison. 28 days I’m living in French deport centre even 
though they don’t deport me... How can I say, life is too much difficult now. 
All the refugees are so afraid now, all the refugees are going crazy.
Testimony from a Pakistani male, 24 May 2019

The policy of zero tolerance of any ‘fixation points’ of migrants or refugees in 
northern France is a failure. As this report demonstrates, this policy, and the 
evictions which it dictates, violate the fundamental human rights of displaced 
people. On 5 April 2019, Leila Farha, the United Nations Special Rapporteur on 
the Right to Housing, visited certain living sites in Calais and Grande-Synthe and 
met with those living there and other local actors. Her assessment illustrates 
the gravity of the situation: 

‘The practices reported to me by residents of the encampments around 
Calais are a gross violation of the right to adequate housing under international 
human rights law. They also constitute violations of the rights to health, food, 
and to physical integrity. The systematic and repeated nature of these forced 
evictions during winter time suggest they also constitute cruel, inhuman or 
degrading treatment of one of the most vulnerable populations in France.’[28]

Many of the displaced people living in both Calais and Grande-Synthe 
have been on the move for months, or years, in some cases fleeing violence 
and undergoing trauma along the way. The living conditions for them in France 
serve only to add to their accumulated trauma. Far from being a place of sanc-
tuary, their living spaces are hostile, with the constant threat of being arrested 
or having their belongings confiscated. Beyond the material precarity created by 
evictions, they also lead to the deterioration of mental health, which is particu-
larly aggravated by lack of sleep (according to a survey by Refugee Info Bus in 
August 2018, displaced people in Calais slept an average of 4 hours per night).[29] 

This appears to feed into the tactics, and politics, of exhaustion by authorities 
against migrants and refugees witnessed in the British border zone from Calais 
to Dunkirk.[30]

Despite their damaging impacts, forced evictions do not reduce or prevent 
the emergence of shantytowns and informal living spaces in Calais and 
Grande-Synthe. Rather, as the French non-profit CNDH Romeurope states in a 
recent report: ‘By making their living sites more precarious, evictions contrib-
ute to perpetuate the existence of squats and informal living places, against 
which they claim to fight. This maintenance of precariousness also amplifies 
prejudices, racism and stigmatisation.’[31] Indeed, despite 803 forced evictions 
in Calais and Grande-Synthe since August 2018, there are still over 1000 dis-
placed people present in the area.

Moreover, the relentless cycles of evictions in Calais and Grande-Synthe 
have lead many to distrust the institutions perpetrating them, and the French 
state more generally. The violence and degrading treatments by the French 
authorities further dissuades many from claiming asylum in France, without 
mention of the numerous pitfalls of the French asylum system. These were 
detailed in the 2018 report from the Défenseur des droits, which highlighted the 
delays in files being processed, the disregard of the right to accommodation and 
the difficulties in accessing the right to work, among others.[32]

The prospect of giving up their sights on the United Kingdom to look to  
a future in France is also complicated by a major obstacle, the Dublin regula-
tion. As displaced people are meant to claim asylum in the first ‘safe country’ in 
which they arrive, they have no choice as to which country they can claim state 
protection in. In April 2019, an Ethiopian refugee, and a member of the Appel 
d’Air collective in Calais said that the regulation is ‘a form of slow torture. It has 
forced us to be nomads, an existence that spirals into more instability 
 and risk’.[33]

Pascal Brice, the former General Director of OFPRA, the French Office 
for Refugees and Asylum Seekers, creates a direct link between this detrimen-
tal regulation and the creation of informal living sites, as we see in Calais and 
Grande-Synthe, stating simply that ‘Dublin causes these camps.’[34] The current 
policy which seeks to make displaced populations invisible and consistently 
destroys their living sites is ineffective, expensive and inhumane, and does not 
address the root cause of the emergence of these ‘fixation points’. With this,  
the French state must recognise the current failures of its policy, and act quickly 
in order to defend and safeguard the fundamental rights of displaced people  
in France. 

[28] End of Mission Statement by the 
Special Rapporteur on the right to 
adequate housing in France, Leila Farhani, 
2-11 April 2019.

[29] Field Report, First Aid Support Team 
(FAST), August 2018; Survey on hours of 
sleep of displaced people in Calais, 
Refugee Info Bus, August 2018.

[30] Welander M, ‘The Politics of 
Exhaustion and the British Sea Crossings 
Spectacle’. Border Criminologies, 28 
January 2019. 
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Following our observations of human rights violations suffered by displaced  
people living in Calais and Grande-Synthe, we recommend:

The immediate end of repeated evictions, which serve only to degrade 
the living conditions of displaced people.  

That no eviction is carried out without adequate, dignified housing 
solutions for all displaced people living in Calais and Grande-Synthe, 
within reasonable distance of their current living sites.  

For any future evictions to be carried out only when there are clear and 
transparent legal bases, with adequate notification of the residents of 
each site, who have had sufficient opportunity to contest the decision.  

The end of arrests on living sites in Calais and Grande-Synthe, 
respecting people’s right to home and private life, even in  
precarious conditions. 

The prohibition of the destruction and confiscation of any personal 
belongings, including tents, bedding, food and firewood. 

The opening of asylum application centres in Calais and Grande-Synthe, 
which guarantees the right to asylum in full dignity and respect of 
people’s rights. 

The end of the Dublin III regulation, which prevents displaced  
people from accessing the right to asylum in appropriate and  
effective conditions. 

That any unaccompanied minors identified during police operations  
in northern France are offered safe and legal passage to the  
United Kingdom under the Dubs Amendment, or any equivalent 
resettlement scheme. 

The old ‘Calais Jungle’, now with all access denied, March 2019. 
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