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A n oth er  g rass ro ots  g ro u p  
esti m ated  th at  th er e  w er e  

b etw een   6 0 0 - 8 0 0  peo ple  
at  th e  ti m e  o f  o u r  stu dy,  

a pprox i m ately  8 0%  o f   
w h o m  w er e  S u da n es e. 

The name Ventimiglia 
means ’twenty miles’ in 
Italian, referring to the 
town’s distance from 
the French border. 

1.  http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2017/07/refugees-pass-death-italy-france-170726055256553.html
2.  See e.g. https://medium.com/@AreYouSyrious/stories-from-ventimiglia-an-unexpected-journey-59a8ac8b37aa

http://www.defenceweb.co.za/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=48673

http://www.ipsnews.net/2017/07/african-migrant-women-face-shocking-sexual-abuse-journey-europe
3.  http://www.reach-initiative.org/italy-unaccompanied-and-separated-children-at-risk-at-the-italian-french-border
4.  http://www.reachresourcecentre.info/system/files/resource-documents/reach_ita_situation_overview_uasc_in_transit_in_ventimiglia_february_2017.pdf 
5.  Finger or hand prints are a common identification method for camps in Europe to govern who comes and goes. However, camp residents across RRE research locations 
typically express concerns that they don’t know where these fingerprints will end up being used, and for what purpose. 
6. As reported by camp residents and volunteer groups. See also: https://medium.com/@AreYouSyrious/stories-from-ventimiglia-2-a-glimmers-of-hope-c2274826e62d
7. As reported by camp residents, charities and volunteers. 

Located on the Italian Riviera, 
Ventimiglia is a well-known 
transit point for refugees 
and displaced people trying 
to enter France. It has 
sometimes been dubbed the 
‘Italian Calais’, most likely due 
to its bottle-neck scenario 
and squalid conditions - both 
of which were heightened 
after France declared a state 
of emergency and closed 
its borders in 2015, making 
passage more difficult. The 
closed border means that 
displaced people are making 
fewer attempts to reach 
France by train, instead taking 
their chances through the so-
called ‘Pass of Death’ through 
the mountains, or walking 
through motorway tunnels. 

In July 2017, Caritas estimated 
that there were approximately 
700 refugees in and around 
the town; 400 hosted in the 
Red Cross camp and 300 
sleeping rough in unsanitary 
conditions on riverbeds and 
under bridges.1 Another 
grassroots group estimated 
that there were between 
600-800 people at the 

time of our study, approximately 80% of 
whom were Sudanese. The vast majority of 
individuals in Ventimiglia appear to be young 
men in their teens, twenties and thirties, 
arriving directly from Libya. The striking 
absence of women  
making their way through the Ventimiglia 
transit point could possibly be attributed to  
the extent of sex trafficking in southern Italy 
and North Africa.2

In 2016 Caritas reported they had hosted 
3,000 unaccompanied and separated children 
throughout the year in their Ventimiglia  
shelter.3  Moreover, UNICEF and REACH 
published a report relating to protection risks 
faced by unaccompanied minors in Ventimiglia 
in February 2017, finding that children are left 
without recourse to international protection, 
stranded in Ventimiglia for considerable 
lengths of time in conditions characterised by 
high levels of insecurity.4 In August 2017, the 
Refugee Youth Service was tragically forced 
to close down its monitoring and protection 
programme in Ventimiglia due to a lack of 
resources, leaving minors with even fewer safe 
spaces to resort to. 

The Red Cross camp, which is located four 
kilometers from the town itself, requires 

residents to provide fingerprints on entrance. 
However, many refugees appear to be 
reluctant to provide these as it remains unclear 
how their fingerprints will be used by the 
authorities.5 The camp offers very limited 
facilities - there is an absence of legal support, 
noteworthy recreational activities, educational 
opportunities and communal areas.6 The 
camp is also well-known to be at or beyond 
maximum capacity and highly unsafe, putting 
women and children at particular risk.7 As such, 
many individuals choose to stay away from the 
camp and resort to destitution. 

Despite the striking absence of viable 
alternatives, the Italian authorities have 
carried out numerous raids in Ventimiglia. 
They have demolished a number of informal 
encampments, and in June 2017 conducted a 
major eviction of large parts of the riverbed. 
These evictions have often been coupled 
with dispersals of refugees and displaced 
people back to the south of Italy. Meanwhile, 
at Ventimiglia train station, French CRS 
(Compagnies républicaines de sécurité) police 
are present on a daily basis, searching trains 
and carrying out detentions. Recently imposed 
anti-terror protocols give French police the 
power to conduct searches up to 20 kilometers 
inside Italy, and deport individuals across  
the border.

Ventimiglia’s strategic location means it is 
unlikely to cease to be a transit point for 
refugees and displaced people seeking 
sanctuary in Europe. Despite the toughening 
of the border and regular push-backs, large 
numbers of individuals are demonstrably still 
willing to keep attempting to cross the border; 
risking their lives by resorting to dangerous 
mountain passes and putting themselves at 
the mercy of smugglers and traffickers. 
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The purpose of 
our first-hand data 
collection is to provide 
policymakers, advocacy 
groups and the general 
public with an insight 
into the conditions 
faced by refugees and 
displaced people within 
European borders.

In contrast to the United 
Nations Refugee Agency 
(UNHCR) and the 
International Organisation 
for Migration (IOM) who are 
responsible for demographic 
data collection in many 
of the state-run camps 
across Europe, our data and 
research are independently 
collected with the aim of 
informing public debate and 
contributing to a long-term 
resolution to the current crisis. 
We achieve this by focusing 
specifically on human rights 
infringements and unmet 
humanitarian standards. 

The data presented in this 
report was collected in the 
town of Ventimiglia, Italy from 
21 to 24 August 2017. Over 
this period, five experienced 
RRE researchers, alongside 
one researcher from partner 
organisation Refugee Youth 
Service, conducted 150 
surveys in Amharic, Arabic, 
English, Persian and Tigrinya. 
The format was semi-
structured, and aimed to 
capture the lived experiences 
of individuals - primarily those 
over the age of 18. Based on 
the estimated population in 
Ventimiglia at the time of the 
study, our research sample 

represents approximately 20% of the refugee 
population in the town. 

Wherever possible, RRE adopts a methodology 
of random selection - using stratification 
and continuously monitoring the breakdown 
of demographic groups within the sample 
throughout its research studies, to ensure 
that the final data is representative of a 

given situation. However, in the context of 
Ventimiglia, external conditions and barriers 
made it necessary for us to be flexible in our 
approach. We surveyed as many individuals  
as possible in the town of Ventimiglia. 
However, we did not have access to the Red 
Cross camp, which meant we needed to meet 
and interview camp residents outside the 
camp gates or during food distributions in the 
town centre. 

Rather than using random selection, we 
ended up mainly utilising so-called snowball 
sampling. As a result, selection bias could 
not always be avoided, and we were at times 

unable to steer the sample as much as we 
would ideally have liked. The key limitations of 
the research sample include the  
under-representation of women and girls, as 
well as individuals from Afghanistan and of  
Kurdish background, who were not accessible 
to our researchers as they appeared to be 
largely hidden away - perhaps hosted by 
smugglers and/or traffickers and not open to 
speaking to the researchers.  However, these 
demographic groups were very limited in size, 
and overall, we believe the country and age 
groups have been represented with relatively 
good accuracy. 

The research team’s observations and 
complementary informal interviews with 
charities and NGOs in Ventimiglia have 
served to corroborate the research findings. 
Each member of the RRE research team had 
field experience of working with refugees 
and displaced people, or similar groups. The 
researchers were recruited from RRE’s pool 
and from the Refugee Youth Service team, and 
included native speakers of all key languages. 
The study was guided by ethical checklists that 
are underpinned by data protection policies, 
child safeguarding policies and a robust risk 
register to ensure the security and dignity of 
all participants. The researchers had previously 
attended a compulsory induction session to 
stress the importance of strict adherence to all 
RRE policies, and to discuss referral policies, 
child protection and issues pertaining to full 
and informed consent.

o u r  data  a n d  r es ea rc h   
a r e  i n d epen d ently  

co llected  w ith  th e  a i m  o f  
i n fo r m i n g  pu b li c  d ebate  

a n d  co ntr i b uti n g  to  a  
lo n g-ter m  r es o luti o n  to  

th e  c u r r en t  c r i s i s.

Photo credit: Jeremiah Cothren

0 5 *Refugee Rights Europe relays the voices of displaced people in Europe, reporting what respondents tell us. Meanwhile, we have not been able to verify claims through official sources. Throughout 
the report, wording such as "30% had experienced police violence" means that 30% of respondents said they had experienced police violence, but such claims have not been possible to verify.  
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This section outlines 
the demographic 
composition of the 
research sample.

The largest age group 
represented in our sample 
was 18-25 year-olds. 
The average age of our 
respondents was 22 years, 
while a whole 17.4% of 
respondents were children 
aged 17 or under. 

h ow  o ld  a r e  yo u?
A LL  R ES PO N D EN TS

Photo credit: Jeremiah Cothren
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W H ER E  A R E  YO U  FRO M?
A LL  R ES PO N D ENTS

The largest country group 
in Ventimiglia at the time of 
the study were from Sudan, 
followed by individuals 
from Chad, Ethiopia, Eritrea, 
Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq and 
various African states. It 
is worth noting that the 
demographics in Ventimiglia 
tend to fluctuate over time, 
and none of the local actors 
appeared to have access to 
any precise figures at the time 
of the research study. 

The ‘other’ category 
included respondents from 
Afghanistan, Central African 
Republic, the DRC, Egypt, Iran, 
Niger and Somalia. 

All of our respondents were male, as the 
small number of women and girls thought 
to be in Ventimiglia at the time of the study 
were difficult to reach. A leading local charity 
representative reported that, a few weeks 
prior to the RRE study, a significant number 
of women and their children were hosted in a 
local church in the town. However, the church 
was evicted by the Italian authorities in August 
2017, upon which the authorities wanted to 
relocate the women and children to the Red 
Cross camp. The majority of women and 
children decided to avoid this fate by leaving 
the church prior to eviction and going into 
hiding. During the study, only a handful of 
women were spotted by the research team; 
some of them in the Red Cross camp and two 
in the town centre. Local charities and NGOs 
did not have any exact figures of the number 
of women and children in Ventimiglia, but 
estimates ranged between 5 and 20 females.       

Photo credit: Samer Mustafa 
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W ith  w h o m  a r e  yo u  i n  V enti m i g li a? 
A LL  R ES PO N D EN TS

The majority of respondents, 73%, had been 
in Ventimiglia for 1 to 3 months at the time of 
the study. 89% of the respondents were there 
alone, unaccompanied by friends or family 
members. 10.3% said they were there with 
family, and 0.7% with friends. 

Photo credit: Jeremiah Cothren
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Feelings of insecurity are widespread 
among refugees in Ventimiglia. 

71% of respondents surveyed said that they 
“didn’t feel safe at all”, 17.2% felt “quite unsafe” 
while only 4.8% said they “safe” or “very safe”.

This widespread sense of insecurity appears to 
be, first and foremost, the result of an absence 
of security measures. However, other factors 
include the detrimental living conditions faced 
by people living in destitution and dangers at 
the border.  

D O  YO U  FEEL  SA FE  I N  V ENTI M I G LI A?
A LL  R ES PO N D EN TS

Th i s  w i d es pr ea d  
s en s e  o f  i n s ec u r ity  

a ppea rs  to  b e,  
fi rst  a n d  fo r em o st,  

th e  r es u lt  o f  
a n  a bs en c e  o f  

s ec u r ity  m eas u r es. 

Indeed, when asked about the biggest risks 
faced by people passing through Ventimiglia, 
the vast majority cited dangers related to 
border-crossings (cited by 74.8%). This was 
followed by the risk of not having access to 
sufficient food and water (63%) or medical 
help (51.9%). Some 7.4% feared being robbed 
or attacked by other displaced people due to 
the precarious context, while an alarming 8.8% 
cited the risk of violence or sexual abuse by 
police or Europeans.

Photo credit: Jeremiah Cothren
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While the RRE delegation was regrettably 
unable to reach women respondents directly, 
the researchers were nonetheless made 
aware of specific security issues facing women 
and girls through interviews with male camp 
residents and conversations with NGO staff. 
One Ethiopian Red Cross camp resident told 
our researchers that women and girls are at 

W h at  d o  yo u  th i n k  a r e  th e  b i g g est  r i s ks  fo r  r efu g ees  pass i n g   
t h ro u g h  V enti m i g li a?  
A LL  R ES PO N D ENTS

R R E  was  m a d e  awa r e  o f  
s pec i fi c  s ec u r ity  i ss u es  
fac i n g  wo m en  a n d  g i r ls.

constant risk of abuse within the camp due to 
the lack of security measures. NGO staff, who 
wished to remain anonymous, corroborated 
this view, and explained that the camp was not 
adequately designed to safeguard women and 
children. Gender-specific toilets and washroom 
facilities were unprotected and unsupervised, 
and the lack of security staff meant that any 
camp resident could enter women’s shelters at 
any time. Meanwhile, the acute risks faced by 
women being trafficked are outside the scope 
of this particular study, but ought to be urgently 
addressed due to the reported high prevalence 
of sex trafficking in Italy.8 

8.   http://www.ipsnews.net/2017/07/african-migrant-women-face-shocking-sexual-abuse-journey-europe

Photo credit: Jeremiah Cothren



W h at  was  th e  r eas o n  fo r  th e  d eath?
A LL  R ES PO N D ENTS

Alarmingly, a whole 42.9% of respondents 
knew of at least one refugee who had died in 
Italy or at the French border. While it should be 
acknowledged that many of these respondents 
were referring to the same incidents 
(meaning that the figure is not indicative of 
the occurrence of death in Ventimiglia), it 
is nonetheless alarming that 70% of these 
respondents said the persons in question had 
died by falling down a cliff or mountain when 
trying to cross the border. 36.7% cited road 
accidents as the reason for death. A group of 
Iranian men reported that the police would 
intentionally leave people to walk 3 to 4 hours 
from the border back to Ventimiglia in the 
heat, which forced people onto risky highway 
roads as they had no other option. By the same 
token, the stretch between the Red Cross 
camp and Ventimiglia town is only accessible 
via dangerous highways, which reportedly led 
to the death of a number of refugees in the 
months prior to the research study. 

Some 10% of respondents cited health 
problems as the reason for death, and 8.3% 
said the death had occurred as a result of 
violence by the police. 3.3% said that the  
death was caused by suicide and 1.7% didn’t 
know the cause. 

1 2

In addition to being tragic 
for the victim, witnessing 
fatalities could also be a highly 
traumatic experience for the 
witness. This is particularly 
concerning given that so 
many individuals have arrived 
from Libya where death, 
torture and other forms of 
violence are commonplace.   

D o  yo u  k n ow  o f  a ny  r efu g ees  w h o  d i ed  
i n  Ita ly  o r  at  th e  Fr en c h  b o r d er? 
A LL  R ES PO N D EN TS

70%  o f  th es e  
r es po n d ents  

sa i d  th e  pers o n  
i n  qu esti o n  h a d  
d i ed  by  fa lli n g  

d ow n  a  c li ff   
o r  m o u nta i n



52.8% of respondents had experienced 
violence by Italian citizens. Of those, 91.8% 
said they had been subjected to verbal abuse, 
while only 1.4% had been subjected to physical 
citizen violence. Six respondents described the 
incidence as sexual abuse.  

H av e  yo u  ex per i en c ed  v i o len c e  by  
Ita li a n  c iti z en s?
A LL  R ES PO N D EN TS

W h at  k i n d  o f  c iti z en  v i o len c e  d i d  yo u  ex per i en c e?
A LL  R ES PO N D EN TS

Many respondents cited be subject to 
regular racial verbal abuse, as well as hostile 
body language or facial expressions. Some 
respondents had received comments about 
being ‘black’ and not welcome. One 29-year-
old Eritrean man shared his experience: 
“Generally the people in Ventimiglia are very 
racist. They attack us with verbal abuse, and 
it happens everywhere in Ventimiglia, and this 
happens because they hate us.” A Sudanese 
24-year-old described the verbal citizen abuse 
directed at him: “It was real bad and I felt very 
bad. It was aggressive verbal abuse, because they 
are racist, they don’t like migrants.” One 17-year-
old Eritrean shared his view about the citizen 
violence: “It happens frequently and it is very 
bad. It is inhuman.”

Several respondents reported, 
on separate occasions, that 
citizens had thrown buckets 
of water onto them from 
their balconies as refugees 
walked past on the pavement 
beneath. Others recounted 
being denied drinking water in 
the city centre because they 
were refugees. Meanwhile, the 
number of reports of more 
serious forms of physical 
citizen violence remains 
relatively low. 

S o m e  r es po n d ents   
h a d  r ec ei v ed  co m m ents   

a b o ut  b ei n g  "b lac k"  a n d   
n ot  w elco m e. 
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Nearly half, 47.5%, of these said they had been subjected to 
verbal abuse, 33.9% had been exposed to tear gas, and 23.7% 
had experienced physical violence other than tear gas. Several 
respondents described the police violence as sexual abuse but 
did not disclose any further information. 

More than a third of respondents, 40.4%, had 
experienced police violence by Italian police. 

14

H av e  yo u  ex per i en c ed  v i o len c e  by  
Ita li a n  po li c e?
A LL  R ES PO N D EN TS

"Th ey  ca m e  to  m e  d i r ectly  a n d  th ey  
s prayed  m e  w ith  th e  gas  o n  my  fac e.  
I  was  r ea lly  i n  a  v ery  ba d  s ituati o n  

by  th e  r i v ers i d e  i n  V enti m i g li a."

18-year-old Sudanese man
Photo credit: Samer Mustafa 



W h at  k i n d  o f  po li c e  v i o len c e  h av e  yo u  
ex per i en c ed  by  Ita li a n  po li c e? 
A LL  R ES PO N D EN TS

1 5

Most of the police violence 
appears to have taken place 
during attempted border 
crossings, while some 
incidents were reported to 
have occurred without any 
specific provocation. Speaking 
of his experience with tear 
gas by the river in Ventimiglia, 
one Sudanese 18-year-old 
explained: “It was really bad. 
They came to me directly and 
they sprayed me with the gas 
on my face. I was really in 
a very bad situation by the 
riverside in Ventimiglia.”

Photo credit: Jeremiah Cothren
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A larger proportion, 53.1%, had experienced violence by French 
police at the border, and many respondents described their 
treatment by French police as particularly brutal. More than half 
of those respondents, 52.6% had experienced verbal abuse 
by French police, while 39.5% had been subjected to physical 
violence, 35.5% tear gas, and eight individuals some form of 
sexual abuse. 

Many respondents recalled being exposed to tear gas at the 
border. One 24-year-old from Sudan said: “While I was crossing 
the border, the police ran after me and caught me. They beat me, 
they sprayed tear gas. It was bad, I don’t know why this happens, I 
was just crossing the border.” One 18-year-old from Sudan said: 
“When I was crossing the border they caught me and they beat me 
and they sprayed tear gas. It was the worst thing in the border.”

Another Sudanese 18-year-old recounted his recent experience 
of violence: “My right shoulder was broken and my neck was 
injured by French police at the border. There was French army 
deporting people as well. In Ventimiglia my nose was broken by 
Italian police at the train station. I was sent back many times to 
Taranto, I don’t feel safe in Italy at all.” Meanwhile, a Sudanese 
24-year-old man said police had chased him while he travelled 
along the pass in the mountains. This had caused him to fall and 
cut his face. The man said he was detained in the mountains 
without food or water, before being taken by bus to the 
southern Italian city of Taranto.

H av e  yo u  ex per i en c ed  v i o len c e  by  
FR EN C H  po li c e?
A LL  R ES PO N D EN TS

"W h i le  I  was  c ro ss i n g  
th e  b o r d er,  th e  po li c e  

ra n  a fter  m e  a n d  cau g ht  
m e.  Th ey  b eat  m e,  th ey  

s prayed  tea r  gas.  It  was  
ba d,  I  d o n't  k n ow  w hy  

th i s  h a ppen s,  I  was  j u st  
c ro ss i n g  th e  b o r d er."

24-year-old Sudanese man

53.1%  h a d  ex per i en c ed  v i o len c e  by  
Fr en c h  po li c e  at  th e  b o r d er, a n d  

m a ny  r es po n d ents  d es c r i b ed  th ei r  
tr eatm ent  by  Fr en c h  po li c e  as  

pa rti c u la r ly  b ruta l.
Photo credit: Jeremiah Cothren
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W h at  k i n d  o f  po li c e  v i o len c e  h av e  yo u  
ex per i en c ed  by  Fr en c h  po li c e  at  th e  b o r d er? 
A LL  R ES PO N D EN TS

Of the 85.4% who had been 
forced by French police onto 
trains returning from France 
to Italy, 54.2% described the 
incident as “violent”. 23.7% 
said it had been “okay” and 
another 22% described it as 
“peaceful”. 

There were also reports of 
humiliating acts perpetrated 
by police - one respondent 
said police had thrown old 
apples at him.

Photo credit: Samer Mustafa 



Some 73.8% of respondents had been arrested since arriving 
in Europe. Most of the instances of detention seem to occur 
during attempted border crossings between Italy and France, 
upon which individuals are held in a detention centre close to 
the border. The research findings suggest a certain correlation 
between detentions and police violence, indicating that arrests 
and detentions are likely to have been accompanied  
by violence. 

M o st  o f  th e  i n sta n c es  o f   
d etenti o n  s eem  to  o cc u r  d u r i n g  

attem pted  b o r d er  c ro ss i n gs  
b etw een  Ita ly  a n d  Fra n c e.

D epo rtati o n s  to  Ta ra nto   
w er e  co m m o n plac e.

S ev era l  r es po n d ents  ex pla i n ed  
th at  th ey  h a d  b een  at  th e  ev en i n g  

fo o d  d i str i b uti o n  s pot  eati n g  th ei r  
da i ly  m ea l  w h en  th ey  w er e  cau g ht  

a n d  b u ss ed  d ow n  to  Ta ra nto.

Respondents explained they tended to be released from 
detention several hours’ walk away from Ventimiglia. Some 
were sent further afield and spent several days walking  
or riding trains back to Ventimiglia in the hope of trying to cross 
the border again. Removals to Taranto were commonplace, with 
61.2% of respondents having experienced this once or several 
times since arriving in Ventimiglia.9 Individuals appeared to be 
selected at random, and neither refugees nor local charities 
knew whether there was a specific system in place for choosing 
which individuals were deported back to Taranto. Most reported 
that the police picked up people if they had space left in the 
coaches coming from the detention centre through Ventimiglia 
on their way to Taranto. RRE’s statistical analysis did not indicate 
any variance between country groups, signalling that there 
doesn’t seem to be any specific pattern or targeted national 
groups. 

Several respondents explained that they had been at the 
evening food distribution spot eating their daily meal when 
they were caught and bussed down to Taranto, and one 
respondent explained that he was picked up by police while he 
was sleeping. Some respondents said they had been given a pill 
before boarding the bus to sedate them throughout the journey. 
This raises serious concerns about consent, although RRE is 
unable to confirm the exact details of such incidents. 

H av e  yo u  b een  a r r ested  i n  Ita ly  
 o r  Fra n c e?
A LL  R ES PO N D EN TS

H av e  yo u  ev er  b een  sto pped  a n d  
d i s pers ed  bac k  to  Ta ra nto? 
A LL  R ES PO N D EN TS

1 8

9.  Taranto is located more than 1,000 kilometres from Ventimiglia in the southern part of Italy. Respondents did not appear to know the purpose of these removals, other than 
delaying their next attempt to cross the French border. 
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"My  r i g ht  s h o u ld er  was  b ro k en  a n d  
my  n ec k  was  i nj u r ed  by  Fr en c h  po li c e  

at  th e  b o r d er.  Th er e  was  Fr en c h  
a r my  d epo rti n g  peo ple  as  w ell.  I n  

V enti m i g li a  my  n o s e  was  b ro k en  by  
Ita li a n  po li c e  at  th e  tra i n  stati o n. "

18-year-old Sudanese man

Photo credit: Samer Mustafa 
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While 400 to 500 
displaced people 
were hosted in the 
Red Cross camp some 
4 kilometres from 
the town centre, an 
estimated 200 to 
300 individuals were 
destitute at the time 
of the study, sleeping 
rough under bridges and 
by the riverbank. 

The living conditions they 
face are wholly inadequate, 
characterised by an acute 
lack of clean drinking water or 
sanitation facilities. 

W h er e  d o  yo u  u s ua lly  s leep? 
A LL  R ES PO N D ENTS

Photo credit: Samer Mustafa 
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While 81.3% of Red Cross camp residents 
said they had enough water to drink, 82.1% of 
the overall respondents said this was not the 
case. Many reported having been abused in 
the town centre when trying to ask for water 
to drink. Meanwhile, Red Cross camp residents 
reported that there were only four toilets 
between them - two for women and children, 
and two for all of the men.  

D o  yo u  h av e  en o u g h  water  to  d r i n k? 
A LL  R ES PO N D EN TS

M a ny  r epo rted  h av i n g   
b een  a b u s ed  i n  th e  tow n  

c entr e  w h en  tryi n g  to  as k  
fo r  water  to  d r i n k.

Photo credit: Samer Mustafa 
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W h er e  d o  yo u  u s ua lly  was h  yo u rs elf? 
A LL  R ES PO N D ENTS

The overall living  
environment for destitute 
refugees is highly unsanitary 
and dirty. Alarmingly, the 
majority, 85.2%, would use 
the water in the river to 
wash themselves. They also 
used the river to go to the 
toilet and sometimes also 
to drink when desperate. 
This raises serious concerns 
for the wellbeing of these 
individuals. Local health care 
professionals reported a large 
number of dermatological 
conditions, including scabies, 
were widespread due to these 
unhealthy living conditions.

By the river Red Cross camp Other

th e  m aj o r ity,  
8 5.2%,  wo u ld  u s e  
th e  water  i n  th e  

r i v er  to  was h  
th em s elv es.

Photo credit: Samer Mustafa 
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D o  yo u  h av e  acc ess  to  fo o d  ev ery  day? 
A LL  R ES PO N D ENTS

H ow  m a n y  ti m es  per  day  ca n  yo u  
u s ua lly  h av e  a  m ea l? 
A LL  R ES PO N D EN TS

While all of the Red Cross camp residents interviewed said 
they had access to food every day (93.3% of them said they 
had access to three meals per day), only 41.4% of the destitute 
refugees said they had food every day.  69.9% of those with 
access to food said they could only have one meal per day. 

A volunteer-driven grassroots initiative provided hot meals 
to refugees every evening, and the Caritas centre provided 
breakfast for all. According to anonymous charity workers or 
volunteers, lunch was no longer available due to police pressure.  

Photo credit: Jeremiah Cothren
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Some 60.1% of respondents said they had 
experienced health problems since arriving 
in Italy. While 28% reported suffering from 
a common health problem that could 
happen anywhere, 43.9% believed the health 
problem had started due to the unhealthy 
living conditions. 17.1% said the health issue 
had started before arriving in Italy, but had 
deteriorated due to the current conditions.

Many of the pre-existing physical ailments 
had begun in Libya, prior to arrival in Europe. A 
24-year-old man from Chad reported that he 
was unwell from being beaten across the spine 
with a Kalashnikov in a Libyan camp, where 
he had spent three months prior to arriving in 
Italy. As a consequence, he was suffering from 
back and internal problems. Various forms 
of torture were reported from Libya. One 
Sudanese minor had been hung by his fingers 
for an extended period of time by Libyan 
traffickers and showed his disfigured fingers to 
the RRE research team. 

H av e  yo u  ex per i en c ed  a ny  h ea lth    
i ss u es  w h i le  i n  V enti m i g li a?  
A LL  R ES PO N D EN TS

Photo credit: Samer Mustafa 
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H ow  wo u ld  yo u  d es c r i b e  th e  h ea lth  i ss u e?
A LL  R ES PO N D ENTS

Alarmingly, 17.1% described 
their health problem as a 
mental health issue rather 
than a physical ailment. 
Researchers noted that the 
vast majority of sufferers 
had travelled through Libya, 
recounting highly alarming 
experiences. One Sudanese 
man explained that he had 
lost his brother at sea when 
their vessel sank, and that 

O n e  m a n  sa i d  h e  was  feeli n g  
u n w ell  b ecau s e  h e  h a d  ba d  
m em o r i es  s eei n g  h u n d r ed s  

o f  fellow  r efu g ees  s h ot  
d ea d  i n  Li bya. 

he witnessed an infant being shot by Libyans 
whilst in his mother’s arms in the vessel. 
Another respondent explained that he had 
been tortured in Libya, whilst his captors called 
his family asking for a ransom to be paid. One 
man said he was feeling unwell because he 
had bad memories seeing hundreds of fellow 
refugees shot dead in Libya. He explained that 
there had been some 450 of them to begin 
with, but only himself and 70 others managed 
to survive.

Photo credit: Jeremiah Cothren
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It is deeply concerning that only 14.5% of those 
with mental and physical health problems had 
been able to access medical care - despite 
tireless efforts by groups such as Médecins 
Sans Frontières who provide crucial services 
for refugees in Ventimiglia from a clinic hosted 
by Caritas, as well as outreach services by 
InterSOS. The available resources are simply 
not sufficient to deal with the current situation 
unfolding in Venitimiglia.  

According to local charity workers, only the 
Red Cross camp is able to refer displaced 
people to hospital to access free healthcare. 
Other groups have limited capacity to handle 
many of the cases which require referrals. This 
also means that those hundreds of displaced 
people living outside the Red Cross camp 
would be highly unlikely to access health care 
beyond the services provided by the charity 
clinics. Meanwhile, the Red Cross medical 
service was described by camp residents as 
inadequate, regularly without the presence of 
a doctor (it should be noted that RRE has not 
been able to verify the timetable and presence 
of the camp doctor as this did not seem to be 
publicly available). Only 33.3% of those Red 
Cross camp residents with a health issue said 
they had been able to access medical help. 

H av e  yo u  b een  a b le  to  acc ess  m ed i ca l  
ca r e  i n  V enti m i g li a? 
A LL  R ES PO N D EN TS

h u n d r ed s  o f  d i s plac ed  
peo ple  li v i n g  o uts i d e  th e  
R ed  C ro ss  ca m p  wo u ld  b e  
h i g h ly  u n li k ely  to  acc ess  

h ea lth  ca r e  b eyo n d  th e  
s erv i c es  prov i d ed  by  th e  

c h a r ity  c li n i cs.

Th e  ava i la b le   
r es o u rc es  a r e  s i m ply  n ot  

s u ffi c i ent  to  d ea l  w ith  
th e  c u r r en t  s ituati o n  

u n fo ld i n g  i n  V en iti m i g li a.  

For those respondents who had accessed 
hospital care in Italy, the experience was 
described as inadequate or even frightening. 
One Iranian man recalled that he had a seizure 
and was taken to hospital. He was very scared 

as he didn’t know what the doctors were doing, 
and there were no interpreters to explain. He 
said the doctors pushed on his chest and he 
felt he couldn’t breathe. They then tied his 
hands to the bed and inserted a tube down his 
throat which he found extremely traumatic. 
There was also a tube inserted into his backside 
causing bleeding for three days afterwards. 
The respondent said he didn’t know why they 
had done this and that the procedure felt like 
torture, adding he thought it would have been 
better if he had access to an interpreter and 
they explained what was happening. 

Another respondent, a 
20-year-old from Chad, 
talked of being beaten in 
Libya. He showed RRE’s 
researchers scars across his 
arms and a large open wound 
on his leg that cut to the bone. 
He had been to hospital six 
times but they had not done 
anything about his leg, except 
taking blood. He wore a dirty 
bandage on his ankle, and 
his friend explained that the 
medical care in the Red Cross 
camp had been inadequate.  

Photo credit: Jeremiah Cothren
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The current conditions in  
Ventimiglia are particularly harmful 
to children, most of whom tend to  
be unaccompanied or separated  
from their guardians. 

W h o  a r e  yo u  w ith  i n  V enti m i g li a? 
M I N O RS  O N LY

D o  yo u  h av e  fa m i ly  i n  Eu ro pe?
M I N O RS  O N LY

91.7% of minors interviewed were 
unaccompanied. Of these, 25% reported 
they have family somewhere in Europe while 
8.7% did not knowing whether they had 
family in Europe or not. In total, 80% of the 
children had spent 1 to 3 months in Italy, and 
67% had spent 1 to 3 months in Ventimiglia’s 
highly inadequate conditions. As regards the 

demographic composition of 
respondents, 88% of minors 
surveyed were from Sudan, 
8% from Eritrea and 4% 
from Niger. All of the minors 
interviewed were boys. 
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H av e  yo u e x per i en c ed  a ny  h ea lth  
pro b lem s  i n  Ita ly? 
M I N O RS  O N LY

H av e  yo u  b een  a b le  to  acc ess   
m ed i ca l  ca r e? 
M I N O RS  O N LY

92% of children interviewed said they usually 
slept by the river, with only 4% sleeping in the 
Red Cross camp. 68% said they didn’t have 
access to food every day. Only 4% of children 
said they had enough water to drink. 48% of 
children said they had experienced health 
problems, yet only 16.7% of those respondents 
had been able to access medical care. 

D o  yo u  feel  sa fe  i n  V enti m i g li a?
M I N O RS  O N LY

Unsurprisingly, 92% of minors said they felt 
unsafe in Ventimiglia. When asked what they 
thought were the biggest risks for people 
passing through Ventimiglia, 76% cited risk 
of injury or death at the border. 52% cited 
the risk of not having sufficient food or water, 
while 48% cited the lack of access to medical 
care.  Alarmingly, a whole 12% of children said 
they believed sexual violence as a major risk. 
When asked this question, one minor quietly 
explained that sexual violence from other 
refugees and Europeans was one of the main 
risks for young people in Ventimiglia.  
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D o  yo u  k n ow  o f  a ny  r efu g ees  w h o  d i ed  
i n  Ita ly  o r  at  th e  Fr en c h  b o r d er? 
M I N O RS  O N LY

W h at  d o  yo u  th i n k  a r e  th e  b i g g est  r i s ks  fo r  r efu g ees  pass i n g  th ro u g h  V enti m i g li a?  
M I N O RS  O N LY

47.8% of minors knew of another refugee 
who had died in Ventimiglia or at the border, 
which is likely to be a particularly traumatic 
experience for children.  Nonetheless, one 
minor explained: “I have nothing to lose. I would 
rather die than not try [to cross the border].”

"I  h av e  n oth i n g  to   
lo s e.  I  wo u ld  rath er   
d i e  th a n  n ot  try  [to  

c ro ss  th e  b o r d er]"
Anonymous Minor

Photo credit: Jeremiah Cothren
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H av e  yo u  ex per i en c ed  v i o len c e  by  
Ita li a n  po li c e? 
M I N O RS  O N LY

H av e  yo u  ex per i en c ed  v i o len c e  by  
Fr en c h  po li c e  at  th e  b o r d er?
M I N O RS  O N LY

More than half of the children 
interviewed, 54.2%, had 
experienced citizen violence. 
This usually took the form of 
verbal abuse. When talking 
about citizen violence, a 
14-year-old Sudanese boy 
said: “When we walk on the 
street we are verbally abused. It 
happens very often.”

52% of minors had 
experienced violence by 
Italian police, and the same 
percentage had experienced 
violence by French police. 
One minor interviewed said 
the police had thrown stones 
and chased him while in the 
mountainous areas. It was 
unclear whether this was 
perpetrated by French or 

Italian police. A 17-year-old 
Sudanese boy interviewed 
said he had his hands tied 
while the French police kicked 
him and told him to go back 
to Italy. He had tried to cross 
three times but kept being 
sent back.

One Sudanese 17-year-old 
boy explained that he had 
been verbally abused by 
police while he was drinking 
water in Ventimiglia. 

All minors interviewed said 
they had experienced being 
forced back on the train from 
France to Ventimiglia. 50% of 
those respondents described 
the incident as “violent”.

 A  17 -yea r-o ld  S u da n es e  b oy  
 i nterv i ew ed  sa i d  h e  h a d  h i s  h a n d s   

ti ed  w h i le  th e  Fr en c h  po li c e  k i c k ed  h i m  
a n d  to ld  h i m  to  g o  bac k  to  Ita ly.

Photo credit: Samer Mustafa 
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"Th e  po li c e  b eat  m e  w ith  
a  bato n  a n d  th ey  h it  my  

legs  to  m a k e  u s  g et  d ow n  
th e  m o u n ta i n.  Th en  th ey  

put  m e  i n  ja i l  fo r  24  h o u rs  
w ith o ut  fo o d,  water  o r  

m ed i ca l  attenti o n."

14-year-old Sudanese boy

Alarmingly, 80% of children had been 
detained in Italy or France, usually while trying 
to cross the border. One 14-year-old Sudanese 
boy explained: “The police beat me with a baton 
and they hit my legs to make us get down the 
mountain. Then they put me in jail for 24 hours 
without food, water or medical attention.” 40% 
of children had been sent back to Taranto in 
southern Italy and subsequently made their 
own way back to Ventimiglia. One 17-year-old 
Sudanese respondent told the RRE research 
team that he was currently waiting for his 
brother to make it back to Ventimiglia, but 
he was unable to call him as they didn’t have 
mobile phones. 

By the same token, 100% of the child 
respondents had been forced back on a  
train from France to Italy by French police.  
It is RRE’s understanding that these constitute 
illegal push-backs; minors  
arriving on French soil should become the 
concern of French authorities. 

H ow  wo u ld  yo u  d es c r i b e  th e  i n c i d en t   
o f  b ei n g  s ent  bac k  o n  a  tra i n  fro m  
Fra n c e  to  Ita ly? 
M I N O RS  O N LY

Photo credit: Jeremiah Cothren



o n e  po li c e  o ffi c er  to ld  a  m i n o r   
th at  it  d o es n't  m atter  h ow   
o ld  h e  i s;  h e  ca n n ot  stay  i n   

Fra n c e  i r r es pecti v e  o f  ag e.
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Only 8% of children said they had access 
to information about their rights and 
opportunities, while just 16.7% had access to 
information about European immigration  
rules and asylum law. This information was 
obtained from internet sources, other refugees, 
and in some cases from government or  
NGO-sources. Only 4.2% said they had access 
to legal representation. 

It is worrying that French police at the Menton 
Garavan station were overheard providing 
minors with false or misleading information. 
For instance, one police officer told a minor 
that it doesn’t matter how old he is; he cannot 
stay in France irrespective of age. Police 
officers were similarly overheard telling a 
minor that individuals who are not European 
cannot be in France under any circumstances, 
and that if one wants to be in France they must 
speak French. Such nonsensical arguments 
presented by officials is harmful to minors 
who are sorely lacking reliable sources of 
information and guidance; it is also a violation 
of European Directives.

D o  yo u  h av e  acc ess  to  i n fo r m ati o n  
a b o ut  yo u r  r i g hts  a n d  o ppo rtu n iti es? 
M I N O RS  O N LY

D o  yo u  h av e  acc ess  to  i n fo r m ati o n  
a b o ut  Eu ro pea n  asylu m  law  a n d  
i m m i g rati o n  ru les?  
M I N O RS  O N LY

Photo credit: Jeremiah Cothren
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Most of the documents 
given by authorities 
to displaced people in 
Ventimiglia appear to be 
available in Italian only. 

D o  yo u  h av e  acc ess  to  i n fo r m ati o n  
a b o ut  yo u r  r i g hts  a n d  o ppo rtu n iti es?
A LL  R ES PO N D ENTS

D o  yo u  h av e  acc ess  to  i n fo r m ati o n  
a b o ut  Eu ro pea n  asylu m  law  a n d  
i m m i g rati o n  ru les?
A LL  R ES PO N D EN TS

Some of these documents seen by RRE 
related to deportations from Italy, while others 
contained information about how to claim 
asylum in Italy. Respondents were largely 
unable to decipher the information in these 
documents, signalling an alarming failure on 
part of the Italian authorities to communicate 
effectively with displaced people.

In total, 7.9% said they had access 
to information about their rights and 
opportunities to change their situation, while 
only 13.1% had access to information about 
European asylum law and immigration rules. 
As few as 3.7% of respondents said they had 
access to legal representation, most likely 
individuals from the Red Cross camp who had 
managed to secure some time with a pro bono 
solicitor based there.  
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9.6% of respondents had been in another European 
country prior to their current stay in Ventimiglia, 
mostly France, but some had also entered Italy via 
Greece by boat.

Most respondents expressed shock at the conditions 
and treatment they found in Europe. However, the 
vast majority, 82.4%, said they cannot go back to 
their countries of origin, due to fears of war, conflict 
and persecution. A significant number, 12.7%, said 
they didn’t know if they would be able to go back.  

27.5% of respondents said they had family in 
another European country (mainly cousins, uncles 
and aunts, but also nuclear family such as siblings), 
and 7.2% didn’t know if they had family in Europe. Of 
all respondents, 11% said they had family in France, 
7.1% in the United Kingdom, while some cited family 
in Germany, Sweden, Serbia, Norway and Denmark.  

Ca n  yo u  g o  bac k  to  yo u r  co u ntry  o f  
o r i g i n? 
A LL  R ES PO N D EN TS

D o  yo u  h av e  a ny  fa m i ly  m em b ers  i n  
Eu ro pe? 
A LL  R ES PO N D EN TS

82.4%   sa i d  th ey   
ca n n ot  g o  bac k  to  th ei r   
co u ntr i es  o f  o r i g i n,  d u e   

to  fea rs  o f  wa r,  co n fli ct  
a n d  pers ec uti o n.

Photo credit: Jeremiah Cothren



3 6

I n  w h i c h  co u ntry/co u ntr i es  a r e  yo u r  fa m i ly  m em b ers?
A LL  R ES PO N D ENTS

W h i c h  co u ntry  i n  Eu ro pe  a r e  yo u  tryi n g  to  g o  to?
A LL  R ES PO N D ENTS



37

When asked where in Europe they were trying 
to go, 54.1% cited the United Kingdom and 
44.4% France. Others were seeking to travel 
to Germany, the Netherlands, Denmark and 
Italy. In total, 60% said their top motivation 
for wishing to go to a certain European country 
was a belief that they would have a better 
chance to be granted asylum or humanitarian 
protection there. 

Meanwhile, 36.8% indicated that their 
knowledge of the official language (English 
or French) was the main reason for wishing 
to go to a particular country. Another 30.8% 
were motivated by a belief that their rights 
and freedoms would be respected in a certain 
country. 15% cited family ties as the main 
driver and 12% spoke of job opportunities.  A 
17-year-old Sudanese boy said: “I don’t know 
how my family are. I don’t have a phone and 
neither do they. I feel sometimes there is no one 
who can hear me crying inside. When I reach the 
UK, I would like to study human rights so I can 
help people in the future.” 

W hy  d o  yo u  wa n t  to  g o  to  th at  co u ntry?  
A LL  R ES PO N D ENTS

Photo credit: Jeremiah Cothren
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The research findings 
outlined in this report 
suggest that the current 
situation in Ventimiglia 
is detrimental to the 
health and wellbeing 
of displaced people 
passing through this 
Italian transit point. 
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The lack of access to clean drinking water 
and sanitation raises serious concerns, as 
does the striking absence of information and 
support services. The combination of repeated 
push-backs and police violence on both sides 
of the border, in the absence of any viable 
alternatives, appear detrimental to displaced 
people’s mental and physical well-being. 

The living conditions are largely inadequate, 
even within the official Red Cross camp, 
according to the camp residents themselves. 
Untreated physical and mental health 
problems are widespread, and the relentless 
work of charities and NGOs to address the 
situation is insufficient in the absence of a 
coordinated multi-agency response. The 
fact that most of the displaced people in 

th e  c u r r ent  state  
r es po n s e  o n  b oth  

Ita li a n  a n d  Fr en c h  s i d es  
d i s r ega r d s  th e  pr i n c i ples  

o f  h u m a n  r i g hts

Ventimiglia had recently arrived from Libya 
means that the majority have been exposed 
to, or experienced first-hand, torture and ill-
treatment which tends to give rise to serious 
cases of post-traumatic stress disorder. This 
requires professional treatment and support. 
In Ventimiglia, such conditions are further 
exacerbated by inhumane living conditions 
and repeated dispersals and deportations 
leading to gradual mental exhaustion. 

In light of RRE’s findings, it is evident that 
the current state response on both Italian 
and French sides disregards the principles 
of universal human rights. This risks having 
a detrimental impact on displaced people 
seeking sanctuary at Europe’s shore. Therefore, 
the health, safety and human rights of the 
displaced people arriving in Ventimiglia must 
be placed at the centre of policy making, and 
increased resources and services need to be 
allocated to ensure the standards at this transit 
point are urgently improved. Unaccompanied 
minors in particular are in urgent need 
of a protection framework, and further 
investigation into sex trafficking of women and 
girls must be immediately prioritised.  

Photo credit: Jeremiah Cothren
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