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On the Ligurian Riviera, against the dramatic backdrop of the Alps, the last stretch of Via Aurelia 
passes through the town of Ventimiglia before going on to connect Italy and France along the 
same route traced by the ancient Romans over two thousand years ago. 

The road hugs the rocky coast, which contrasts sharply with the blue of the sea and the bright 
green of the lush vegetation – cacti, lemon trees and agaves – as the sun beats down on the 
terraces of the south-facing houses. After the San Luigi bridge, a signpost marked Menton’ 
points the way to the first French town after the border, a small village on the French Riviera. 
A few metres further on is the Mirazur, which topped the World’s 50 Best Restaurants list in 
2019 and offers menus starting at €160 per person. 

On the right of the road are two men in dark uniforms and fluorescent jackets, looking somewhat 
out of place in this idyllic landscape. Behind them is a French police van. The cars edge forward 
slowly while the two policemen look inside the vehicles coming from Italy.

Map of the area showing the Italian and French border police offices, the Kesha Niya support post and the  
San Ludovico bridge border crossing. – Source: Serena Chiodo and Anna Dotti

On the other side of the road is a straggled, yet steady procession of dazed-looking, mostly 
dark-skinned, men. Some drag trolley bags while others have only a backpack: the luggage of 
an interrupted journey. Each of them clutches a sheet of paper, the same template filled in with 
different data: it is the refus d’entrée, the document issued by the PAF (French border police – 
Police aux Frontières) bearing the personal information of the person stopped and the reason 
they were pushed back to Italy. The message is clear, even for those who do not speak French.
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Every day, the PAF at Menton push back around 40 people trying to enter France.1 Although 
freedom of movement is one of the fundamental principles of the European Union, internal 
border controls are commonplace, at least since 2015, when several countries stopped 
complying with the Schengen Agreement.2 

Countries are only supposed to suspend the agreement’s implementation in exceptional 
circumstances, but France has done so repeatedly. Internal border controls were initially meant 
to take place until the end of April 2020, the stated grounds being “persistent terrorist threat, 
upcoming high profile political event in Paris, secondary movements”.3 This last reason goes 
against the Schengen Agreement, which does not define the presence of migrants as a threat 
to public order or security.4 Controls have now been extended until the end of October 2020.5

In Italy, a few hairpin bends away from the French border, camping stoves and boxes of 
fruit and snacks line a low wall by the roadside. This is the support post run by Kesha Niya6 
(Kurdish for “no problem”), an organisation formed of a group of young people from different 
countries, mainly Germany and France. It has been active in the area for three years. 

Two men who have just been pushed back rest and talk to an activist at the Kesha Niya support post.

1	 According to data collected by the organisation Kesha Niya.
2	 For a list of countries and different suspension periods, see: https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-

we-do/policies/borders-and-visas/schengen/reintroduction-border-control/docs/ms_notifications_-_reintroduction_of_border_
control_en.pdf (30.04.2020).

3	 European Commission, Migration and Home Affairs, available at: https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/
borders-and-visas/schengen/reintroduction-border-control_en (30.04.2020).

4	 Schengen Borders Code, Article 26, available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32016R039
9&qid=1584975942267&from=EN (30.04.2020).

5	 The official reason for the extension is as follows: “continuous terrorist threat and risk of terrorists using the vulnerability of 
States due to COVID-19 pandemics; support to measures aiming at containing the spread of virus”.

6	 See the website of the organisation, which is funded solely by donations: http://keshaniya.org (30.04.2020).

https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/borders-and-visas/schengen/reintroduction-border-control/docs/ms_notifications_-_reintroduction_of_border_control_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/borders-and-visas/schengen/reintroduction-border-control/docs/ms_notifications_-_reintroduction_of_border_control_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/borders-and-visas/schengen/reintroduction-border-control/docs/ms_notifications_-_reintroduction_of_border_control_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/borders-and-visas/schengen/reintroduction-border-control_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/borders-and-visas/schengen/reintroduction-border-control_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32016R0399&qid=1584975942267&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32016R0399&qid=1584975942267&from=EN
http://keshaniya.org/
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“We started out cooking three meals a day for 700 people. We were basically cutting 
vegetables all day long,” says 23-year-old Breton activist Adele B., explaining how the project 
began. In 2017, over 50,000  migrants transited through the Ventimiglia area. There were 
around 30,000 in 2018 and over 15,000 last year7. Kesha Niya distributes food to them in 
front of Ventimiglia cemetery on Friday, Saturday and Sunday evenings and staffs its support 
post at the border from morning to evening every day. “Hi, how are you? If you want to rest 
or drink something, it’s free,” they call to the many migrants who pass by and can find a 
place to rest, eat and chat here. Kesha Niya’s activists also provide battery packs to charge 
mobile phones, plus a Wifi hotspot. 

The nationalities of the people stopping at the support post are just as diverse as their migratory 
routes. Many come from sub-Saharan Africa – mostly Sudan, Guinea and The Gambia – and 
cross the Mediterranean to southern Italy. Others – mainly Kurds, Afghans and Pakistanis – 
use the Balkan route. According to the local authorities, their presence and that of the activists 
damages the town’s image. 

Despite this, the Kesha Niya support post is tolerated, partly because the Kesha Niya activists 
are the only people providing initial assistance to the migrants and monitoring the situation. The 
operators of We World and the Diaconia Valdese, two NGOs working in the area, also rely on 
them for this very reason.
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Migratory routes to the French-Italian border. – Source: Serena Chiodo and Anna Dotti	

7	 Data collected by Kesha Niya; no institutional data available.
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HOW MANY  
ATTEMPTS IS IT WORTH?
Despite the pushbacks, migrants do not stop trying to cross the border. Those wishing to 
make another attempt head back to Ventimiglia. It is about 10 kilometres from Kesha Niya’s 
support post. “You can walk for two hours or wait here for the next bus,” explains Adele B. 
to the migrants. The provision of information is one of the group’s most important activities. It 
tells migrants about the services provided, mostly informally, in the Italian town, pointing to the 
locations on a map. Lastly, “some of us wait for the bus with the migrants. If there were no 
white people waiting, the bus driver probably wouldn’t stop,” says the French activist.

Ventimiglia is home to one strategic point: the last Italian railway station before the French 
border. Many workers use the station every day to travel to France or Monaco, and in the past, 
many Italians from the south migrated to the area for this very reason. Nowadays, almost all 
the migrants in the station are non-European. 

Outside Ventimiglia railway station, a man walks along the tracks waiting for a train to cross the border.

A half-hourly train service links Ventimiglia to central Nice, with the journey taking just one 
hour. Unlike in Ventimiglia, there are no police and army officers at Nice station. Once there, 
it is easy to mix with the city’s hundreds of thousands of residents or board a train to another 
destination. But migrants hoping to travel to Nice cannot just buy a ticket, they must also avoid 
controls on the trains. This need is a source of profit for the smugglers – foreigners and Italians 
alike – thronging Ventimiglia station. 
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Some offer information for money, indicating the right train to take, advising migrants about 
the ‘best’ carriage or pointing out a usually dangerous hiding place on the train. For those who 
can afford it, the smugglers have a more effective alternative: “a lift to France, which costs 
between €150 and €200,” explains 24-year-old Ali B. from Pakistan, who was returned to Italy 
under the Dublin Regulation after spending several years working as a cook in Germany. He is 
now waiting to find out the outcome of his asylum application.

These car journeys are organised in Ventimiglia but usually depart from the nearby town of 
Sanremo, which is further from the border. The migrants travel to Sanremo by public transport 
and the smugglers take the highway from there: police checks are less frequent along the 
highway than on trains or along the coast road.8 Nevertheless, the police are familiar with the 
smugglers’ system: 12 smugglers were arrested in 2019, and another 10 in February 2020. 
However, cars are not the only option for crossing the border. Many of the truck drivers at 
Ventimiglia truck terminal are heading to France. “The police usually come at night and check 
the trucks. They look inside, where the migrants hide,” says one driver. “Small groups of 
migrants come and force open the back door. Then one of them closes it from outside.”

There is a massive police presence in the Ventimiglia area. In January 2020 alone, Italian 
police identified 4,000 foreign citizens there.9 Identification can have severe consequences 
for migrants, ranging from a temporary restriction of freedom to deportation. The Italian 
Ministry of the Interior says these measures are taken to “ease the pressure at the border”10, 
while critics view them as a cynical wild goose chase game. Migrants are arbitrarily moved 
by bus from the border area to southern towns and cities, particularly Taranto. 

The schedule of departures depends on the number of migrants in the area: at the moment, 
there is roughly one transfer every two weeks, compared with as many as one a day before. 
Migrants are randomly stopped by the Italian police in the streets of Ventimiglia. Vulnerable 
people, women, minors, and asylum seekers with ongoing asylum applications in Liguria 
cannot be transfer. “But there have been cases, as the police themselves admit,” says 
Jacopo Colomba of We World.

Even when procedures are followed to the letter, one cannot help but wonder what the point 
of these measures is. Italy pays local public transport company Riviera Trasporti around €5,000 
for each bus trip – the money has lifted the company out of a financial crisis.11 After a journey of 
about 16 hours, migrants are once again identified in Taranto, but are free to return to Ventimiglia 
after that. “It has happened to me twice. After they left me in Taranto, I travelled north by bus 
and train, just like I did after I got off the boat in Crotone,” says 26-year-old Lugman P. from 
Sudan. “As soon as I stepped off the train in Ventimiglia, a policeman stopped me and I was 
put back on a bus to Taranto.” Lugman P. has now filed an asylum claim in Ventimiglia. 

8	 The French police carry out constant checks at the San Luigi and San Ludovico bridges.
9	 According to the Ventimiglia border police’s activity report for 2019.
10	As reported by ASGI (Associazione Studi Giuridici sull’Immigrazione), see: www.asgi.it/allontamento-espulsione/hotspot-

taranto-monitoraggio (30.04.2020).
11	 Riviera Trasporti had run up debts of €25 million and was only able to continue operating thanks to the money received for 

migrant transfers, which amounted to €800,000 in 2016 and 2017 and €500,000 in 2018. The company has not released 
more recent figures.

https://www.asgi.it/allontamento-espulsione/hotspot-taranto-monitoraggio
https://www.asgi.it/allontamento-espulsione/hotspot-taranto-monitoraggio
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Directions to France along the Death Pass. The arrows sometimes point in different directions to confuse migrants. 

He once managed to cross the border without taking a train or paying a smuggler by simply 
walking along the path that starts in the village of Grimaldi Superiore and crosses the border 
high above the road. This path is probably the oldest route used by people wanting to travel 
to France without being noticed. In recent history, Italian Jews fled along it to escape Fascist 
persecution and many lost their lives in the attempt. The path is perilous for people travelling 
at night, without guides and in constant fear of discovery, hence its ominous name: the 
Death Pass. 	

Writing on the walls of the ruined houses lining the path testifies to more recent use: until 
the 1990s, many migrants took this route, some falling to their deaths along the way. Now, 
however, the main problem is not the path itself, but its arrival point: the village of Menton, 
where stopping migrants is the police’s primary focus.	
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THE EUROPEAN  
POLITICAL DIMENSION
“A New Pact on Migration and Asylum, including the relaunch of the Dublin reform […] will 
allow us to return to a fully functioning Schengen Area of free movement,” said Ursula von 
der Leyen last July at the beginning of her term as President of the European Commission. A 
reform of the Dublin Regulation has on the table for years, the main bone of contention being 
the ‘country of first entry’ principle, which obliges the first EU countries reached by incoming 
asylum seekers – generally the countries at the EU’s southern-eastern borders – to take care 
of these people and process their asylum claims. The principle also forces asylum seekers to 
remain in the first EU country they enter.

From 2015 onwards, the main justification proffered for establishing controls at the EU’s internal 
borders in many countries was the avoidance of ‘significant secondary movements’, even 
though this practice clearly contravenes the Schengen Borders Code. Now, thirteen countries 
are blaming the coronavirus threat for their internal border controls.

The pandemic is affecting external borders too. Italian ports were declared unsafe by an Italian 
government decree in early April, while migrants trying to enter Europe have been left stuck 
in emergency situations, especially in Greece, following the breakdown of the 2016 EU-Turkey 
migration deal. With migrant arrival numbers swelling, the Greek government suspended all 
the possibility to claim asylum for a month, despite having no legal grounds for doing so. 

A functioning relocation system is more necessary now than ever before. Around 40,000 
migrants are currently languishing in severely overcrowded facilities on the Aegean islands. 
In early March, ten European countries agreed to take 1,600 vulnerable minors from Greek 
refugee camps, yet by mid-April, just twelve minors had been relocated to Luxembourg and 47 
to Germany. Most countries have yet to take any concrete action due to the border restrictions 
imposed as a result of the coronavirus pandemic. Nevertheless, emergency responses cannot 
compensate for the lack of a Common European Asylum System, a mechanism that has not 
been implemented to this day. 
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ONE BORDER, MANY 
RIGHTS VIOLATIONS
No matter how migrants try to cross the border, they are at constant risk of being stopped 
by the French police. Menton Garavan is the first railway station on French territory: it is 
very small, with a ticket office that opens for just a few hours each day. Yet two police 
vans are permanently parked outside it. The officers only leave their vehicles when the 
train from Ventimiglia is about to arrive, whereupon they don black gloves and take up 
positions on the platform. “We’re going to do a check, we’ll tell you when to leave,” says 
a policeman to the train driver. Some officers are more direct, asking “have you seen any 
black people?”

At Menton Garavan railway station, a French policeman detains a migrant stopped on a train from Italy to France. 
Another migrant, stopped on the same train, waits on the platform. 

The police do not always board the trains. For instance, they do not carry out checks when 
“there are demonstrations in France requiring a massive police presence,” say some activists. 
But this is the exception rather than the rule: there are usually police officers at the station, 
and they always ask for people’s documents. They do not check every passenger though, only 
those who are black. “Contrôle facial,” says one policeman quite openly after drawing the ire 
of one black French passenger, the only person on the train to be asked for papers. “They 
check the toilets, where migrants often hide. If you try to resist, they use pepper spray to 
force you off the train,” explain Kesha Niya activists. “The cops aren’t mean if you stay quiet. 
If you struggle, they beat you and use pepper spray,” says 21-year-old Ibrahim M. from Sudan. 
Migrants found to have no European papers are taken off the train, searched on the platform 
and taken to the PAF office.
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Once at the PAF office, migrants are meant to be identified, with a mediator translating the 
information provided by the police. The officers are then supposed to cross-reference the data 
they collect with Eurodac12 to check the person’s legal situation. Finally, any pushback to Italy 
is supposed to be carried out by a French policeman. These are the measures set out in the 
Chambéry Agreement on cross-border police and customs cooperation,13 which was signed 
by Italy and France in 1997. Both countries may proceed with “the surrender of persons in an 
irregular situation” and “the coordination of joint surveillance measures in their respective border 
areas […] considering the existing agreements”, including Schengen.

However, the PAF’s approach in Menton violates the established procedures, and no 
mechanisms are in place to guarantee the protection of detainees’ rights. There is no 
mediator at the PAF office.14 “If you don’t resist, the police take your details and let you 
go. Otherwise, they insult you and beat you up,” says Shibli I., a 28-year-old from Sudan 
who has made several attempts to cross the border. He now lives in Ventimiglia with 
some members of grassroots movement 20k and is awaiting the outcome of his asylum 
application. Although the Chambéry Agreement provides that detained persons must be 
accompanied to the Italian border police office, this does not happen in practice: according 
to Shibli I., “they just let you go”.

However, when the Italian border police office is closed for the night15 – it shuts from 
6.00 p.m. to 8.00 a.m. –, the PAF detains people in undignified, dirty structures where 
they have no place to lie down, giving them just a few soiled blankets for warmth and only 
providing food or water at the officers’ discretion.16 “I was there for 10 hours and they didn’t 
give me any water”; “they kept me locked up all night” – there have been many reports 
about the inhumane conditions experienced in the PAF containers. Following repeated 
complaints from various associations,17 the Nice public prosecutor’s office announced an 
investigation in late 2018. The associations reached out to the UN Special Rapporteur on 
Human Rights in 2019 as the investigation had not resulted in any changes.18 

12	European Commission, Migration and Home Affairs, EU asylum fingerprint database, available at: https://ec.europa.eu/home-
affairs/what-we-do/policies/asylum/identification-of-applicants (30.04.2020).

13	Agreement between the Italian and French government on cross-border cooperation in police and border control, available 
at: www.camera.it/_bicamerali/schengen/docinte/ACCITFR.htm (30.04.2020).

14	Conversely, there are two Oim mediators and two Cies mediators at the office of the Italian border police.
15	On the basis of the Chambéry Agreement, which regulates accompaniment – however, as mentioned above, accompani-

ment is not implemented in practice.
16	According to the report on the visit to the Menton border police office in connection with the control of migrants on the 

French-Italian border, 4 to 8 September 2017, available at: www.cglpl.fr/2018/rapport-de-la-deuxieme-visite-des-services-de-la-
police-aux-frontieres-de-menton-alpes-maritimes (30.04.2020).

17	file:///C:/Users/Utente/Downloads/2018_06_27_CAFFIM_IT.pdf (30.04.2020).
18	Amnesty International France, press release dated 16 July 2019, available at: www.amnesty.fr/presse/nos-associations-

saisissent-des-instances-au-niveau (30.04.2020).

https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/asylum/identification-of-applicants
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/asylum/identification-of-applicants
https://www.camera.it/_bicamerali/schengen/docinte/ACCITFR.htm
https://www.cglpl.fr/2018/rapport-de-la-deuxieme-visite-des-services-de-la-police-aux-frontieres-de-menton-alpes-maritimes/
https://www.cglpl.fr/2018/rapport-de-la-deuxieme-visite-des-services-de-la-police-aux-frontieres-de-menton-alpes-maritimes/
file:///C:/Users/Utente/Downloads/2018_06_27_CAFFIM_IT.pdf
https://www.amnesty.fr/presse/nos-associations-saisissent-des-instances-au-niveau
https://www.amnesty.fr/presse/nos-associations-saisissent-des-instances-au-niveau
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The French Council of State does not see anything illegal about this, finding that the containers 
are not places of detention, but spaces where people can be held for a maximum of four 
hours, the reasonable time required to carry out the identification process.19 For this reason, 
observers from NGOs and French and European MEPs have been denied access to the 
containers.20

Detention is not the only way migrants’ rights are violated. Many minors have been sent back 
to Italy, especially those from Sudan and Afghanistan. They too are issued with refus d’entrée 
forms stating that they are adults born on 1 January 2001: this is the date of birth listed on 
most documents, a falsification reported by many witnesses. “The French police push back 
minors, which violates all the provisions on the matter. The Italian police accept the refusal 
of entry issued by the French police and do not recognise people as minors unless they have 
documents proving their age,” explains Simone Alterisio, who heads the local branch of 
Diaconia Valdese.21

“I met two boys from Guinea who had just been turned back at the border. They were clearly 
minors and even had the documents to prove it. I accompanied them back to the French 
border police office,” says Martine Landry, a 73-year-old woman from Menton and a long-time 
Amnesty International activist. Her actions saw her charged with aiding illegal immigration.22 
The court in Nice acquitted her, but the Aix-en-Provence public prosecutor’s office appealed 
against the acquittal. “I’m still convinced that what I did was legal. They’re going after us to 
frighten us. They think they can stop us from speaking out about what’s going on. The more 
they accuse us, the harder we’ll fight,”23 says Landry. 

Even if they have legal status in France, migrants cannot be sure of having their human 
rights respected. “The police often tear up documents belonging to people who have French 
residence permits or ongoing asylum applications in France. It’s a good idea to send someone 
a photo of your documents because the police often seize people’s mobile phones,” explains 
Kesha Niya activist Florian C. “The cops took my mobile phone and my backpack. I asked for 
them back and they told me to go back to Italy. I live in France, I applied for asylum there. I only 
came to Italy to see a friend!” confirms Moussa I., a 24-year-old from The Gambia who has just 
been pushed back. There are countless reports of theft of personal property and documents.

19	According to the French Council of State, President of the Court, 5 July 2017, judgment no. 411575, available at: www.legifrance.
gouv.fr/affichJuriAdmin.do?oldAction=rechJuriAdmin&idTexte=CETATEXT000035186682&fastReqId=1992950820&fastPos=1

20	British MEP Magid Magid was refused entry to the containers on 26 October 2019, as was French MEP Manon Aubry on 
30 October 2019. On 16 April 2019, an Italian parliamentary delegation from the Schengen Control Committee inspected the 
Italian border police facility at Ventimiglia and did not highlight any critical situations. The report from its visit is available here: 
www.camera.it/leg18/824?tipo=A&anno=2019&mese=06&giorno=26&view=filtered_scheda_bic&commissione=30# 

21	Violations against minors are well known: “In 2018 we brought 20 cases before the Nice court in a major class action. We 
won, and we managed to block many push-back”, explains Agnès Lerolle, coordinator of the Cafim project.

22	Amnesty International France, news article dated 25 July 2018, available at: www.amnesty.fr/refugies-et-migrants/actualites/
martine-landry-lacharnement-judiciaire 

23	For more about Martine Landry’s case and other cases of ‘criminalisation of solidarity’, see the 2020 Amnesty International 
report ‘Punishing compassion: solidarity on trial in fortress Europe’, available at: www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/
EUR0118282020ENGLISH.PDF (30.04.2020).

https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/EUR0118282020ENGLISH.PDF
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/EUR0118282020ENGLISH.PDF
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“We’ve brought all the violations to the attention of the UN, the French National Guarantor 
for the Rights of Persons Detained or Deprived of Liberty and the French Commission for 
Human Rights,” explains Agnès Lerolle of Cafim.24 The Guarantor for the Rights of Persons 
Detained or Deprived of Liberty noted that “the conditions under which migrants are notified 
that they have been refused access make it impossible for them to exercise their rights”, while 
the French Human Rights Commission declared itself “deeply shocked by the violations of 
migrants’ rights” and, after visiting the area, spoke of the “inhumane practices” it observed 
there.25 “Despite numerous complaints […] migrants’ fundamental rights continue to be 
violated,” wrote several NGOs in July 2019,26 calling for a commission of inquiry.27 Lerolle 
believes that political point-scoring is to blame for the situation. “It’s well known that people 
often manage to get past the border, sometimes after multiple attempts. All the government 
cares about is being able to brag about its policy of rejection.”

French border police officers stop a van arriving from Italy.

24	Border-monitoring project involving Italian and French associations.
25	Commission Nationale Consultative des Droits de l’Homme, report dated 19 June 2018, available at: www.cncdh.fr/sites/

default/files/180619_avis_situation_des_migrants_a_la_frontiere_italienne.pdf (30.04.2020).
26	La Cimade, press release dated 16 July 2019, available at: www.lacimade.org/presse/nos-associations-saisissent-des-instanc-

es-au-niveau-national-et-international-pour-que-cessent-les-atteintes-aux-droits-a-la-frontiere-franco-italienne (30.04.2020).
27	French Council of State, President of the Court, 5 July 2017, judgment no. 411575, available at: www.legifrance.gouv.fr/

affichJuriAdmin.do?oldAction=rechJuriAdmin&idTexte=CETATEXT000035186682&fastReqId=1992950820&fastPos=1 
(30.04.2020).

https://www.cncdh.fr/sites/default/files/180619_avis_situation_des_migrants_a_la_frontiere_italienne.pdf
https://www.cncdh.fr/sites/default/files/180619_avis_situation_des_migrants_a_la_frontiere_italienne.pdf
https://www.lacimade.org/presse/nos-associations-saisissent-des-instances-au-niveau-national-et-international-pour-que-cessent-les-atteintes-aux-droits-a-la-frontiere-franco-italienne/
https://www.lacimade.org/presse/nos-associations-saisissent-des-instances-au-niveau-national-et-international-pour-que-cessent-les-atteintes-aux-droits-a-la-frontiere-franco-italienne/
https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/affichJuriAdmin.do?oldAction=rechJuriAdmin&idTexte=CETATEXT000035186682&fastReqId=1992950820&fastPos=1
https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/affichJuriAdmin.do?oldAction=rechJuriAdmin&idTexte=CETATEXT000035186682&fastReqId=1992950820&fastPos=1
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THE SITUATION  
AT THE BORDER  
DURING THE COVID-19 
EMERGENCY
The Covid-19 emergency has impacted the situation at the Italian-French border. The 
associations and NGOs normally on the ground are no longer there. “We had to stop our 
border-monitoring project in Ventimiglia following the ministerial decree of 9 March 2020,” 
explains Simone Alterisio of Diaconia Valdese. We World has had to halt its activities too, and 
Caritas has been forced to suspend all its services other than food distribution. Now, however, 
the majority of people receiving food from Caritas are Ventimiglia citizens, mostly older people.

Kesha Niya’s activists have also had to abandon their support post and stop distributing food 
in front of the Ventimiglia cemetery. As long as they were present, the activists reported on 
how the French police were continuing to push back migrants. “Every night, dozens of people 
are locked in containers without any precautions being taken.” They also highlighted specific 
medical cases: “On the night of 8 to 9 March, a man with a high fever was locked in a container 
with at least 20 other people. On 9 March, a man with tuberculosis, carrying medical records 
that proved he was due to attend an appointment in a Parisian hospital, was sent back to Italy 
by the French police.” 

Since there are currently no associations at the border, no monitoring activities are being carried 
out. At the moment, however, the number of people trying to cross the border to France is far 
lower due to travel restrictions. In the meantime, a case of Covid-19 has been detected at the 
Roya camp and a 39-year-old man from Pakistan is now in Sanremo Hospital. On 17 April, the 
camp was isolated and placed under police guard. No one can enter and the people currently 
inside cannot leave. 
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FROM ONE CONTAINER  
TO ANOTHER:  
RECEPTION IN VENTIMIGLIA
Thirteen kilometres from the PAF office is the Roya camp, migrants’ only alternative to 
a makeshift shelter. The camp, which opened in 2016, sits under a broken overpass in a 
disused former freight yard owned by the Italian state railway company. An isolated place, 
it lies around 4 km from the centre of Ventimiglia and is reached by cycling or walking along 
busy roads. The area is not served by public transport. 

Map showing the route from Ventimiglia railway station to the Roya camp.  
Source: Serena Chiodo and Anna Dotti
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When migrants first arrive at the camp, they cannot fail to notice the massive police presence 
outside it. Before they can go in, they are registered and their photographs and fingerprints 
are taken.28 “If a person has a criminal record, the police decide whether or not to let them 
in,” explains 29-year-old Marscha Cuccuvè, who has been in charge of the facility since 
January 2019.

The camp is surrounded by a fence. Anyone wishing to enter must follow the signposted path 
to a white container, where a woman from the Italian Red Cross looks out of a small window 
facing a turnstile: a pass must be displayed to get in or out.  The facility currently houses 
250 people. Most of them are Nigerian and Sudanese, while others are Eritrean, Pakistani 
and Malian. There are women, some of whom are pregnant, young children, unaccompanied 
minors and men – and some camp residents are psychiatric patients. However, “only the 
prefecture can provide specific data,” says Cuccuvè.

The prefecture set up the camp, entrusting its management to the Red Cross. However, 
people do not have to go through the prefecture’s offices to access the camp; many arrive 
of their own volition after being pushed back from France and spending a night in the PAF 
containers or on the street. “France refused me entry and I’m tired of trying, so I decided to 
stop,” says Lugman P., who now lives in the camp while he waits to hear the outcome of his 
application for protection. “I know it will take a long time because there are a lot of people in 
the camp. Sometimes I work as a barber in the camp to earn some money,” he continues. 
Like the camp’s other residents, he does not receive pocket money because the structure 
is not considered a reception centre for asylum seekers. Instead, it is termed a ‘centre for 
passers-by’, a status that does not officially exist in Europe and does not reflect reality: most 
of the people in the camp end up applying for asylum in Ventimiglia.

“I try to stay busy to pass the time and keep myself sane. I share a room with five others 
and we’re all nervous and tired. And there’s nothing to do.29 So as soon as I can, I grab my 
bike and go out,” says Lugman P. “There’s nothing to do here and it’s not easy to reach the 
town on foot,” confirms Ali B. “Now I’m waiting to hear the result of my asylum application. 
People stay here, without money, for as long as four or five months.” After a lengthy wait, 
migrants who are granted protection can be transferred to a reception centre for asylum 
seekers.

The structure is as precarious as the everyday lives of the people living there. The rooms are 
metal containers with six bunks. Men, women and children are separated only by container 
blocks. The bathrooms are containers too. Only women and minors have a lockable bathroom, 
and they must request the key at the entrance. Next to one of the bathrooms is the camp 
mosque: a jumble of carpets sitting in the open air under the overpass, marked by a sign 
reading “place of prayer”. People complain of dirty conditions and neglect: “the rooms are 
dirty and cold”; “the food is bad”; “the bathrooms are filthy and the showers are often cold”.

28	Stories from people on the ground indicate that fingerprints should only be used for Spid checks regarding a person’s crimi-
nal record in Italy and should not be cross-checked against Eurodac.

29	There are only two activities on offer in the camp: an Italian language course and a children’s play scheme, both of which are 
organised by volunteers from the Red Cross in Monte Carlo and are prone to interruption.
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Men in the Roya camp, along with a woman carrying her son on her back. A white and blue container is visible on 
the right: this is the men’s bathroom. 

Services in the camp are likewise poor and unstructured: there is just one legal worker and one 
doctor. There is only one mediator too: if necessary, cooks and cleaners of foreign origin can 
step in as mediators, reports the camp’s manager. Abdul Rahmani from Afghanistan confirms 
this: “I spent several years working as a cleaner at the Roya camp, but I also acted as a mediator 
during medical examinations or meetings at the police station. I speak several languages: in my 
country, I was an interpreter for the United States. I had to leave Afghanistan because of that, 
and because I helped a young boy who was running away from a Koranic school.”

Abdul Rahmani now lives in a rented house with Adam A., a 33-year-old Sudanese man who, 
following two attempts to reach France, ended up settling here and now works as a mediator 
with Diaconia Valdese. The two men pay the rent for their accommodation, but the rental 
contract was signed by the Caritas office in Ventimiglia.Adam A. working at the Caritas office. 

“We help people find accommodation because some landlords won’t rent to foreigners, even 
if they earn a steady wage,” says Christian Papini from Caritas Intemelia. Housing support is 
not the only service offered by the association. 

Every morning, dozens of people flock to the Caritas office – which is open from 9.00 a.m. to 
11.00 a.m. – to speak to the social assistant, the psychologist or the lawyer. They also pick up 
clothes donated to Caritas, eat breakfast and take showers. This service is managed by Lugman 
P. “He turned up one morning saying that he wanted to help,” recalls volunteer Manuela Van 
Zonneveld. She adds that “many people come here from the Roya camp complaining of bad 
food and cold water in the showers.” Caritas also organises Italian language classes, with a 
group of volunteers giving lessons to around fifteen people from the camp. “Unfortunately, 
there’s no continuity because people get dragged off to Taranto against their will,” a volunteer 
explains.
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“There aren’t as many people as there were a few years ago, but paradoxically, the 
situation is far worse than it was before,” notes Papini. “Before, people were more hopeful. 
Now, as well as people who  have  been pushed back by France, we’re seeing people 
who have been refused entry multiple times, others who have been pushed back from 
other European countries  in accordance with the Dublin Regulation, and still others who 
have papers but are homeless and jobless because there’s no integration pathway in place 
for them. The Security Decree30 has made everything worse: the elimination of humanitarian 
protection has left many vulnerable people with nowhere to turn for reception or support, 
including psychological support.” 

Abdul Rahmani R., Delia Bonuomo and Adam A. at Bar Hobbit

Many migrants leave Italy after years there, hoping to reach France before their documents 
expire. They, too, are turned back. “Everyone feels stuck,” confirms Caritas worker Serena 
Regazzoni. “There are fewer migrants, but they are more vulnerable.”

Regazzoni also works to address the trafficking of women, a serious problem in Ventimiglia.31 
“It’s hard to tell whether women are being exploited. Potentially, they could all be victims 
because of their vulnerability.” What is clear, however, is that there is a racket going on. Most 
of those targeted are women from Nigeria and Côte d’Ivoire, many of them minors. “They 
arrive at the station alone, where they meet a man, usually a fellow countryman, who takes 
them to an isolated place at the mouth of the Roya River. 

30	Law no. 113/2018, which was adopted on 1 December 2018, is known as the Security Decree and was sponsored by former 
Italian Minister of the Interior Matteo Salvini.

31	To tackle the issue, Regazzoni is contributing to a regional project that was set up two years ago and also involves the coop-
erative Jobel and Caritas Sanremo. 
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Once there, they exchange something – we believe it must be money and fake documents, 
because France doesn’t turn any of them back.” The men always accompany the women, 
posing as their husbands or boyfriends. According to Regazzoni, many of the trafficked women 
live in the Roya camp, where they are controlled by their exploiters, who often live there too. 
“Even if the police are aware of the issue, they are, unfortunately, completely unprepared to 
deal with it,” Regazzoni concludes.

Migrants previously granted humanitarian protection in Italy 
– irregular following Security Decree

2017: 50,000 peoples
2018: 30,000 peoples
2019: 15,000 peoples

Migrants claiming  
asylum in Italy or France

Migrants with legal status in 
Italy or France

Migrants who have not been 
indentified in the EU

Migrants already pushed back from 
other EU countries in line with the Dublin 

Regulation

Migrants denied asylum 

Who is pushed back at the border?

Pushed-back migrants and their legal situation
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CRIMINALISATION  
OF SOLIDARITY	
Delia Bonuomo, an emblematic figure for the migrants passing through Ventimiglia and the 
activists and volunteers working to help them, has heard about this situation too. “It is a 
well-known problem, but the institutions aren’t doing anything about it. Single women, many 
of whom have young children, are very vulnerable,” she says. Bonuomo owns Bar Hobbit, 
which is just a stone’s throw from the station. “Four years ago, I started letting migrants 
into my bar, even if they didn’t buy anything, so they could rest, use the toilet or recharge 
their phones. I was the only person in town doing it,” she recalls, explaining how migration 
changed her life for a second time. “When I was a child, my family emigrated to Australia. I 
remember the feeling of being a foreigner.” Her customers call her Mamma Africa. Almost 
all of them are foreign: not many locals go to the bar.

Bar Hobbit

“At first, I gave people basic information – like where the Caritas office and the police 
station were – and helped them fill in the forms to renew their documents. Now, as well 
as feeding those who can’t pay, I’ve started collecting and distributing clothes, along with 
feminine hygiene products, pushchairs and children’s toys, helped by a big family,” says 
Bonuomo. 
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The ‘big family’ she refers to are the Caritas volunteers, Kesha Niya activists and 20k project 
members who recently launched a crowdfunding campaign32 to support Bar Hobbit, which 
was due to close on 31 December owing to financial difficulties. As she is known to help 
migrants, Bonuomo has received threats, has had to install security cameras in the bar after 
her windows were broken, and has lost all her regular customers. Despite this, she remains 
defiant. “I may have thrown away 18 years of business, but given the chance, I’d do it all 
again. I’ve learned so much from the people who come into my bar.”

The activists are standing strong too, even though they are often criminalised for their 
activities. One such activist is Sara F., who is with the 20k project. She is to stand trial 
for aiding and abetting illegal immigration, with the aggravating circumstance that the case 
concerns approximately 400 migrants. “In late June 2017, the police wanted to shut down 
a migrant camp that had popped up in Ventimiglia. The migrants decided to protest and 
march to the border through the Death Pass. I believe in their right to self-determination, so 
I went along to support them. I usually act as an interpreter,” says Sara F., born in Milan to 
Moroccan parents. She was accompanied by a German Kesha Niya activist, Marcel H., that 
day: he faces the same charges as her. 

Marcel H. and Sara F. do not know when they will appear before a judge. Their hearing 
was supposed to take place on 13 March, but has been postponed to an unspecified date 
because of the coronavirus outbreak. At the same time, the trial of 31 no-borders activists 
is under way. The activists mainly stand accused of occupying the land and blocking the 
road after setting up a self-organised camp – which was forcibly evacuated by the police 
– with migrants stranded on the Balzi Rossi cliff, a few metres from the French border, in 
summer 2015.33 “There are many cases like ours on both sides of the border. I’m not worried 
about what will happen, but the stress it’s causing my family and the trial’s bureaucracy are 
weighing heavily on me. This is repression: they want to intimidate us, but we know we are 
in the right,” Sara F. concludes. 

32	For more information on how to support Bar Hobbit: www.facebook.com/Bar-Hobbit-297635710633758 (30.04.2020).
33	There have been numerous cases of criminalisation of solidarity on the French side of the border too. In 2019, the court in 

Aix-en-Provence sentenced Francesca Peirotti to eight months in prison and a five-year ban from the Maritime Alps region 
after finding the Italian citizen, who lives in Marseille, guilty of helping migrants move from Italy to France in 2016. The ap-
plication of her sentence has been suspended for the time being, as an appeal is pending before the Supreme Court. Also in 
2019, seven members of Roya Citoyenne, an organisation supporting of migrants, were detained for 24 hours by the French 
police before being released without charge.

https://www.facebook.com/Bar-Hobbit-297635710633758/
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