






The second section of article 25 specifies that special care 
should be provided during motherhood and childhood. 
Refugee Rights Europe have published two reports specifically 
addressing the situation for women, one focused on Greece 
and the other on northern France. Both reports look at issues 
relating to sexual health, reproductive health and motherhood.

The Refugee Rights Europe report from Greece found that the 
majority of women interviewed during the research study were 
mothers, whilst the research at the former camp in Calais found 
22% of respondents had children with them, the youngest child 
being just one year old. Since 30% of the women interviewed 
in Calais reported being with their husband, whilst 42% 
identified being married, plus 8% widowed and 4% divorced, 
we can discern that a significant proportion of women at the 
Calais camp were acting as the sole caregiver for their children 
at the time the research was conducted.

There does not appear to be the special care and assistance for 
mothers and children as required by Article 25 (Part 2) during 
the asylum process either. The mother of a child with autism 
reported being unable to provide adequate care for her son, 
who had lived in a camp for eight to nine months, despite the 
fact their family’s asylum status should have qualified under the 

‘special need’ category and been expedited quickly. Another 
women reported being forced to wait for twelve hours after her 
asylum interview in Athens, without supplies for her baby, who 
she had with her.

a  sign i ficant  proportion  of  
wom en  at  th e  Calais  cam p  were  

acti ng  as  th e  sole  caregiver  fo r  
th ei r  ch i ldren  at  th e  ti m e  th e  

research  was  con ducted.

Many  wom en  i ntervi ewed  
expressed  deep  concerns   
about  th e  h ealth  of  th ei r  

ch i ldren,  an d  felt  that  th e  
authoriti es  were  not  do i ng  

enough  to  recti fy  th is  situation. 

Concerns related to children’s access to healthcare were also 
reported during the Greece research study. Many women 
interviewed expressed deep concerns about the health of their 
children, and felt that the authorities were not doing enough 
to rectify this situation. One women reported that every single 
one of her children had an aggravated health concern, including 
apnoea, asthma, calcium deficiency, kidney problems, skin 
problems, and dermatitis. Women also reported difficulties 
accessing emergency healthcare for their children, as well as 
basic supplies, like infant formula. 
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In Calais, 9% of women reported health issues related to 
pregnancy or reproductive health. In Greece, it was reported in 
some camps that contraception was only available to men. This 
serves to deny female autonomy for reproductive decisions 
and deprives them of their control over motherhood. When 

interviewed privately, alarmingly only 12% of women knew 
where to access contraceptives. Some women also reported 
that in some camps their requests to health service providers for 
contraceptive pills or IUDs had been declined. Information and 
education related to contraception was also lacking in the camps. 

With very limited exceptions, the camps surveyed in Greece 
could provide local access to 24-hour emergency maternal and 
neonatal care. Yet 33.9% of general survey respondents (males 
and females) said they didn’t know where a pregnant woman 
could seek medical care, and 24.3% of women did not know 
where they could seek this care. In the Calais camp, 60% of 
women said they did not know where they could go to receive 
health care if they became pregnant. In the words of one service 
provider, ‘the services that are available for pregnant women 
are purely symbolic. In practice, they are entirely insufficient.’ 
In Calais, a woman reported having ‘given birth in the back of a 
truck’, whilst another said that she had lost her child due to the 
detrimental effects of tear gas exposure.
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Refugee Rights Europe report findings also highlight a deeply 
troublingly high level of gender-based violence experienced 
by women during displacement. Feelings of insecurity were 
elevated amongst women interviewed compared to men, and 
there was no indication that there was attention placed on 
addressing these concerns for mothers and children, with the 
exception of NGO and volunteer set up ‘female friendly spaces’. 

Th ey  reported   knowi ng  of  
 i nci dents  with i n  th e  cam ps  of  
harassm ent  of  wom en   by  th e  

broader  com m u n ity,  dom estic  
violence,  sexual  violence  i nclu di ng  

rape  an d  fo rced  prostitution. 

In mainland Greece, 69% of women reported not having a 
secure lock on their shelter, whilst 46.4% said they did not 
feel safe in the camp. 37.8% of women interviewed privately, 
including pregnant women, said they did not feel safe going to 
the toilet at night. Even more alarmingly, 69.4% said they were 
unable to go to the toilet at night. When interviewed privately, 
65.5% of women said they knew of other women who had 
suffered or continued to suffer from gender-based violence. 
74% of the service providers surveyed had also heard of  
sexual and/or gender-based violence occurring in the camps 
where they operated. They reported knowing of incidents 
within the camps of harassment of women by the broader 
community, domestic violence, sexual violence including rape 
and forced prostitution. 

In the camps researched in Greece, Refugee Rights Europe 
found the support systems and services were entirely 
inadequate to deal with these issues. The camps did not appear 
to have been designed or staffed with a view to reducing the 
risks of gender based violence. Where services did exist, women 
appeared unaware of them, or unwilling to use them due to the 
lack of female interpreters. This also adds to feelings of isolation 
experienced by the women. Some service providers cited that 
alongside the community shame many women fear, and the 
lack of female interpreters to speak to, many women were also 

unlikely to report violence for fear that it would harm their  
relocation prospects. 

Similarly in the now demolished Calais camp, a total of 73% 
of the women surveyed reported that they ‘never feel safe’ or 
‘do not feel very safe’. 41.7% of the women we spoke to in the 
Calais camp had experienced gender-based violence while 
inside the camp - this includes some reported incidences of 
sexual violence and harassment. One woman recalled that she 
was grabbed by a group of men who pulled her by the hair, as 
one told her ‘you will come with me’. The presence of people 
smugglers, who are known to target women who travel alone 
and typically try to coerce women who lack financial resources 
into having sex, drew particular concerns among female 
respondents. By the same token, a number of women cited 
incidences of violence, including sexual violence, perpetrated  
by traffickers. 

The lack of specific provision for mothers or children, and 
inequitable treatment for women in general within the camps 
is shocking. Without equal access to contraception women 
are denied control over their path into motherhood in an 
environment that is wholly inadequate to provide for their 
needs. Isolated and vulnerable, women often end up stuck in a 
cycle of violence, insecurity and disempowerment with no hope 
to change their position. 
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In addition, across all research locations the lack of information 
available and support for displaced people was striking. This is 
particularly alarming given the daily reality of uncertainty faced 
by many refugees and people in displacement. 

There is a great disparity in education provision across Refugee 
Rights Europe’s research locations. In Germany only 33.3% of 
respondents lacked educational opportunities whereas it was 
69.9% in Greece and 77.3% in the former Calais camp. This 
means a massive proportion of children are denied their right 
to education which could have massive ramifications upon the 
opportunities available to them for the rest of their life. 

The Greek government has aimed at making schooling 
available for all refugee children yet the response by local 

schools has varied dramatically. Some women reported that 
an unwelcoming environment had discouraged them from 
sending children to school, thus this finding does not meet the 
UN Declaration’s call for education to ‘promote understanding, 
tolerance and friendship among all nations.’ Other mothers 
cited the embarrassment of being unable to adequately clothe 
their children as the reason they did not attend school and 
transportation issues also barred children from being educated. 
40% of women interviewed during the Greece report said they 
did not feel safe sending their children to school.

During the pilot study in Calais, 79.3% of respondents said 
they did not have access to advice about their rights and the 
opportunities available to change their situation. In Germany 
79.3% lacked this information, the figure was 64.1% in Sweden 

and 86% in Chios. The general consensus across the research 
by Refugee Rights Europe is that refugees have very limited 
information available to them which means they have limited 
power to alter their position. 

There was a similarly striking absence of information available 
to refugees about European asylum laws and immigration rules. 
In the Calais camp 74.3% of respondents did not have access 
to this information, in Germany the figure was 55.9%, 68% in 
Greece, 59% in Sweden and a concerning 78.3% in Chios. 

The lack of access to education and information on their rights 
or European asylum law is particularly worrying for women and 
children, many of whom are unable to improve their situation 
and faced increased risks of human trafficking and sexual 
exploitation. For the thousands of people in displacement 
currently waiting in limbo in Europe, the lack of access to 
information on how to improve their situation is likely to have 
an adverse affect on their mental health and leave them with 
little to no hope of creating a better life. 

1 6



Photo credit: Claire Veale



In order to address the situation northern France and 
Paris, there is an urgent need to provide more humane 
standards and protection systems. The severity of 
the situation means that medical staff, social workers 
and legal experts are urgently needed; rather than the 
current state response centred around violent actions 
by special police forces.  To resolve the situation and 
ensure vulnerable men, women and children are 
protected, more decisive action could also be taken 
by the British government. A large number of the 
respondents in our research reported that they have 
family in the UK, suggesting they may be eligible for 
reunification under the Dublin Regulation. Moreover, 
it is also clear that many vulnerable children on the 
streets in Calais and Paris could be granted protection 
in the UK under the ‘Dubs’ scheme. The small numbers 
of transfers allowed under the ‘Dubs’ scheme is 
particularly worrying in light of the violence faced by 
these children in and around Calais and Paris.

In light of these research findings, it is evident that urgent 
action is needed to uphold the rights of refugees and displaced 
people in Europe. Men, women and children in displacement 
face chronic police violence, substandard living conditions and 

The situation in Chios, Greece is a situation at  
breaking point, with men, women and children likely  
to suffer from the lack of education opportunities, 
humane living conditions, and legal support.  
Accelerated transfers of vulnerable children in  
particular from the islands to mainland Greece and a 
strengthened system for processing asylum  
applications are of utmost importance.

Similarly, in mainland Greece, increasing the speed at 
which asylum claims and applications for family reunion 
or relocation are expedited would reduce the lengths of 
time these vulnerable groups are trapped in unhealthy 
and harmful environments. As well as this, sufficient 
statutory funding ought to be made available to ensure 
that adequate information, medical and support services 
and protection services are available for children and 
families across all camps.

In addition, camp management and policy-makers 
must urgently put forward gender-sensitive policies that 
address the needs of vulnerable women in displacement, 
many of whom face gender-based violence, a lack of 
access to sexual and reproductive health care, domestic 
violence and who are at heightened risk of exploitation 
by human traffickers.

a startling lack of information on how to change their situation. 
Based on our research, Refugee Rights Europe have put forward 
a number of recommendations to urgently address the human 
rights situation taking place across Europe: 

Overall, effective and long-lasting policy action by national and 
European Union decision-makers is required to secure the rights 
of refugees and people in displacement, many of whom having 
already fled war and persecution to seek sanctuary in Europe.

Human rights must be at the centre of any policy initiatives 
to ensure that refugees and displaced people are given 
the protection and opportunity expected by international 

standards, in accordance with the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights. 

We hope that our research findings encourage decision makers 
across all affiliations to acknowledge the serious nature of the 
current humanitarian crisis and work to uphold the dignity and 
human rights of all people in displacement.
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