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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 Refugee Rights 
Europe 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 Refugee Rights Europe’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 Refugee 
Rights Europe 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
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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
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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 Refugee Rights Europe’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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