TWO DAYS IN CALAIS, JANUARY 2025   by John Lampen
Are you an expert on refugees after your stay in Calais?
[John:] Definitely not!  But two days is just enough to sense the scale of the problems, the amount of suffering, and the dedication of the voluntary Associations which try to help.  I stayed with two friends who work for different Associations and took me round;  most of the opinions I express here come from them.  All the figures have been quoted from official sources.
What is the size of the problem?
[image: ]There are around 700 refugees waiting between Boulogne and Dunkerque, where the English Channel is narrowest.  Many of them are sleeping rough.  In the town the Mayor has put huge boulders (at great cost) on the river banks to stop people camping there.  The authorities are determined to prevent any camps becoming permanent, so when they form the police break them up every few days, slashing the tents and sleeping bags and taking away other property;  some people have lost documents essential to their claims in this way.  Water tanks provided by one Association have been damaged.  The police raids are tokenism, as the inmates always return a few hours later.  The Human Rights Observers Association seeks to witness and document these raids, hoping to soften their brutality.
Is there nowhere for refugees to stay?
There are four or five Houses of Hospitality which take in some women, teenagers and children.  (I enjoyed Taizé worship and some meals in one of them.)  They also keep addresses of local people who will take a family into their home for a few days in an emergency.  Other Associations offer the use of toilets and showers.  There is a Refugee Community Kitchen offering free meals; the one I was invited to share provided very tasty pasta!  During 2024 RCK gave out 236,502 meals in the town.  Another project collects wood which a team of refugees chops into billets;  these are taken to the outlying camps so that people living in the open can get some warmth and cook a meal.
Why do people choose dangerous boat crossings, and why aren’t the boats stopped?
Some years ago, the favoured route was by concealment in a lorry.  So heavy fines were introduced for carriers and technology devised which could detect a hidden human presence in a lorry load.  This forced the migrants into the arms of the so-called “people smugglers” who organise the boats.  
The United Kingdom has made a three-year deal with France, costing us £476,000,000.  This is to pay for the aggressive policing, patrols by water, drones over the beaches and other measures.  But this does not remove people’s determination to cross;  it simply makes the voyages more difficult and dangerous – for instance by overloading.  My friends say that in a real sense British money (and the broken British immigration system) has created the market for the “people smugglers”.  International efforts so far to stop the crossings have generally made the situation worse.
But surely the smugglers carry the largest blame?
A few years ago, refugees were being cited as scapegoats for many of our problems: from the difficulties in health and social services to organised crime.  But following better reporting (and some tragic deaths) the British public came to see them more often as victims;  but the press and politicians still needed someone to blame, and the smugglers fitted that role.  
I once talked to Gulwali Passerly (a former Afghan refugee, who has visited our Quaker Meeting) about this. Remember, he said, they are meeting a demand;  no one is forced onto a boat.  And it is a service for which people who know the risks are prepared to pay a high price. There is a market for the crossings, and the people who provide them are not all the same – though of course they are all in it to make money.  There are some who have a criminal disregard for the welfare and safety of their customers.  There are others who accept their responsibility for them and go a fair way to meeting it. Gulwali says he received real kindness from some of them. These ones realise that the best way to stay in business is to provide a good service and maximise the chances of a safe arrival in Britain.  (Information about who to trust spreads very quickly in a refugee community.)  So the bad things you have heard are probably true, but they are only one part of a complicated picture.
[image: ]                               [image: ]Women’s Refugee Centre: 
on the street and in The Warehouse

What else is being done for refugees in Calais?
The Associations vary greatly in size and capacity, and each tends to specialise in doing one or two things effectively.  On the whole I felt that they network well, but inevitably there are problems.  (One of my hosts spends some of his time helping with this.) There are two agencies which aim to provide an immediate response;  they will go out wherever they are called, day or night, to bring whatever is needed: clothes, baby needs, medical assistance, or advice.  I was lucky to see two workers from the Women’s Refugee Centre arriving in a battered van at the station with clothes to keep warm a large family who had just arrived.  I spent time in The Warehouse, rented by a group of Associations, and full of clothes and materials.  On the wall I read in capitals, “ALWAYS REMEMBER THAT WHAT YOU GIVE TO A PERSON SHOWS WHAT YOU THINK OF THEM.”
Other groups provide information;  one has written a handbook of advice and places to get help. Frequently revised, it is translated into a dozen languages, printed and given out.  There is also a legal advice centre, and an agency which tries to reunite families separated during their journeys.  
Some people will stay a long time in Calais.  There is a choir for them, language classes, yoga, art sessions and other activities.  One Association runs playgroups for children, even in the coldness of the camps;  another organises teenage groups.  The breadth and depth of the help being given is astonishing, though it can’t reach all the needs.  And as the manager of the Women’s Centre, who is my dear friend, made clear to me, the physical and emotional costs of doing this work are great.
But whatever the problems you saw, surely our country can’t accept many more immigrants?
My visit to Calais shed no light on this question, so I turn to the official figures.  They are confusing but the trend is clear.  From June 2023 to June 2024, 1.2 million people migrated into Britain;  but many emigrated, giving a net population increase of 758,000. (This is a decrease on previous years, but the effects of Brexit and Covid-19 make such comparisons risky.)  The number of detected illegal immigrants was 38,784, though of course the actual figure must have been higher.  But it was surely less than 10% of the total.  So if Britain should limit the number of people who come here, why does our government focus on the small proportion who are fleeing from war, persecution and famine, and whom – under international agreements – we have promised to help, instead of reducing the number of visas (over a million) given to 90% of those who come to live here?
So, is there a humane solution?
Safe Passage, a well-respected charity, argues that by pioneering a “refugee visa” system and safe accessible paths of entry, we could destroy the smugglers’ market and transform the problem.
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