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The reporting quarter for November, December, and January are usually the toughest to describe —the 
sub-zero temperatures, persistent damp of winter and the continued hostile environment towards those 
seeking support, have meant for a challenging period. Working with high levels of enthusiasm, energy and 
conviction the team can be incredibly proud of their efforts in supporting minors. This report will reflect on 
new team members, contextual changes, our winterisation strategy, and our evolving operations on the 
ground.
 
RYS France welcomed two new full-time members of staff, Kathleen Desitter, and Mohammad Ramin. 
Kathleen joins the team as one of our social workers, having had experiences working in a day center for 
minors. Kathleen’s community links and contextual understanding will be highly advantageous in 
supporting the minors and in continuing to advocate for the rights of the child to be upheld. Mohammad, 
our new cultural mediator for speakers of Pashto and Dari, also has an impressive work background in 
supporting minors on the ground with sensitivity, professionalism and a high level of respect within the 
community. RYS France was also proud to welcome back two former members of staff to the team. 
Formerly a volunteer with RYS, Dante has become our Operations Officer. An accredited social worker 
with a Master's degree in Social Service Administration and Global Social Development from the 
University of Chicago, Dante’s previous experiences with RYS and commitment to social change have 
been highly welcomed. Elizabeth Panetta, who also studied at the University of Chicago and volunteered 
with RYS in the summer of 2018 returns as our new Psychosocial Educational Program Coordinator. With 
an extensive history in Clinical Psychology, focusing specifically on working with adolescents with trauma, 
Elizabeth’s ambitions for the program could have a significant impact on the emotional stabilisation and 
empowerment of unaccompanied children in Calais and Dunkirk.

An integral part of RYS’ role in Northern France focuses on implementing and advocating for appropriate 
and best-practice safeguarding measures. This is a driving force in our own professional development, but 
also a clear ambition for the organisation to advise and model appropriate practices to other stakeholders 
who work with unaccompanied minors in Northern France. As such, Hayley Willis’s role has been adapted 
to prioritise the objective to ensure appropriate safeguarding practices for children who are on the move. 
With Hayley as the Safeguarding and Child Protection Lead across all of RYS’s operations in Northern 
France, we are confident her significant experience in this field will renew attempts to provide professional 
support to all we are in contact with. Hayley has also supported the development of Project Play who after 
months of policy creation and strategic planning became operational over the reporting period. Project 
Play’s mission focuses on creating safer spaces and facilitating free and imaginative play for children who 
have been displaced .
 
Operationally, RYS continues to operate an outreach support service in Calais and Dunkirk while utilising 
indoor community spaces. These spaces facilitated important and enriching experiences away from the 
minors’ usual surroundings through informal education, art therapy, showers, physical activities, or 
relationship building with their peers. As Spring approaches, partnerships that allow the minors consistent 
access to community spaces remain a key operational goal for RYS as well as furthering our direct 
support on the ground at all sites in the region..
 

James Aldred (Northern France Project Manager) and Jonny Willis (CEO)
 

    Welcome



    Objective One 

“INCREASE IN SELF-WORTH AND SELF-CARE; AND ACCESS TO 
SERVICES THAT PROMOTE THIS”

As the temperature in Northern France has dropped drastically there continues to be a significant 
lack of supportive housing services for minors living rough outdoors. During this period, incidents 
of police violence have also risen, causing increased physical and emotional harm to the minors 
that we support. As a result, minors are pushed to engage in a variety of coping mechanisms in 
order to survive, including using substances and engaging in risk-taking behavior, that has 
significant negative consequences on the minor’s overall mood and psyche. Thus, RYS believes in 
the importance of providing activities, workshops, and education to minors so to increase their 
self-worth and self-care, and to provide positive coping mechanisms during this difficult period.

In these past three months RYS has been able to organise different activities and workshops 
though our own outreach team and different external support groups. From November to January 
we met 215 new minors and on average 21 minors per day accessed our services. In chronological 
order RYS has established: a mobile barber shop, allowing minors to collaborate, share skills, and 
improve self-care in the field. We now have; a consistent sport day focusing on football, cricket 
and volleyball, giving the possibility to every minor to create new support structures and have 
some fun and physical exercise. We have also developed our informal education on a variety of 
topics, with the aim of making children feel more valued and confident, and maintaining the crucial 
learning processes in this developmental stage of their lives. The teams across Calais and Dunkirk 
have also supported and accompanied minors to receive dental treatment at La Pass in Calais.

Furthering the minors’ creative learning processes, RYS has given space to specialised personnel 
to take on various workshops in each site and in indoor spaces. RYS has collaborated with Camilla 
Gordon, founder of Facilitator for Change, who has delivered workshops aiming to stimulate the 
creativity of the minors through the use of Lego Serious Play, as well as helping them to present 
and deal with personal trauma in a more relaxed manner. Over the New Year’s holiday, RYS’s 
efforts on the ground were greatly supported by Performers Without Borders (PWB), an enthusiastic 
group dedicated to teaching performing arts and circus skills to disadvantaged children and young 
adults. During their time in Calais they taught the minors circus skills, gave them the chance to 
enjoy live performances and trial different forms of circus equipment in a fun, playful environment. 
Lastly, RYS invited a Giovanna Del Sarto, a documentary photographer and founder of A Polaroid For 
A Refugee to deliver photography workshops to minors. Using instant cameras, the main focus was 
to take the minor to new places  away from the streets and to give them the opportunity to express 
their emotions freely and creatively. Each minor presented their photos to the group and chose 
their favourite pictures to keep. These workshops all link directly to our outreach focus on building 
self-worth and self-esteem in the minors. Images from our outreach support can be seen on the 
next page.



A collection of images from our outreach program over the winter. From photography to live 
performances, roller skating to street soccer, improving minors’ self-worth is one of our key 
objectives.



    Objective Two 

“IMPROVED ACCESS TO SAFEGUARDING AND CHILD PROTECTION 
FOR CHILDREN ON THE MOVE”

Unaccompanied minors are in a perilous situation when they reach Northern France. At this point 
in their journey, they are increasingly likely to have poor mental wellbeing and a lack of accurate 
and reliable information to enable them to make the best choices for their safety or future. 
Furthermore, they are completely invisible to the authorities and have no legal guardian to make 
decisions on their behalf.
 
RYS is committed to making these invisible children visible. All children deserve to be seen, 
heard, and protected. Within the last three months we have sent a total of 124 Information 
Préoccupantes (IPs) and 95 Signalment Procurers (SPs) to the administrative departments of 
Pas-de-Calais and Nord; legal documents that ensure that each and every child is not only 
known to the authorities but become directly under their care and stewardship. This enables us 
to legally protect and advocate for them should their situation become more unsafe. Typically, 
this comes in the form of supporting minors if detained, or in the form of applying continued 
pressure to accommodate children by ensuring that each department is fully aware of the 
number of children at risk who they are responsible for and that are living in unsuitable homeless 
conditions. As such, we have concentrated on getting IPs and SPs exposed to more officials 
within the departments and strengthening their impact.

Thus, RYS continues to be committed to increasing the capacity of the French departments' child 
protection services and procedures. During this period in the Nord Department, huge strides 
forwards have been made in terms of access to child protection services for minors.  As a result 
of direct advocacy by RYS, there is now a new procedure allowing children to enter child 
protection services directly from the ‘jungle’, reducing the wait from an average of 3 months 
(where many minors were unable to access formal protection) to 1 day. Though there is still a 
long way to go until fundamental services provided to children reach an adequate standard, this 
advancement indicates that state actors are in fact listening to RYS, and provides hope for future 
improvements towards children receiving formal protection from the state.

Furthermore, although we meet the children in France, for many the UK is their final destination. 
Continued links with the Child Trafficking Advice Centre within the NSPCC allows us to ensure 
that the children continue to be visible to authorities even if they cross the channel, enabling UK 
Child Protection systems to minimise their risk of exploitation and trafficking.



As the only safeguarding and child protection orientated organisation in the region, one of our 
key goals is to increase the capacity for other organisations to assist us in keeping vulnerable 
children safe and to “do no harm” whilst supporting their beneficiaries. For many of these 
organisations, this training has become a compulsory part of their induction before new 
volunteers, staff, and their visitors are allowed to work out in the field with beneficiaries. To date, 
over 120 volunteers have participated in safeguarding training across 9 organisations. 
Additionally, a ‘vulnerabilities meeting’ is held weekly with our partners The School Bus Project, 
Refugee Women’s Centre, Project Play, and Help Refugees.

Just as we need to increase the capacity and understanding of safeguarding to other 
organisations, it is also crucial we empower the minors to be better placed to make fully 
informed choices to keep themselves safe. Ensuring children have accurate and reliable 
information about their rights and options also protects them from being manipulated and 
exploited by others. Additionally, by enabling the children to build protective networks amongst 
themselves, RYS creates an incredibly powerful way to for minors to access additional safety and 
support, even when we are not in the field. Once minors have been supported to make friends 
through our activities and interactions, we observe a significant reduction of distress calls 
received by our staff, as they no longer travel on their own and more readily support each other. 
RYS supports this protective network by the distribution of laminated RYS contact cards, 
emergency mobile phones for minors, fast-tracking mobile credit top-ups through PC4R, and the 
establishment of the new RYS emergency night phone.

However, despite our best efforts to 
maintain contact with children, a 
lack of formal support mechanisms 
with national and international 
agencies results in some minors 
going missing. While also improving 
our own internal missing children 
procedures, RYS has been 
instrumental in creating a small 
network of organisations in Brussels 
and Paris in order to begin 
advocating for missing minors. As 
such, RYS continues to concentrate 
on mobilising more actors to support 
missing children, and facilitates 
more avenues to advocate and build 
robust mechanisms. In the end, RYS 
believes that all children deserve 
protection, not just those who are 
visible to organisations for a limited 
period of time.



    Objective Three 

“INCREASING CHILDREN'S’ ACCESS TO THEIR RIGHTS THROUGH APPROPRIATE 
INFORMATION, LEGAL PROCESS AND CHALLENGES OF LEGALITY”

Unaccompanied children living on the streets do not have adequate access to information on 
their rights, and because of this they are unable to make informed decisions in their best interest 
or find pathways to exit the streets. The living standards of the child protection services and 
access to appropriate social support services has also resulted in minors returning to the the 
street. RYS continues to advocate directly for minors increased access to rights through our 
team on the ground and our legal advisors continue to push for improvements in the provision 
of child protection services in the Pas-De-Calais and Nord-Pas-De-Calais. RYS visits each site 
several times a week, and facilitated 26 minors to access child protection services during the 
reporting period. Unfortunately, RYS has also had to increase their efforts in supporting minors 
who have exited child protection services, supporting minors by empowering them and giving 
them a voice when documenting the difficulties they face during their time in child protection. 
This has resulted in powerful personal accounts from the minors on the conditions of the 
accommodation services. Through our partners Help Refugees, RYS is proud to say this 
information was heard at a governmental level in England, through the Home Affairs Select 
Committee. 

In January, the first of what RYS hopes will be several committee meetings occurred with the 
Home Affairs Select Committee. Within the evidence provided, testimonies taken by our legal 
advisor shed light on the living conditions of the child protection accommodation centers. We 
continue to push the child protection services to abide by the law regarding the assumption of 
minority (that a person is under 18) and the requirement to provide housing ahead of an age 
assessment, with appropriate translation services provided. In Dunkirk, we facilitate minors 
access to transport and supervision for the age assessments which then lead into child 
protection services if the individual is assessed as under 18. Though age assessments continue 
to be a work in progress, this change circumvented the need for acquiring emergency 
accommodation for the indefinite and often months long process of in person scheduling, 
appointment, assessment, and individual transportation. While RYS pushes for a better practice, 
this is a marked improvement from the former system in the Nord departement and points to a 
continued process of improvement. 
   
In the next reporting quarter, RYS will further their advocacy efforts in pressing for shorter 
processing times for minors in the Dubs process (for the transfer of minors from France to the 
UK). These efforts will engage a wider community of advocacy partners in the UK and France. 
RYS will also aim to collate and provide consistent evidence to the child protection services on 
the conditions experienced by the minors and working suggestions for improved provision both 
on the ground and in accommodation centers.



Clockwise from top left:
A  review session from a 
photography workshop; 
creativity and 
exploration with Lego; 
painting and playlists in 
the field: creation 
through clay and 
creativity, exploration 
and house building with 
Lego.



Objective One

❏ Providing specialised psychosocial support  and activities focusing on mental and 
physical health in safe, indoor spaces, 4 days a week.

❏ RYS will develop the self worth of the minors through targeted informal 
education focusing on the development of individual self-protective factors.

❏ RYS will develop a psychosocial education program focusing on developing self 
regulatory coping mechanisms for minors in their response to past and current 
trauma.  

❏ RYS will develop partnerships with local organisations to provide access to 
intercommunity events that enable interaction with adolescents from the local 
community.

Objective Three

❏ To provide a welcome pack to each new minor that we meet with appropriate 
information on their rights,  access to services, our contact information and in their 
native language.

❏ To have a clearer dialogue and greater contact with the state funded child 
protective services on the ground, including at least 3 meetings per year. Also, to 
be informed of which minors have been taken into child protection services.

❏ Recruitment of cultural mediators for the Amharic and Tigrinya speaking 
communities and Kurdish community. 

❏

❏

Objective Two 

❏ To ensure that the current safeguarding training delivered by RYS becomes 
multi-lingual so that it can have a greater reach for all the actors working in the 
field. 

❏ To re-design the Missing Children’s Procedure to further protect children from 
trafficking, unlawful detention, and exploitation 

    Goals for next quarter



Looking back on the last three months there are mixed emotions. A sense 
of relief and optimism that spring will finally be upon us shortly but also a 
sense of solidarity and pride in what the team has been able to provide 
over the winter period. 

It is our hope that this report allows people to see our efforts on the ground 
as genuine, caring and child centered. 

As we look forward to spring, we will look back to winter with sadness but 
renewed hope. Sadness that some in the world continue to inflict hardship 
and violence on the most vulnerable. However, the enthusiasm to engage 
in outreach support and the positivity of the minors despite the current 
situation, gives us hope. Every single day. 

While the perils of winter will fade, the severity of the situation here and the 
lack of appropriate child protective services for unaccompanied children 
will continue.  For as long as the rights of children continue to be violated, 
the minors will continue to receive our support, our time and our care. 

James Aldred
Project Manager
Northern France

    Concluding Remarks


