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Foreword
Systematic detention of migrants has become a 
normalised way of managing migration fluxes in 
Europe and at its borders. However, migrants are 
not criminals: the rights to leave ones’ country, to 
require international protection, to live with ones’ 
family and the principle of non refoulement are 
universal! 

By acting in this way the European Union loses its 
credibility: vis à vis its own values but also vis à vis 
its partners. In a totally hypocritical move, the EU 
asks its international partners to respect human 
rights while requiring the signing of agreements that openly violate the 
same rights. 

In this context, it is absolutely essential that the defence of migrants’ rights 
be at the core of the European project, with a specific focus on detention 
centres, which are true legal black holes. 

My visits to detention centres for migrants in France, Greece and Turkey 
continue to convince me of the extreme necessity of a full democratic con-
trol over these places.  Access to detention centres for civil society and jour-
nalists appears therefore of primary importance in order to ensure transpar-
ency.  

We shall act together and stay vigilant to put an end to this logic of normali-
sation of imprisonment, symptom of the on-going war against migrants. 

Access to fair and objective information for European citizens will help 
shedding light on the deleterious consequences of imprisonment: viola-
tion of rights; human, social and health related costs; large financial costs…
Such worries should open the way to a reasoned and constructive debate 
on alternatives to imprisonment. 

Hélène Flautre, Member of the European Parliament
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Citizens consultations  
on migrants’ rights in Europe

The campaign ‘Open Access to detention centres now’ was born as the 
result of citizens’ consultations on migrants rights in Europe led in the 
frame of the project People, Power and Participation. 

In Cardiff, Marseille and Barcelona, civil society representatives and ac-
tive citizens met to discuss an array of issues related to migrants’ rights in 
Europe. In each consultation, participants drew a list of proposals, which 
were then taken to the next city for further elaboration. 

Local actors had the chance to debate with migrants’ rights lawyers and 
migrants coming from other countries on the following issues: 

w  The possibility and relevance of a common Asylum policy for 
Europe

w  A new approach to integration between multiculturalism and 
assimilation:

w  Immigration and security issues and the deconstruction of 
nationalists parties and movements

w  Schengen, the de-territorialisation of borders and its 
consequences for migrants

During the consultations, which were planned beforehand but ended up 
taking place during the Arab Spring and the strong reactions of Euro-
pean countries towards migrants from these countries, the issue of de-
tention camps emerged as being topical and emblematic of Europe’s re-
lationship with migration. While defending human rights abroad, Europe 
seemed to be at peace with building and managing detention centra 
where human rights are regularly breached. 

As a result, during the transnational Congress ‘Open Access to detention 
centres now’, co-organised by European Alternatives and Migreurop on 

the 22nd of October 2011, more than 20 organisations from France, Ro-
mania, Bulgaria, Greece, Belgium, the UK, Italy, Spain, Germany, Greece 
and Poland have agreed to organise a European campaign to demand 
access for NGOs representatives and journalists to detention centres for 
migrants in 2012. 

Call for open Access to detention centres for migrants for journalists 
and civil society 

European Alternatives and Migreurop

The situation of migrants arriving by sea on European soil is widely re-
ported by the media. It analysis is predominantly based on the fear of 
a large-scale influx of arrivals, the shocking travelling conditions along 
with the many deaths. Few know about the long process of obtaining a 
resident permit or being expulsed by the country of arrival back to the 
other side of the Mediterranean. 

An almost obligatory step in the lives of the migrants often escapes pub-
lic attention: a compulsory administrative activity in the detention cen-
tres where the migrants, pending their identification and expulsion, are 
imprisoned. 

People can be trapped in these detention centres for up to 18 months 
before being expelled. The conditions of detention vary but are all char-
acterized by deprivation of liberty and treatments, which are often inhu-
man and degrading. 

Under European legislation 
(Article 11 of the Charter of 
Fundamental Rights), the 
access to information is an 
inalienable right of Euro-
pean citizens, defended by 
all European institutions. 

However, the access by 
journalists and members 
of civil society to migrants 
imprisoned in detention Photo by George Moutafis
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centres, to document and provide independent information, is still ex-
tremely limited and controlled in many European countries. Only the 
members of national and European parliaments have unrestricted ac-
cess to these centres. 

We call to extend and provide access for journalists and members of civil 
society organizations (associations) to detention centres in all countries 
of the European Union and beyond. 

Furthermore, we call for the mobilisation of people whose access is 
granted to encourage the development of national and European leg-
islation in this area.

Migration and the mode of reception of migrants are issues much discussed 
in Europe today, and the choices associated with them are political. It is 
therefore essential that European citizens have access to information to be 
able to build a considered opinion on the conditions of detention of migrants 
and asylum seekers and their living conditions. 

The Transnational campaign ‘Open access to detention centres for 
migrants now’ calls for access for NGOs, groups of interested citizens 
and journalists to detention centres for migrants, with the objective to 
inform European citizens on actions perpetuated in their name, and on 

the conditions of detentions in Eu-
rope. 

It will focus on a European week of 
action during which NGO represen-
tatives, groups of citizens and jour-
nalists will try to visit centres, after 
having asked for the required autho-
risations. It will also include an on-
line signature campaign, the supply 
of toolkits to organise visits for inter-
ested organisations and individuals 
as well as the presentation of results 
to MEPs in Brussels and the online 
display of information about deten-

tion. It may be followed by further legal demands, requests for a hearing 
to the responsible European Commissioners and other further actions. 
Documentation and argumentation on alternatives to detention centres 
will be gathered to propose in parallel ways of dealing with migration 
fluxes that do not violate rights of the detained. 

The campaign will build on the experience of national coalitions and of Mi-
greurop in the past (campagnes droit de regard). It expands its scope to a 
more active role for journalists and for the media and a larger geographical 
scope, through the collaborations with NGOs and movements from Central 
and Eastern Europe. It is already supported by more than 20 civil society or-
ganisations around Europe. 

Detention camps in Europe: overview of NGOs’ conditions of access 
by Sara Saleri, European Alternatives Italia,  

on the basis of research undertaken by Migreurop

In Europe, access to detention centres for NGOs is the exception more 
than the rule. The situation varies from country to country but as a whole, 
controls remain very strict and access to information limited: a worrying 
situation.

The most striking aspect is the widespread lack of a legal basis regulating 
NGOs’ access to detention camps – a common feature of most European 
Countries (UK, Germany, Portugal, Austria, Netherlands, Denmark, 
Greece, Cyprus, Slovenia, Estonia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Czech 
Republic and Slovakia) which has very serious consequences.  

First of all, this leaves a high degree of discretion to the authorities ruling 
detention camps, who often decide who can access the camps on a case-
to case basis. Often when access is granted, settling agreements between 
the centres and some organizations, the authorization can be withdrawn 
at any moment by the ones in power.

Furthermore, the question of what NGOs who are finally admitted can 
do. In many cases NGO representatives are allowed a limited range of 
action in the camps. In Austria, for example, NGOs access is limited to 
social assistance, mainly aimed at fostering the voluntary repatriation of 
migrants. Even when admission is granted, it is not always in the best 

Credit: sara Prestiani
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conditions for a transparent and effective support: the visits are some-
times possible only in presence of an officer of the centre, like in Estonia; 
a specific place intended for the visits often lacks, like in Greece. 

Limitations are also applied to whom the NGOs are authorised to assist, 
with a difference often established between asylum seekers and other 
migrants. Detention camps in Lithuania, Greece and Cyprus grant ac-
cess only to visit asylum seekers. Other limitations exist when specific 
kind of camps or detention sites (Temporary Detention Centres) do not 
benefit from any visit system, thus remaining completely unmonitored 
and ‘hidden’ to the public opinion. 

The lack of a national – or transnational – regulation can also lead to an 
unequal situation within the country itself, such as the case of Germany.

The situation is not necessarily better in countries where regulation 
is actually in place. Many of these regulations just establish the same 
arbitrary process by law. Moreover, the regulations in place are often 
very restrictive, preventing instead than facilitating the monitoring of 
detention centres.  

Finally, a few – and apparently exceptional – good practices emerge in 
terms of access to detention camps: In Sweden, representatives of NGOs 
can access the centres after attending a one-day course and registering 
to the record of the Swedish Migration Board. Once this accreditation 
has been granted, the NGOs can access the centres in any moment and 
meet privately with the detainees, giving both humanitarian and legal 
assistance. 

But even in countries where access is almost de facto granted, as in the 
United Kingdom, conditions and length of detentions can be shameful 
(see article p.12)

Thus, to ensure that violations of human rights are denounced and halted, 
advocating for access is absolutely necessary. The strong support and in-
volvement of the information ‘makers’, the journalists and the media, are 
the only tools ensuring that citizens receive fair and objective information. 
However such a campaign can only be seen as a first step and one element 
of more profound changes when it comes to the protection and respects of 
migrants’ rights in Europe. 

Why such a ban, when even prisons are places  
in which it is possible to enter? 

by Stefano Gallieni, journalist and member of LasciateCIEntrare

In Italy, with the circular ministerial letter 1305, the walls of those which 
are now called CIE (Centres of identification and deportation) have got-
ten even thicker and the same goes for all the other shelter structures for 
immigrants or asylum seekers waiting for their situation to be legalised. 

The only ones allowed to enter are parliamentarians and regional coun-
sellors. Lawyers, officials from organizations linked to the Home Office 
and relatives can sometimes, but not always be granted access. Others 
are not allowed to enter, until further notice: the information operators 
are considered as an “obstacle”. 

As a matter of fact, journalists never entered these places, unless for the 
discretion of some prefects, on the occasion of particular political circum-
stances and always upon notice. The few who entered had to pretend to 
be the assistants of MPs legal consultants or humanitarian officials. 

However, fragmented information has leaked out, and sometimes even 
pictures which would have otherwise been banned to guarantee the im-
migrant’s right to privacy. 

But why such a ban, when even in prisons is relatively easy to enter or visit 
a prisoner? Such actions contribute to the corroboration of the worst de-
scriptions of these detention places, and, as a result, the respect of rights 
looks more and more opaque. It is fundamental to enter the centres and 
be able to inform the general public. 

Numbers and categories on the “clandestine” which currently spread fear 
via national media must be translated in faces, stories, failed life projects 
due to a subjective mistake or an unsettling bureaucratic incident. 

One feels anger and suffering, both pursuit of liberty and despair, both il-
lusions and pure pain. The personal, individual and collective discomfort 
of whoever is detained for a period which can exceed the maximum de-
tention periods foreseen for mafia or rape crimes is unjustified for people 
whose only guilty is not having managed to break through the absurd 
mechanisms to regularise their own lives. 
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One meets men and women who have been in Italy for more than 20 
years, people who miss their personal liberty and who give in to self-
mutilation, psychological breakdown, substance abuse, and attempts to 
escape or to commit suicide. One also meets children, pregnant women, 
ill people or people whose lives would have been endangered if they 
had been deported. 

Violation of rights can still be observed, thanks to fragmented contacts. 
How much these places are ruled by a sovereign violence which flattens 
the life of detainee, officials, and security guards. Violence as the only pos-
sible condition, rights as a favour element for blackmailing, the terror of 
deportation as a constant anxiety and rebellion as investable outcome. 

Talking about what happens behind these walls is also useful to keep too 
many things from happening in silence, often accomplice. 

Voices from national mobilisations 

ITALY

LasciateCIEntrare (let us enter): a joined mobilisation of civil society 
organisations and journalists

by the National coordination of LasciateCIEntrare

Centre of Identification (CIE) and Reception Centre for Asylum Seekers 
(CARA), have for some time now been OFF LIMITS to information. These are 
places which are closed off to civil society, in which only a few humanitarian 
organisations selected by the Italian government are permitted to enter. 

In response to the emergency in North Africa, the possibility of access has 
almost disappeared for journalists, unions, and members of national and 
international anti-racial humanitarian associations. 

This translates into a suspension of the right-duty of information just add-
ing up to the long list of existing violations in these centres. 

The few available sources of information come from videos filmed by cell 
phones belonging to the migrants detained, from letters, from phone calls 
and testimonials of those who succeeded in escaping; and the picture the 
outside world is presented with, surely not one of respect for human rights. 

Revolts, escapes, violence both inflicted and suffered, have worsened with-
out the possibility for external intervention or documentation. It prevents 
the public from having correct information and analysis of the events. 

To this end, those who work for the media and in the human rights sector 
believe it is fundamental to have a means to present what is happening 
in these centres to the public opinion, to explain the reasons why people 
are attempting to escape and to revolt, the reasons for an increase in self-
harm which often leads to suicide. 

The media needs to be able to talk about this, society has the right to know. 
Just as migrants or foreigners have the right to be informed and be offered 
support by lawyers, associations, and labour unions. 

For these reasons, on July 25 2011, parliamentarians from numerous po-
litical forces, regional councillors, journalists, associations, and civil soci-
ety gathered in front of CIE and CARA to demand the right to shed light 
on these centres and on the people who are kept inside its walls.

This mobilisation has received extended press coverage and contributed to 
alerting people on the conditions of detentions in Italy. 

SPAIN

A Spanish mobilisation – Access to detention centres for civil society

by Peio Aierbe, SOS Racismo / Mugak

The latest change to the Spanish Foreigners Act of 11th December 2009, 
resulted in extending the maximum stay of detention for illegal immi-
grants (CIEs) from 40 to 60 days. This is one of the main impacts of what 
civil liberty groups have come to call ‘the Directive of Shame’. 

The drawing up of a regulation on access to detention centres for civil 
society should have been presented within 6 months, a promise that has 
been disregarded.
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Therefore, at the request of the organisations that form the Migreurop net-
work in Spain, Andalucía Acoge, APDHA, CEAR, ACNUR and the Federation 
of SOS Racisme, together with Pueblos Unidos and Ferrocarril Clandestino, 
a coalition was created and a campaign was launched in April 2011, ad-
vocating for  the drawing up of this regulation, as well as influencing its 
content. This campaign has the support of 400 associations and, with the 
support of the Ngo AVAAZ, 18.000 signatures of individuals.

Spanish law establishes that one cannot ¨impose more restrictions of 
rights of migrants than the ones to their freedom of movement¨ and the 
judiciary resolutions endorse it. It also establishes that ¨the legally con-
stituted organisations in Spain for the defence of immigrant people and 
the international bodies¨ can visit the CIEs. In practice, however, the ac-
cess to the CIEs depends on the discretion of the boards of the centres 
and the Ministry of Interior.

As an important part of this campaign the Migreurop organisations are 
realising a series of visits to detention centres across Spain in order to 
document conditions of detention and to demand the right to inspec-
tion. Throughout 2011, we have visited the detention centres of Madrid, 
Malaga, Algeciras and Barcelona. 

The new Spanish government, emerging from the general elections of No-
vember 2011, will be faced with continuous demands of drafting up this 
regulation. The endeavours of the Spanish mobilisation will never cease.

UNITED KINGDOM

Access does not equals rights

By Jerome Phelps, International Detention Action 

Access to detention centres by NGOs can be invaluable in driving up de-
tention standards.  But it does not necessarily prevent an increased reli-
ance on detention to enforce immigration control.

In the UK, NGOs visit migrants in all eleven detention centres to provide 
emotional support and monitor standards.  Many have negotiated regu-
lar access to the wings, to provide advice and build relationships with 
more people in detention.  Along with formal monitoring by the HM 

Inspectorate of Prisons, 
this has contributed to 
significant improvements 
in the way that detention 
centres are run.

Nevertheless, the UK con-
tinues to increase the se-
curity levels of its deten-
tion centres for migrants.  
Three new centres or ex-
tensions to existing cen-
tres have been built that 
are equivalent to high se-
curity prisons.

Still more disturbingly, the UK routinely detains migrants for periods of 
years.  The use of extreme long-term detention has grown dramatically in 
the last five years.  The High Court ruled in August 2011 that an Algerian 
called Amin Sino had been detained unlawfully for four years and eleven 
months, believed to be the longest ever period of unlawful immigration 
detention.

However, NGOs have been able to use their access to campaign against 
these practices alongside people in detention. Detention Action (for-
merly London Detainee Support Group) has published two reports on 
indefinite detention, Detained Lives (2009) and No Return No Release No 
Reason (2010).  These reports feature powerful testimony by 36 people in 
detention about the impact of losing their liberty without time limit.  

The reports also presented evidence from Detention Action’s casework, 
which proved for the first time that indefinite detention is ineffective in 
enforcing deportation: 57% of 167 Detention Action clients who had 
been detained for over a year were eventually released.

There is no easy solution to ending the unnecessary use of immigration 
detention.  But it is vital that NGOs gain access to the centres, in order to 
document the reality for the forgotten migrants in detention.

Photo by Julia Kourafa
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European Alternatives is a civil society organisation  
devoted to exploring and promoting transnational 
politics and culture by means of campaigns, conferences, 
publications, artistic projects, and TRANSEUROPA Festival. 
We believe that today democratic participation, social 
equality, and cultural innovation are undermined by the 
nation-states in Europe, and that transnational forms of 
collectivity must be fostered to promote these values.

With offices in four European countries and a  network of 
activists and local groups stretching to over twelve, the 
organisation is unique in being at once a breeding ground 
for new ideas and proposals for politics and culture at a 
European level and in being a political and cultural actor 
with a truly transeuropean activity, staff and support base.

To find out more about European Alternatives, check out 
our multi-lingual website: 
u	www.euroalter.com

or follow us on social networks:
u	www.facebook.com/euroalter
u	www.twitter.com/euroalter

To become a member of our European Alternatives, go to 
u	www.euroalter.com/join  

For any other information you can write to 
u	info@euroalter.com

Transnational action is a necessity
by Ségolène Pruvot, European Alternatives

The return directive also called ‘directive of Shame’ has shown the worst 
side of European coordination as regards to managing migration fluxes. It 
has led in many countries to an increase in the duration a migrant can be 
held in detention, thus seriously hindering the respect of human rights. 

The Arab Spring revealed Europe’s contradictions, notably in the way 
European countries approach the values they claims to be promoters 
of. Protection of human rights and freedom of movement are too often 
granted only to those privileged, born in Europe or those who have reg-
ular residence permits. 

European countries’ official supports to dictators relied partly on the will 
to protect and enforce agreements with third countries on returns of mi-
grants and to manage of migrants’ fluxes in Africa. This led (and contin-
ues to lead) to Europe’s endorsement of the worse conditions of deten-
tions, both inside and outside its borders. 

After some of the Arab dictators have been expelled at the demand of 
populations striving for democracy, European countries, while respond-
ing to a much mediatised influx of migrants, have continued to openly 
endorse violations of human rights in their own territory, in detention 
centres for migrants. They also tried to replicate ‘return’ agreements with 
the new governments quickly, like with Tunisia. 

The way Europe deals with migrants’ rights is symptomatic of the double 
discourse it too often tries to ‘sell’ to its citizens, that of transparency, 
democratic control and human rights. Violation to migrants’ rights is un-
acceptable in itself. It is also dangerous since it paves the way to further 
violations of rights – even very simple ones such as the right ‘to receive 
and impart information and ideas without interference by public author-
ity and regardless of frontiers’.

European citizens have the rights and responsibility to ask for the re-
spect of their rights, theoretically protected by the Charter of Funda-
mental rights. If decisions are made by European institutions that impact 
on their lives and values, one should take this opportunity to gain more 
rights not less. If this is not given up front, European coalitions of actors 
need to form to gain it.
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Systematic detention of migrants has become normalised as a 
way of managing migration fluxes in Europe and at its borders. 
People can be trapped in these detention centres for up to 18 
months before being expelled. The conditions of detention 
vary but are all characterized by deprivation of liberty and 
treatments which are often inhuman and degrading. Most 
people are unaware of these abuses because it is often 
hard for journalists to report about them: their access to the 
centres is usually heavily restricted. This pamphlet explains 
the reasons 30 organisations around Europe have started to 
campaign for journalist and civil society to be able to access 
detention centres across Europe.

Migrants’ rights:
open access for civil society and journalists 
to detention centres for migrants 
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