Docusign Envelope ID: 32669D16-D798-476E-A196-00FA7BFD6479

FIRST WITNESS STATEMENT OF NIKOLAI POSNER

References to the accompanying exhibits are provided in the following format:

[EX-NP1/Exhibit Number]
I, Nikolai Posner, of Utopia 56, will say as follows:

A. INTRODUCTION

1. Tam a member of the Board at Utopia 56, in which capacity I make this statement.
I confirm that I am authorised to make this statement on behalf of Utopia 56. The
matters set out in this statement are within my own knowledge and experience,

save where the contrary is indicated.

2. Utopia 56 is a national citizen mobilisation organisation based in France. Our
broad aim is to improve the reception and living conditions of migrants across
France, and to defend their rights. We deploy teams of volunteers in shifts across
a number of cities in France, in order to provide migrant populations with basic

necessities and information.

3. T have been involved with Utopia 56 since January 2017, first as a volunteer, and
later as a full-time employee. Between November 2020 and July 2024, I was the
National Head of Communications and Advocacy at Utopia 56. My role involved
leading the organisation’s advocacy efforts with government actors, the press, and
other key stakeholders in the sector. My role entailed almost daily contact with
migrants across France, including in Dunkirk and Calais, as well as in Paris, Lille,
Toulouse, Rennes, and Tours. I was (and indeed remain, in my capacity as a
member of the Board) in frequent contact with Utopia 56’s employees and

volunteers across France, to further inform my understanding of the situation on
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the ground. I led Utopia 56’s work with journalists, acting as the organisation’s
spokesperson, and accompanying journalists on field visits into encampments
across France. I also produced daily reports for Utopia 56’s social media platforms,
which are now one of the key national sources for understanding the real-world
impact of migration policy in France. I also acted as the organisation’s public face
when interacting with Government, providing written and oral testimony to
commissions of both the French Parliament and the European Parliament, and
accompanying French government actors on field visits into migrant
encampments. As part of my role, I also led the organisation’s efforts in initiating
legal action (both criminal and civil) against the French state, including against
regional administration (see §27.2 below), law enforcement, the French “coast
guard” agency (see §69 below), and the former director of Frontex (the European
Border and Coast Guard Agency). My role also entailed serving as a liaison
between Utopia 56 and other organisations with whom our work intersected,
including Amnesty International, Médecins Sans Frontiéres, and Human Rights

Watch.

4. The purpose of this statement is assist the Cranston Inquiry (the “Inquiry”) with
its investigation under the Terms of Reference, and in particular in respect of Part
VI of the List of Issues. In this statement, I will provide an overview of Utopia 56’s
work in Northern France, as relevant to small boat crossings in general, as well as
the tragedy on 23/24 November 2021 (“the November 2021 Shipwreck”) in

particular. This statement is structured as follows:

4.1. Section B: An introduction to Utopia 56 and a broad outline of our work in

Northern France.

4.2. Section C: A description of the circumstances on the ground in Northern

France.

4.3. Section D: An account of Utopia 56’s understanding of: (a) the reasons why
migrants journey from France to the UK, (b) the reasons why small boat

crossings have become the preferred means for this journey, and (c) the way
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44.

4.5,

4.6.

4.7

in which these journeys are arranged and take place, as well as of the key actors

involved.

Section E: An account of Utopia 56’s concerns prior to the November 2021
Shipwreck, and in particular why we were seriously concerned that a mass

casualty of this sort would take place sooner rather than later.

Section F: An account of what Utopia 56 knows about the November 2021
Shipwreck and its immediate aftermath, drawn from publicly available

material as well from our interactions with the victims” families.

Section G: An account of: (a) the current situation on the French side of the
Channel, including the changes which have taken place since 2021, in direct
and indirect response to the November 2021 Shipwreck; and (b) an account of

how and why deaths are continuing to occur in the Channel.

Section H: Utopia 56’s recommendations to mitigate further loss of life in the

Channel.

5. Texhibit a number of documents to this statement, to which I refer throughout in

the format set out above. I confirm that these documents are true copies, and are

accurate to the best of my knowledge and belief.

B. UTOPIA 56

Utopia 56’s role in Northern France

6. Utopia 56 was founded in late 2015. Our initial goal was to mobilise citizens to

support those living in the migrant encampment in the vicinity of Calais, termed

‘The Jungle’, through donations of essential items and food. Over 2016 and 2017,

we quickly became a national organisation responding to the needs of various

displaced communities across France.

7. Utopia 56 now has over 24,000 members across France (each of whom make a

monthly financial donation to the organisation), and 38 full-time employees in
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10.

coordination, communication, and administrative roles. We have an average of
4,000 volunteers annually. Our work is funded through donations from private

individuals, foundations, citizen associations, and corporations.

Our broad aim is to improve the reception and living conditions of migrants in
France, and to defend their rights. We seek to build a community of solidarity,
where migrants seeking asylum feel safe and welcome. Utopia 56 operates across
seven cities in France, including Lille, Rennes, Tours, Toulouse, and Paris. In
Northern France, we have branches in two cities, one in Calais and another in
Grande-Synthe, which is a suburb of Dunkirk. In these cities, the nature of our

specific operations will vary based on the circumstances on the ground.

We have two teams of volunteers in Calais and Dunkirk respectively. We deploy
approximately 10-20 volunteers each day in shifts along the beaches of Northern
France and to enter the encampments in Calais and Dunkirk. The number of
volunteers we deploy will vary throughout the year based on the availability of
volunteers in each area. At the time of writing (October 2024), we have 17
volunteers in Calais, and 18 volunteers in Dunkirk. They distribute food and water
to migrant populations; provide clothing, blankets, and tents; provide information
to new arrivals on navigating life in the informal migrant encampments; and assist
migrants in accessing shelter. Between March and May of 2016, Utopia 56 was
tasked with setting up and managing the Liniére camp in Grande-Synthe.! Liniere
was the first humanitarian camp of its kind in Europe. 2 In May 2016, management
of the camp was taken over by the French State (“the State”). The camp was

destroyed by a fire in April 2017, and has never been rebuilt.3

In Dunkirk and Calais, we presently have teams of 10-25 people (including three
employees) who work in shifts at each branch. Since 2021, there has been a sharp

increase in attempts to cross the Channel in small boats, for the reasons set out at

1 [EX-NP1/1; INQO08831].
2 [EX-NP1/2; INQ008843].
3 [EX-NP1/3; INQO08854].
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11.

12.

13.

§840-43 below. In response, our staff and volunteers in Northern France now also
disseminate information on the risks of small boat crossings, and assist migrants

stranded on the beaches following failed crossing attempts.

Utopia 56 is one of the only organisations based in either Dunkirk or Calais both
regions which operates 24 /7 on the coast of Northern France. This means that we
are often providing cover for the absence of other organisations, for instance at
night or on the weekends. We are one of a few organisations which has a daily
presence inside the camps. Most organisations will operate solely from fixed points
of presence in Calais and Dunkirk. We are therefore uniquely aware of the
situation on the ground in Northern France, which is constantly in flux, and I am

well-placed to identify trends and patterns as they emerge and develop.

Our volunteers operate in a very challenging context. They are supporting people,
including families with young children, in desperate situations. In the course of
their shifts, volunteers are often subject to checks by the law enforcement
authorities who operate in the area. These checks are usually tense, and indeed our
volunteers have on occasion faced violence from the authorities. For example, on
the night of 1 August 2024, National Police (“the National Police”) personnel drew
their weapons on our volunteers, causing them to fear for their lives. This incident

was at least the fourth of its kind since 2022.

Utopia 56 operates two emergency hotlines, staffed by our volunteers: one in
Calais (+33 749 088 554) and another in Dunkirk (+33 753 918 596). The phone
numbers for the hotlines are distributed to the people we meet on a flyer, which
also displays the emergency number 112, enabling them to contact us if they need
help. 4 People can call either number regardless of their location, and we stay in
contact with each other to share information if needed. They can also send text or
WhatsApp messages. The flyer is also distributed by other organisations in
Northern France, as well as by Utopia 56’s teams in Paris when they encounter

migrants intending to journey to Northern France.

4 [EX-NP1/4; INQO08865].
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14.

15.

For each line, a team of three people handles emergencies from 09:00 to 18:00
hours, and another team covers from 18:00 to 09:00 hours. All calls and messages
are answered, typically within five minutes. Our teams will then prioritise
emergencies based on the severity of the situation. For instance, life-threatening
risks will be accorded the highest priority, and may include reports of a shipwreck
at sea, of migrants being trapped in a lorry, or migrants stranded on the beaches
following a failed crossing attempt. We usually receive an average of three-four
calls per night, but on some nights may receive up to 20 calls. We also receive as
many as 30 requests via WhatsApp message at any one time. We have observed
that our helpline numbers are circulated amongst migrant populations well
beyond our outreach operations, as we are occasionally contacted by migrants in

cities where we do not operate, or even from outside France.

In the following paragraphs, I provide a broad description of the work that Utopia
56 does on the ground in Calais and Dunkirk. For completeness, I note that there
are some differences between the work we do in the two regions, which I detail

further at §§24-36 below.

15.1. Essential supplies: In both Dunkirk and Calais, Utopia 56 distributes
essential supplies to those living in informal encampments. In particular,
our volunteers will try to ensure that all new arrivals are provided with
tents and blankets, so that they are protected from the elements as far as

possible.

15.2.  Emergency accommodation: Our volunteers will also assist with sourcing
emergency accommodation for the most vulnerable individuals and
families. In this regard, there are important differences between our
operations in Calais and Dunkirk respectively, informed by the realities on
the ground in these two regions, which I detail below at §34. In general, our
work entails assisting people to access either emergency housing which is
provided (in principle) by the State to all vulnerable individuals regardless

of their immigration status, or State-run shelters specifically for migrants.
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