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Our project was divided into two components. The first was to film a documentary that outlines the
dynamics at the border town of Ventimiglia, Italy, and to tell the personal stories of migrants that have fled
their homes to reach Europe through interviews, candid documentation, and in-depth conversations with
those directly involved. The second component was to conduct a water quality assessment on the Roya
river to determine whether or not the river was a safe water source for the migrants.

When we arrived in Ventimiglia, our team had the goal of focusing primarily on the water quality
assessment as well as immediate remediation plans. However, as we met with migrants, various
non-profit organizations, border police, politicians, and locals of the area, we realized that our initial plan
needed to shift. Through interviews, we learned that the issue we wanted to focus on was raising
awareness about the complexity that emerges when those in search of safety and security are met with
barriers to a better life. We began reworking our budget and time to explore the stories taking place in
Ventimiglia. In addition to this, we were also able to examine the larger issue of migration into and across
the European Continent, which is particularly relevant in light of prioritized Ukrainian appeals and
increasing resentment of irregular migrants from Asian and African countries.

A critical strategy in our project that our director, Nico Romero, implemented in the early stages of filming
was to simply show up every day to local non-profit organizations and other locations around the town to
engage anyone willing to talk about the migrant situation. This approach allowed us to meet, interview,
and get to know personally many individuals that helped shape and give depth to our documentary.

During these interviews and conversations, we identified key points where many migrants accessed water
from the river Roya that flows through Ventimiglia. The river is at the center of the dangerous sanitary
situation that Ventimiglia and its migrants find themselves in today. In the absence of the Roja Camp, this
river is where the migrants must now wash, use it as a bathroom, and access drinking water. Beyond
organic human waste, the river is visibly polluted with considerable garbage and spilled oil; there is also
concern that the water contains hazardous heavy metals from industry upriver. After learning where those
were accessing the river, we took targeted samples at these locations that aided our water assessment
component greatly.

We chose our host site, Ventimiglia, Italy, thanks to our Executive Producer and head of the water quality
initiative, Fraser Byers. While attending SciencePo (Menton Campus), Fraser had previously done
volunteer work in Ventimiglia and became aware of the situation in late 2021. After several calls with our
team, we decided that this is where our project would be based.

During the summer, our team worked closely with employees and volunteers at the organization Caritas.
Starting at eight am six days a week, Caritas would serve breakfast and provide phone charging stations,
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clothes, and medical care for migrants passing through. This is where many of our days began, waiting in
line and chatting with employees, volunteers and migrants. To get a better understanding of dynamics
within the organization and create new connections I volunteered three days a week within Caritas’s
clothing donations department.

Another core relationship essential to our project was with two individuals who had migrated to Ventimiglia
and who volunteered a significant amount of time acting as free translators to our project. Both worked
hard with our team to create impactful interviews and enabled us to break through many different
language barriers to uncover new stories.

For our project, we relied solely on Projects for Peace funds for camera and water quality testing
equipment. However, as our documentary moves into post-production, we have started a fundraising
initiative available on our website to pay for translation and editing fees. In addition to this, we are
applying for other grants and funding opportunities this fall.

We will continue to engage with our project over the coming year as we plan to enter film festivals and
present our documentary at other educational events. In addition to this, our website will remain a critical
and continuing component of our project. This is where information such as trailers for our documentary,
release dates, blog posts, and our water quality assessment will be available.

Peace to me is not only the lack of conflict, but also the presence of structures and initiatives that protect
vulnerable populations and promote equity. Our documentary focuses on a bottleneck in Europe's
ongoing migrant crisis. It examines how the humanitarian conditions in Ventimiglia have further
deteriorated with the recent closure of the Italian Red Cross Camp and have hardened French police
presence at all border crossings. It includes personal accounts of the journey to Europe from the
countries of Sudan, Pakistan, Cameroon, and Eritrea, among many others. In the long term, our project
seeks to bring attention to this unjust situation to help protect this vulnerable group. In the short term, we
will be able to provide information on the water quality on the river Roya to various non-profit
organizations to combat the ongoing sanitary crisis.

In recent years, Ventimiglia's politicians have treated migrants as a detriment to their town and a threat to
its people. In the greater history of Ventimiglia, the story of migration appears frequently. In the 1930s,
Jewish families fled Italy using Ventimiglia trails. The war in former Yugoslavia saw thousands move
through Ventimiglia, and the Kosovo war in 1998 saw the EU accept just as many asylum seekers as in
2015 in terms of total numbers (Mescoli, 2019). Local activists attribute contemporary resentment of
migrants to racism and the dangerous reemergence of widespread nationalist sentiment. Our project
hopes to capture in detail the voice of Ventimiglia’s townspeople, politicians, and police.

This project changed the way I viewed language as an obstacle. Although our team was constantly
surrounded by language barriers, we were able to understand emotion in voices and develop deep
connections despite not having direct communication with all those we worked with for our project. This
taught me how language, although important, is not always necessary for creating friendships and lasting
relationships.

“It was the kindness of strangers that made our project possible. Without these individuals who were
willing to share their stories over a cold drink, we would not have been able to uncover so many impactful
details about the current migrant situation in Ventimiglia.” - Zara Gounden


