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				Founded in 2018, Conversations From Calais is a global art movement that captures conversations between volunteers and refugees in poster form. Pasted on our city walls, these posters amplify voices in human moments and bear witness to those who are often ignored.


			


		


		

			

				Mathilda Della Torre’s work focuses on co-designing projects with local communities. She is interested in creating ways to transition to a sustainable and just society using the power of design. She is the founder of Conversations From Calais, and is currently working as a community manager at PIE Factory, home of the positive impact experience, developing brand activations and community projects that help shape a better world.
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				I had read the headlines, seen the photos and heard the politicians – but somehow it didn’t hit home the way it should have. It felt too big and overwhelming to tackle, something I could put to the back of my mind and ignore for a little while longer. 


				I remember reading an article about the so-called Calais Jungle and thinking that couldn’t possibly be true, not in Europe, not in France, not so close to home. It was hard to fathom, but it stayed, lingering in the back of my mind. I talked to friends and family, and I sought out more information, but it was difficult to truly understand what was happening. Slowly, I felt more and more guilty about being born on this side of the world, with a passport that allowed me to go anywhere I wanted. The guilt stayed with me; I needed to act in some way. 
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				Refugees on dinghies crossing the Channel. 


				The ongoing crisis.


				Asylum seekers “invading” our coastlines. 
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				It was my mother who suggested we go to Calais to help in a small way. And so, in September 2018, we spent ten days in Northern France, unpacking and sorting bags of donations in a volunteer warehouse and then distributing them in temporary camps around Calais and Dunkirk, where displaced communities live. Together with other volunteers, we were trying in the best way we could to make these unbearable realities a little more bearable. To this day, I have never felt so hopeless and so hopeful at the same time. Being surrounded by people who had decided to stand up against governments that had denied them simple human rights was so humbling and powerful; at the same time, I could see that the aid we were providing was a mere drop in the ocean.


				Each time I returned to Calais, I witnessed so much misery and pain; but when people asked me about my visits, I found myself remembering the small details of life. I talked about the taste of the curry and rice I handed out, a drawing of a flower on a piece of paper, the red hoodie that no one wanted, the hellos and goodbyes in French, English, Italian, Farsi, Tigrinya and Arabic. I told them about someone from Afghanistan who had been travelling for five years. He’d worked as an engineer, a teacher, a mechanic and a waiter while on his journey. When he reached Calais, he was so tired he didn’t even have the energy to try and cross to the UK at night, so he would walk up a hill and look over the Channel to see if he could spot the British coastline. He told me to look for him in the streets of England, which I still catch myself doing. I told them about a young man who had left his family in Eritrea and who loved to speak in broken Italian with me. He was a healthcare assistant back home and all he wanted was to get to the UK, work in a hospital and 
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