
Open letter to Mr Alexander Casella

Representative of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees for 20 
years

Geneva, 25 February 2015

Dear Sir,

  On Tuesday 24 February 2015, you participated in a debate aired on 
Swiss radio during prime time. The subject was “Should the cantons stop 
housing asylum seekers in underground civil defense facilities 
(bunkers)?” In the course of the discussion, you made the following 
statement:

“For sure, there needs to be a minimum standard. You can’t just house 
people under any conditions. It is a question of determining the correct 
minimum. And that is exactly the problem – to decide what conditions 
answer this criteria. At the same time, we need to steer clear of any 
ethnocentrism. I recall the camps for the Vietnamese in Hong Kong. 
Representatives of American NGO’s were appalled by their living 
conditions. The people were cooped up in total promiscuity. Well, this 
was just the way the people in Vietnam were used to living. So, what for 
a Westerner was nearly unacceptable was normal for someone from 
Vietnam so, for them, their conditions were just fine.”

“And we mustn’t forget that these new arrivals who are sometimes 
refugees, sometimes migrants or sometimes refugees who have already 
received asylum and wish to emigrate to another place, these new 
arrivals all expect to find an Eldorado in the West. They do not compare 
their life in Europe with how they lived in the countries they came from 
and so they are very disappointed. I that that, considering this context, 
the cantons do their best with the means they have at their disposal.”

We asylum seekers confined to housing underground would like to 
clarify a few points here.



We did not come to Europe “hoping to find an Eldorado”. Do you have 
any idea of how much we paid to come here, counting the traffickers, the 
transportation and the ransoms for those who were kidnapped ? You with 
your comparison of “Westerners” and us – the “new arrivals” – we want 
you to know that with the money we spent, we could have opened a 
business in our country and lived well off it. Why then did we leave? The 
answer is that the political situation made it impossible for us to stay: we 
were forced to leave in order to save our lives.

The living conditions in the countries we have fled were indeed close to 
the conditions we are living in today down in the bunkers. Some of us 
lived in caves, others in overcrowded prison cells – in Syria, the Sudan 
or Eritrea – so, in countries caught up in war or in the jails of dictators. 
But can such extreme conditions be considered “normal”? You talk about 
ethnocentrism and emphasize how different it is between different 
cultures. Yes: where we come from, only dead bodies are put 
underground.

We came to Europe because we hoped that here, we would find a place 
where we could live in dignity. In our opinion, this dignity is the only 
criteria which should guide your search for the “correct minimum”. But 
perhaps we are being too ethnocentric ?

Stopbunkers – the inhabitants of the 
Civil Defense underground housing

https://stopbunkers.wordpress.com/ 
stopbunkers@gmail.com


