
 

 



By the director of EXIT, Swiss Film Award 2006  
and Golden Link of the best European Documentary 
 

THE FORTRESS 
A documentary by Fernand Melgar 
 

 
 
For the first time, a camera unrestrictedly penetrates into the universe of a Swiss 
reception centre for asylum seekers. It presents a human gaze at an austere transition 
place, where 200 men, women and children, torn between doubt and hope, are awaiting the 
state's decision on their behalf. Empathy and distrust punctuate the exchanges between 
the residents and the staff of the centre in charge of applying the most restrictive 
asylum law in Europe. With emotion, though also with humour, LA FORTERESSE (THE FORTRESS) 
immerses us into the heart of this daily sorting process of human beings. 
 
Documentary – 104’ – 35mm – 1:1.66 – Dolby digital SRD - www.laforteresse.ch 
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The Fortress 
By Jay Weissberg, Variety 
Using a pure docu style unencumbered by direct-to-camera interviews, Fernand Melgar 
takes his observational but still impassioned eye into a Swiss detention center for asylum 
seekers in "The Fortress." Of course, there's no such thing as purely objective cinema, and 
Melgar, along with top editor Karine Sudan, picked whom and what to focus on, but they've 
succeeded handsomely in presenting a largely balanced and engrossing look at the problems 
facing both staff and applicants. Docu deservedly took home Locarno's Golden Leopard for 
Filmmakers of the Present, surely a foretaste of a healthy fest life along with guaranteed 
international cable interest.  
 
Shot over 60 days -- the maximum number an asylum seeker can be held -- the docu enters 
into the lives of the residents of the holding center in the western Swiss town of Vallorbe. 
Surrounded by barbed wire, with surveillance cameras trained on them 24/7, this 
institutional, quasi-penal atmosphere can be a trying place for those with such an 
uncertain future, especially families with children. 
 
As a haven of peace and wealth in the popular mindset, Switzerland is a natural magnet for 
immigrants, and the famously insular confederation has a complicated relationship with the 
refugees at her gates. Only 1% of cases receive asylum status; the others are either 
given provisional admission or 24 hours to leave the country. The global immigration pattern 
has changed considerably since Rolf Lyssy's 1978 satire, "The Swissmakers," with a much 
more codified application procedure. 
 
The docu doesn't directly address the current European debate over immigration -- often 
thinly disguised racism -- instead bringing home the idea that each asylum seeker has a 
story. Melgar follows only a few groups within the walls of the compound, some at length 
and others, such as an Armenian with drug issues, only at the start. 
 
Applicants go through a double-interview process. A Somali man with a tale of cannibalism is 
deemed unreliable, while a Colombian family's chilling account of murder appears far more 
genuine. Melgar never reveals who gets asylum and who doesn't, but he does create a space 
for auds to question the tales told as well as the various factors that go into the 
process. 
 
The tensions arising from cramming so many people from diverse cultures into a restricted 
area is only briefly touched upon. Certainly, groups predisposed to sparring create visible 
friction, such as a scene in which Iraqis and Kurds are seen arguing. 
 
Melgar also gives space to the people who work at the center, from security guards to 
pastors to the relatively new director of the facility, seen briefing his staff on the need 
for more personal, humane contact with the asylum-seekers. It's difficult to decide 
whether Melgar deliberately shows the staff in a positive light -- remarkably friendly and 
compassionate, even when being tough -- or whether it's a byproduct of the editing 
process. Touches of humor create nice moments of uplift. 
 
This sense of balance, which Melgar also exhibited in "Exit: The Right to Die," combined with 
his deceptively casual eye, lifts "The Fortress" above the standard docu presentation. 
Sudan's skillful editing establishes a kind of narrative form out of something potentially 
amorphous, while d.p. Camille Cottagnoud's judiciously considered lensing contributes to the 
sense of dignity instilled in each subject. 
 



Switzerland, an asylum country? 

Does Switzerland, a fortress in the heart of Europe, still deserve its legendary reputation 
of an asylum country? For centuries, this neutral country has been any refugee’s 
preferred destination. The Geneva Convention provides the basis of the country’s asylum 
policy. One of its principles is to grant asylum to any person who is threatened or 
persecuted in their home country. Moreover, no person may be tortured or subjected to 
inhuman or degrading punishments or treatments. 
 

Like its neighbouring states of the European Union, Switzerland has adopted drastic 
measures to curb non-European immigration. In 2006, the majority of the Swiss electorate 
voted for a tighter asylum and immigration policy. Left-wing parties and the Church were 
unable to counteract the populist right-wing and its slogan: “No more abuse!” which saw 
asylum seekers as profiteers of social welfare and as potential drug dealers. It seems 
that we have come away from a humanitarian Noah’s arch and gone back to the principle of  
“Das Boot ist voll” (the boat is full) in the sombre times of Swiss history during World War 
II.  
 

The new procedure 
On arrival in the home country of the Red Cross, many exiled persons, worn out by a journey 
sometimes undertaken at the risk of their lives, believe themselves to be finally safe. They 
do not know that the most difficult ordeal is yet to come: the new asylum procedure of 
the Federal Office for Migration (FOM). Everything will be decided within less than 60 days in 
one of the four FOM reception centres.  
 

On the basis of hearings and countless scientific assessments, FOM officials have the 
difficult task of deciding whether asylum is to be granted or not. People without identity 
papers are automatically rejected. After checking their fingerprints and their identity, 
wanted people are handed over to the police. Applicants who “invent dramatic stories from 
beginning to end to obtain refugee status” are rejected and have 24 hours to leave 
Switzerland.  
 

Finally, only 1% of all applicants make it through the first selection process. To begin with, 
they are given refugee status, a door opener in Switzerland, and they are transferred to 
a cantonal centre for further proceedings. Some of those who were rejected cannot 
return home. They go underground, which is coupled with precariousness. As of the age of 
15 years, these outcasts risk a prison sentence of up to two years simply for staying in 
Switzerland illegally. 
 

The FOM reception centre 
In the small border town Vallorbe located in the Swiss Jura (Canton of Vaud), a former 
military barracks surrounded by barbed wires has been refurbished as a FOM reception 
centre. Locals grudgingly observe the arrival of sixty or more asylum seekers a week.  
Keeping them under curfew-like conditions, a private surveillance company is in charge of 
the safety of the two hundred men, women and children who live there in large dormitories. 
Initially planned as a short-term reception centre, its promiscuity often triggers great 
tension between the people and between the communities staying there for weeks in 
forced idleness. Cases of heavy depression and suicide are not infrequent. 
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