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LESBOS COVID-19 BRIEFING

Update on the EU ‘hotspot’ Moria by the
Greek Council for Refugees and Oxfam

General

e There are currently close to 19,000 men, women and children residing in and around the EU ‘hotspot’
Moria, which has capacity for only 2,757 people. The agencies and organisations that protect asylum
seekers and support the asylum procedure, such as UNHCR and EASO, have reduced their presence
to a minimum, and the Greek police is preventing NGOs from reaching the camp by car. Most NGOs
previously working in Moria are now either working remotely or have suspended their services.

e Since March 1%, people who arrive in Lesbos are forced to stay near the beach for more than two
weeks, where there is a minimum presence of protection actors, including UNHCR, and no access to
asylum, in violation of EU law. While this is explained as a measure to protect the island’s population
from the COVID-19 virus, the people staying on the shore have no access to proper accommodation,
health services and adequate sanitation. As a result, they are themselves not protected against the
virus.

e There are an estimated 900 unaccompanied children staying in Moria and the makeshift camp in the
surrounding olive grove. Only one nurse volunteers in the section inside Moria that is specifically
dedicated to unaccompanied minors, for a few hours each morning. During the rest of the day the
children are left to fend for themselves, putting them in great harm.

Access to asylum denied

e Following the Greek government’s decree of March 2" and the Greek Parliament’s vote on March
26" to make this decree into law (L. 4681/2020), no asylum seeker entering Greece during March has
been able to access international protection. Their asylum requests are not registered, and they
receive no assistance. Upon arrival, all asylum seekers without exception are detained for the purpose
of deportation. This includes pregnant women and women who have just given birth. So far, the Greek
authorities have blocked at least 2,500 people from seeking asylum in the EU. Worse, these people
are detained in conditions insufficient to protect them from the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic.

e The people who arrived on Lesbos after March 15t receive no information about the reasons for which
they are kept on the shore, the duration of this measure or next steps. The Greek authorities also do
not explain them that their right to apply for asylum is suspended, thus keeping them in completely in
the dark about their situation and their rights.

e This ‘exceptional’ suspension of the right to seek asylum ceases to apply as of 1 April but, in parallel,
the Greek Asylum Service suspended its operations, as part of measures to avoid spread of the
COVID-19 virus, meaning that access to asylum is still not possible for the foreseeable future. As long
as no alternatives (e.g. online registration) are put in place, and as the Greek Government may extend
the suspension of the right to seek asylum beyond March, the people who enter Greece now will also
not be able to access international protection.

e Since March 20™, lawyers are not allowed to visit the people held in the pre-removal detention centre
of the Moria ‘hotspot’. Close to 190 men are being detained in this pre-removal detention center,
including asylum seekers whose asylum request have not been assessed yet. According to the police
officers, the detainees who own a cellphone have the possibility to call their lawyer during the week-
end, but a considerable number of detainees do not have a phone, or a lawyer. This means that there
is currently no external scrutiny over the treatment of the people held in detention.
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Measures to prepare for COVID-19 outbreak are insufficient and harmful

On 27 March, the Greek Ministry of Migration introduced new measures to “protect the population in
the EU ‘hotspot’ camps”, which included a curfew on the camp during the night and limitations on the
number of people who are allowed to leave it during the day. These measures leave gaping holes in
the protection of the people trapped in the ‘hotspots’. Instead of being transferred to suitable and safe
accommodation, where they would be able to practice social distancing and self-isolation, they are
forced to remain locked in overcrowded and unsanitary facilities.

All asylum seekers who arrived in Greece since July 2019 are effectively denied access to Greece’s
public healthcare system, because they were not issued National Insurance Numbers or these num-
bers were not added to their asylum seekers card. Promises to address this problem have not been
implemented yet, although the Ministry of Migration and Asylum announced today (April 1%!) that they
will start issuing the social security numbers by the midst of April.

Currently, 12 hovels are being placed outside the ‘hotspots’ on the five Aegean islands, which will
function as ‘health stations’. Medical checks will be conducted there, and these structures will be used
as quarantine spaces if needed. But these new structures will not be sufficient to treat patients.

People forced to stay in the islands’ ‘hotspots’ have to share 1 shower with 500 people and 1 toilet
with 160 people. They also have to queue in line for hours, with hundreds of people around them, to
collect their meals. Most of them are in a weakened and vulnerable physical state due to their terrible
living conditions. Leaving people trapped in these unsanitary and unsafe conditions is not just a vio-
lation of human rights, it also opens up the possibility of a devastating health crisis if COVID-19
reaches the camps, where social distancing and self-isolation are impossible under the current cir-
cumstances.

The Greek Asylum Service (GAS) has suspended its operation until at least April 10, All appeal
deadlines are paused as well, but the GAS is still issuing decisions on past applications for asylum in
the Moria ‘hotspot’. The GAS is not providing guidance on new procedures during the COVID-19
outbreak, adding to the anxiety and stress of the people whose application was denied.

The Ministry’s decision to immediately suspend monthly stipends (cash-based assistance) by the
Greek authorities provided to asylum seekers, without any alternatives in place, is taking away the
opportunity for people to supply basic goods, including soap, for themselves and their families. Cash-
based assistance has been a means for covering gaps in the state’s provision of material reception
conditions towards asylum seekers. It is both an essential service and a state obligation under EU law
(Directive 2013/33/EU), which up to now has been covered through the support of UNHCR and part-
ners.

In a welcome development, the Greek government announced that recognized refugees will be able
to remain in the appartments provided to them, at least until the end of May. This is a good measure
to temporarily tackle homelessness, which, however, will only delay the inevitable if it is not followed
by serious commitments on integration and relocation of recognised refugees, from the side of Greece
and other EU member states respectively.

Recommendations and Questions

Greece, with he support of the EU, must immediately relocate all vulnerable people out of the
‘hotspots’ to appropriate accommodations, where they can practice social distancing and have access
to healthcare.
o What options have been considered?
o Has the Greek Government approached hotels who might be able to host asylum seekers
while tourism is down?
o What progress has the European Commission made on bringing together a resettlement com-
mitment for the relocation of unaccompanied children and when will this take place?
Greece must revoke its decision to deny access to asylum immediately, and the EC should ensure its
compliance with international and EU law.
o What measures are taken to ensure that access to asylum is possible at the EU borders?
o How will the Government ensure that all those arriving between 1 March and 1 April have
access to fair asylum procedures? How will their safety be guaranteed?
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