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Child living in the olive grove adjacent to Moria camp in Lesvos, Greece, where access to the latrines is no 
longer possible due to garbage build up – January 2020. Renata Rendon/Oxfam. 

• While the overall number of sea arrivals in the EU has dropped in 2019 
to a new low, the number of arrivals in the Eastern Mediterranean saw 
a sharp increase compared to previous years. With over 28,000 arrivals 
in Greece by land and sea between October and December, the route 
from Turkey to Greece received more than half of all refugees and mi-
grants’ irregular arrivals in Europe in this period1. In all of 2019 the 
island of Lesvos alone received 26,974 sea arrivals2.  

• Despite repeated calls of the Greek Government for other EU member 
states to share responsibility and relocate asylum seekers, the political 
discussions on responsibility sharing mechanisms have not 
translated into significant support.  

• As a result of the EU-Turkey deal, impeding asylum seekers from leav-
ing the Greek islands, and the challenges in securing sufficient accom-
modation on the Greek mainland, over 42,000 people are currently 
trapped on the Greek islands. The vast majority of them are in unac-
ceptable conditions in EU ‘hotspot’ camps, where conditions have de-
teriorated even further over winter. 

• There Greek government's plan to replace the current 'hotspot' system 
with a range of 'closed' or 'controlled' centres across Greece is met with 
concern. While all agree that more asylum seekers should be hosted 
on the mainland, many municipalities and NGOs object to the plan 
to keep asylum seekers in large tents and in detention or de facto 
detention conditions for periods of up to three years. 
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• In Moria ‘hotspot’ camp, where nearly half of the inhabitants are chil-
dren, the level of overcrowding has reached unmanageable levels. The 
population of 18,806 people is more than six times the official ca-
pacity of the ‘hotspot’, which can officially accommodate no more than 
2,840 residents, for short periods of time. 

• The current situation is increasingly dangerous and has been accu-
rately described by different human rights institutions as ‘at the edge of 
catastrophe’3 and ‘the single most worrying fundamental rights is-
sue that we're confronting anywhere in the EU’4. 

CALL TO ACTION 
Oxfam and GCR continue to call on EU member states’ governments to: 

o Share responsibility with Greece for receiving and welcoming peo-
ple asking for asylum in Europe. Most urgently this should include 
relocation of asylum seekers from Greece in order to re- duce pressure 
on basic services and increase timely and effective access to asylum 
procedures. 

In addition, Oxfam and GCR are calling on Greece, with the support of other 
EU member state governments and the European Commission, to: 
o Urgently increase long-term reception and accommodation capac-

ity on the Greek mainland by specifically enhancing the capacity 
of the ESTIA accommodation scheme,5 so as to both ensure safe 
and dignified living conditions for asylum seekers in apartments and fa-
cilitate the process of integration for those that will be recognized as 
refugees. 

o Evacuate the overcrowded EU ‘hotspots’, prioritizing the transfer of 
all unaccompanied minors, women considered at higher risk of violence 
and other people in vulnerable situations to safe and specialized shel-
ters on the Greek mainland, and avoid the large-scale use of tents for 
long-term accommodation. 

o Rapidly deploy additional expert staff in the EU ‘hotspots’ on the 
islands, including doctors, psychologists, child psychologists and cul-
tural mediators, to ensure that all people seeking asylum receive at 
least emergency medical and psychosocial treatment upon arrival, and 
that all vulnerable people are identified as such and receive the support 
and treatment to which they are legally entitled6. 

o Provide crucial legal information and assistance that people seek-
ing asylum in Greece need and are entitled to, as per Greece’s legal 
obligations under national and EU law, by hiring state-funded lawyers 
and, where this is not sufficient, by funding legal aid organizations al-
ready providing legal information and assistance to asylum seekers. 

o End the regime of geographical restriction that entraps asylum 
seekers on the Greek islands for an unknown and unlimited period of 
time, and that has led to a cycle of overcrowding and degrading living 
conditions in the islands’ camps.  
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OVERALL SITUATION AND STATISTICS 
Between October and December, irregular arrivals by sea to the five Greek 
islands (Lesvos, Chios, Kos, Leros and Samos) reached a total of 23,316 
persons. This is an average of 253 people per day: a decrease compared 
to the summer months, but a significant increase compared to the same 
period in previous years. The total number of arrivals into Greece in all of 
2019 stands at 74,482, which is almost 50% more people than in 2018 
(50,508 arrivals) and double as many people as in 2017 (36,310 arrivals)7.  
Families with children continue to be the majority of arrivals, and the two 
top nationalities are Afghan and Syrian8. The island of Lesvos also contin-
ues to host the largest number of asylum seekers – with a total of about 
20,980 migrants living on the island9. As a result of the continuous arrivals 
and the imposition of the geographic restriction impeding people from leav-
ing the islands, there are currently over 42,000 asylum seekers crammed 
on five Greek islands in increasingly dangerous and inhumane living con-
ditions which have become even worse over winter10.  
In the last week of December, there was a transfer of 700 people to the 
Greek mainland. However, the level of overcrowding in Moria camp on 
Lesvos is currently over six times the official capacity of the EU 
‘hotspot’ - 18,806 persons in a space for a maximum of 2,840 persons11.  
About half of the people in Moria camp are currently sleeping in camping 
tents or improvised sheds in the overspill areas that now expand to every 
side of the barbed wire fences of the ‘hotspot’. Most are sleeping without a 
mattress or any other protection against the cold and rain. Even though 
some winter preparation works are ongoing in and outside the ‘hotspot’, this 
will not be enough for thousands of people. As almost half of the camp’s 
residents are children, this situation raises serious concerns for their 
wellbeing and safety. 12 
Meanwhile, prospects remain bleak, as the government’s alleged plans13 to 
transfer 10,000 asylum seekers by the end of February in tents which are 
reportedly to be placed in 10 new centers primarily on the mainland clearly 
do not suffice to ensure humane living conditions for the thousands of asy-
lum seekers still trapped on the islands or the thousands more expected to 
arrive. Local authorities from the municipalities of Lamia and Crete already 
expressed their concerns regarding the plan, saying they welcome the pro-
spects of hosting asylum seekers but stressed the importance of basic con-
ditions being met.14  
Temperatures dropped to 4 degrees Celsius over Christmas, with a 
wind-factor reducing the tempratures even further. Electricity is limited to 3 
hours per day for the overspill areas, and regular black outs occurring 
throughout the entire camp. During the day, most people do not have ac-
cess to electricity, so even if they have a heater, they are not able to use it.  
The desperate situation in the camp is resulting in increased use of alcohol 
and rising tensions. The disparity between different standards of living – 
some people living in containers, some in tents and some receive no provi-
sions at all – contributes to the sense of injustice and hostility between 
groups. Women and girls are the most at risk due to the heightened 
levels of violence15. 
For survivors of sexual and domestic violence, there is no available 
space in safe accommodation in Lesvos, so they are forced to stay in 
Moria camp around the perpetrators. The same applies for people suffering 
suicidal thoughts, for whom there is often no space in safe accommodation 
provided by UNHCR16.  
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On 10 November, a 9-month old baby from Congo died, most probably 
from dehydration. After being transferred to Mytilene hospital, the infant 
was pronounced dead on arrival. In a reaction, MSF highlighted the alarm-
ing living conditions in the camp, and the fact that only three doctors are 
deployed to cover the needs of thousands of people17.  
Since July, asylum seekers no longer get a social security number (AMKA) 
- a number that is needed in order to access the public health system, and 
thus the medical aid to which they are legally entitled under EU and Greek 
law. As a result, people do not have access to the medical examina-
tions and preventive care that they need. Despite expectations that an 
alternative system would be implemented, this has not materialized yet. 
The state medical actor operating in Moria camp, NHPO, has been operat-
ing since October with a team of three doctors and eight psychologists. The 
team is carrying out only basic medical screenings when people arrive on 
the islands, and is not able to provide any other necessary follow-up or 
urgent medical care in the camp. There are currently over 5,000 people 
waiting for a vulnerability assessment, which is key to ensuring re-
spect for asylum seekers’ rights in the context of both reception and 
asylum procedures. If an issue which meets the vulnerability criteria, such 
as serious illness, disability or PTSD19, is not immediately clear and is not 
identified prior to the asylum procedure, vulnerable persons cannot access 
the added support they need (e.g. psychosocial support), while the asylum 
case worker runs the risk of reaching an incorrect decision.   

 

LATEST DEVELOPMENTS AND POLICY 
CHANGES 
 

DE FACTO DETENTION FOR UP TO THREE YEARS 

The new Greek asylum law coming into effect in January 2020 allows for 
an increased use of detention for asylum seekers, for prolonged periods 
of time – which may be extended for up to a period of three years. On top 
of that, the Greek government presented on 20 November its operational 
plan to ‘decongest’ the Aegean islands21. The most important aspect of 
this plan is to gradually close the existing ‘hotspot’ camps on the Greek is-
lands, including Moria camp, and to construct or expand new ‘closed 
structures’ or ‘controlled centers’ on the islands to replace the ‘hotspots’. 
The Greek government also announced that by the start of 2020, 20,000 
people living in the current camps will be transferred to the mainland and 
that 10,000 asylum seekers who have been rejected will be returned to 
Turkey by the end of 2020.  

The possibilities for extended use of detention and ‘closed’ or ‘controlled’ 
centers, potentially restricting further the movement of asylum seekers, 
could mean that people arriving in Greece seeking international pro-
tection are locked up in detention or de facto detention conditions for 
extended periods in time22, until they are granted refugee status, trans-
ferred to another EU member state for the purpose of family reunification, 
or until their application is rejected alltogether. In all cases, the expected 
timeframe and the level of access to basic services is such that is likely to 
cause them severe harm.  

After her visit to the 
Eastern Aegean islands 
including Lesvos in 
October, the 
Commissioner for 
Human Rights of the 
Council of Europe 
described a ‘desperate 
lack of medical care 
and sanitation’ in the 
EU ‘hotspot’ camps 
where ‘people queue for 
hours to get food and to 
go to bathrooms, when 
these are available’18. 

With children and 
families constituting the 
largest group in the 
current ‘hotspots’, and 
with most of them 
coming from war and 
conflict-torn countries, 
the Greek government’s 
plans will affect them 
worst.20  



   
 

 5 

With this plan, the Greek government is weakening fundamental safe-
guards of the reception and asylum system. Generalized and lengthy de-
tention used as a means of deterring persons in need of protection 
from Europe is unacceptable. As noted by the UN Special Rapporteur on 
the human rights of migrants, “despite increasingly tough detention policies 
being introduced over the past 20 years in countries around the world, the 
number of irregular arrivals has not decreased23”. 
 

UNACCOMPANIED CHILDREN LEFT IN DANGER 
The conditions in Moria ‘hotspot’ for the nearly 1,100 unaccompanied mi-
nors are particularly worrying. The island of Lesvos has only one shelter for 
unaccompanied minors that can accommodate a maximum of 143 children, 
which means that almost 90% of all unaccompanied children are forced 
to live without protection, in and around Moria camp. Some of them are 
hosted in the severely overcrowded gated sections specifically assigned for 
minors and women inside the ‘hotspot’. However, these sections cannot be 
considered safe; in August, a 15-year old boy died after being stabbed by 
another minor24.   
With the lack of safe and specialized accommodation for these children, 
almost 60% of all unaccompanied minors in Lesvos are living amongst 
the adult population, including in the Olive Grove’s makeshift areas 
around the Moria ‘hotspot’. 25 
As per Greek legislation, due to their age, unaccompanied minors do not 
have access to the UNHCR cash card program. Without another way of 
providing them with support, this leaves these minors in conditions without 
appropriate protection and care, as well as without any resources. In a re-
cent interview, the President of Greece’s Teachers Association Thanasis 
Kikinis also highlighted the fact that in contrast to ‘hotspots’ on the other 
Greek islands, Moria has no kindergarten, and that only 9 children attend 
a secondary school in Mytilene26. 
The delays in the registration of asylum claims worsens the situation for 
these children. Hiring additional staff has improved registration timelines, 
and so did the longer working shifts adopted by the asylum service unit. 
Still, the unit is dealing with a significant backlog of cases. Because of it, 
children separated from their families run the risk of missing important 
deadlines for family reunification under the Dublin Regulation.27  
 
LONGER PROCEDURES, LESS PROTECTION 
As shown by the European Court of Auditors in its latest report on the EU 
‘hotspots’, the so-called ‘accelerated border procedures’ implemented for 
people arriving on the Greek islands is not, in fact, expediting processes. 
On the contrary, the procedures have only taken longer over the last 
years28. This is due to a severe lack of investment in and hiring of expert 
staff for the first reception and asylum services in the Greek islands29. 
 
As a result of this chronic and severe understaffing, asylum procedures im-
plemented in the Greek ‘hotspots’ have become lengthier and less pro-
tective of people’s rights. Since August 2019, the average time between 
arrival and registration was more than 2,5 months, with another 2 months 
for the first asylum interview to take place.  
 
Given the situation, EU member states must urgently take action and ac-
cept their share of responsibility by relocating asylum seekers from Greece. 
This would significantly reduce the pressure on basic services on the Greek 

Figure 2 - Living situation for unaccompanied 
minors on Lesvos (Dec. 2019)19 
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islands and increase the timely and effective access to asylum procedures 
for people seeking international protection. 
 
INCREASED RETURNS AND ACCELERATED PROCEDURES BY RE-
MOVING SAFEGUARDS AND RIGHTS31 
After a contested and very short public consultation process, the Greek 
Parliament passed into law the new international protection bill proposed 
by the Minister of Citizen Protection. The new bill has been heavily criticised 
by UNHCR32 and civil society organisations, including by the Greek Council 
for Refugees33. All actors urged the Greece government to not enact the 
legislation that contradicts international and European laws.  
The most problematic provisions, enforced from 1 January 2020, are: 
§ Diminishing safeguards for vulnerable people by subjecting them to 

accelerated asylum and border procedures. The most vulnerable in-
clude unaccompanied minors, pregnant women or people who have 
been tortured, suffer from trauma, illness or a disability, or survivors of 
sexual violence and trafficking. This change means that most of them 
will be at risk of not receiving either the care they need, or the necessary 
support and time to present their case and substantiate their request for 
international protection. According to the statistics released by the Eu-
ropean Court of Auditors34, in 2018 EASO’s opinions considered 74 % 
of interviewed applicants and family members to be vulnerable (or 
requiring further medical assessment), according to the categories de-
fined by Greek law, resulting in the referral by GAS to the regular pro-
cedure. 
 

§ Severely undermining applicants’ right to appeal a negative deci-
sion on their asylum application, by inter alia demanding that asylum 
seekers cite (in Greek) the concrete reasons on which their appeal is 
based, as a pre-requisite for the appeal to not be rejected as inadmis-
sible, meaning without examining the applicant’s fear for persecution. 
This makes it practically impossible for applicants to file an appeal with-
out the support of a lawyer and thus risks violating the principle of non-
refoulement, by denying them the right to an effective remedy; espe-
cially in the ‘hotspots’, where the deadline for filling an appeal can be 
as short as 10 days, and where, crucially, the lack of lawyers is chronic. 

NOTES
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