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1. Trends in sea arrivals and protection failures at the borders

As of November 2025, Greece has recorded 42,047 arrivals, representing a 20 per cent decrease compared to 2024.
Despite this overall decline, the demographic profile remains stable with children constituting more than one-fifth of all
arrivals, similar to 2024, while 30 per cent of all children were identified upon arrival as unaccompanied or separated,
predominantly from Egypt and, to a lesser extent, Sudan, Afghanistan and Somalia. The European Commission’s first
Annual Asylum and Migration Report released in 2025 identifies Greece and three other member states as countries “under
migratory pressure”, a designation that reflects ongoing sea arrivals.

The top-three nationalities of people arriving in 2025 are: Afghanistan (25.7%), Egypt (21.2%) and Sudan (20.5%). The
Afghan and Syrian population groups are characterised by a significant presence of family units, whereas arrivals from
Egypt and Sudan include higher proportions of unaccompanied children and single men’.

A significant feature of 2025 has been the continued shift in arrival patterns, with Crete remaining a predominant entry
point. Between January and October, Crete region received 44% of all new arrivals, far surpassing other entry points such
as the Dodecanese (21%), Samos (13%), and the Northen Aegean islands. This growth contrasts sharply with the overall
decrease in arrivals to Greece: arrivals to Crete have more than quadrupled compared to January-September 2024,
reaching almost 14,000 people so far in 20252. Sudanese nationals in particular accounted for over 20% of all sea arrivals
nationwide and 37% of those arriving in Crete, driven by a sharp rise since June 2025.

Despite earlier announcements regarding temporary registration facilities, no formal structures have been established,
leaving Crete - now the main entry point to Greece - without the capacity to manage arrivals safely or to conduct
vulnerability assessments, particularly for children. The three-month suspension of access to the asylum procedure
introduced in July was not extended beyond its initial period, and no deportations are known to have taken place. However,
its implementation created significant confusion and unequal treatment. According to confidential and unpublished
circulars, certain groups - including single headed-households, unaccompanied children and, from mid-September,
Sudanese and Eritrean nationals following ECtHR interim measures - were exempted from the suspension, though these
exemptions were never publicly communicated. This lack of transparency led to inconsistent and sometimes arbitrary
practices, with people detained in the same facilities receiving different treatment and many left without information, legal
assistance or proper reception conditions. Civil society organisations have submitted a formal complaint to the European
Commission in September 2025. The Greek Ombudsperson later assessed the application of the measure as “partial and
fragmented, creating a disproportionate burden on services and raising serious doubts as to the proportionality and
necessity of exceptional regulations that deviate from the international and EU framework”.

Accountability for failures to protect children at sea

The boat disaster off the coast of Pylos in June 2023 remains a dramatic symbol of the perils faced by sea-arrivals to
Greece and underscores why accountability matters. The trawler Adriana carried an estimated 700-750 people, including
“up to 100 children held in hatch-rooms” according to survivor statements. Only 104 people survived, among them just a
small number of children. In November 2025 the Prosecutor of the Reviewing Court ordered criminal proceedings against
four senior officers of the Hellenic Coast Guard, including its current Commander, for failure to fulfil their legal obligations
to rescue persons in distress and for manslaughter by negligence. The decision is important because it is one of the few
instances where senior border-management officials are being held accountable for the death of women, men and children

T See UNHCR (2025, Sept), Greece Sea arrivals Dashboard — September 2025.

2 Based on the nationality composition of arrivals to Crete (Egypt 43%, Sudan 37%, Bangladesh 14%, Other 6%, Syrian Arab
Republic 0.3%, Afghanistan 0.3%) and the age profiles of these groups, we estimate that approximately 12% of arrivals to Crete in
2025 are children.
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in a migrant shipwreck. It also signals that sea arrivals are not just a matter of numbers but of protection responsibilities
- particularly critical where children are involved and entry routes shift to more dangerous passages.

Sudanese unaccompanied children: a whole-route pattern of violence

The information below draws on interviews with Sudanese unaccompanied children in Greece conducted for the
report

The report adopts a whole-route perspective, examining the protection risks children
face before departure, throughout transit and upon arrival. This approach fills a major gap: research has often
focused on isolated contexts, while children’s repeated exposure to violence, exploitation and instability across
multiple stages of their journeys generates cumulative harm with long-lasting effects on wellbeing, mental health
and development.

The testimonies of Sudanese boys interviewed in Greece reveal a consistent trajectory of extreme violence
beginning in Sudan. Several fled after losing family members or escaping forced recruitment. A., for example,
described being captured by a paramilitary group and detained, interrogated and beaten daily and given food only
once per day. He escaped during a prison transfer and spent almost a year working in agriculture inside Sudan to
save enough money to flee. M., aged 17, described leaving Khartoum after his parents were killed and being shot at
and detained at the Sudan—Egypt border, where conditions were extremely poor.

For some, the border crossing from Egypt into Libya adds another layer of danger. Children like S. reported travelling
on foot and described the Sahara route as “extremely dangerous”, with steep mountains, absence of water, and the
presence of landmines.

In Libya, all interviewed children reported severe abuse and months-long captivity in unofficial detention sites
controlled by armed groups or traffickers. One boy spent four to five months in a warehouse-like prison where
“whenever | asked for food, | was beaten” and he was unable to wash even once. Another was forced to work in a
private home under threat of deportation, saying: “If | left the house without papers, | could be sent back to Sudan
or even enslaved.”

Smuggling dynamics expose children to further coercion. Several boys described being forced to steer overcrowded
boats in dangerous seas under threat from smugglers. One explained: “If | had not agreed to steer, the people on
board would have died.” Despite acting under duress and without any intent to commit an offence, children arriving
in Crete are frequently arrested and charged with smuggling - a growing concern raised by frontline experts in
Greece.

2. Structural barriers to safety and protection for
unaccompanied children.

As of 1st October 2025, MoMA reports that there are 1,795 UASC in Greece. The majority are boys (92%), and a significant
proportion are adolescents over the age of 15 (87%). Most UASC originate from Egypt (56%), followed by Afghanistan
(12%), other nationalities (11%) and Syria (9%).

Encouragingly, a larger share of UASC is now placed in long-term shelters on the mainland, which host around 70% of all
children according to official data. The remaining UASC continue to reside in island CCACs or RICs across Greece, in the
so called “safe areas”. As detailed in previous briefs?, these “safe areas” consistently fail to provide actual safety or child-
appropriate care: children face prolonged stays, overcrowding, violence, limited access to services, and in many cases are
effectively deprived of liberty. Despite efforts since 2019 to progressively close many of these facilities including the safe
zones in CAFTAAS, Greece is now moving towards reopening and expanding them*. This marks a concerning policy
regressive shift: while Greece had been moving away from using “safe areas” due to repeated findings by the European
Ombudsman and interim measures by the European Court of Human Rights that such settings pose serious risks to
children, this development risks reinstating a model widely criticised by Greek civil society and international monitoring
bodies. Without structural reforms, adequate staffing and independent oversight, the expansion of “safe areas” risks
reproducing past protection failures rather than addressing the persistent gaps in dignified accommodation and
guardianship for UASC.

% See Joint brief GCR&SCI (2025), Children on the move in Greece. January — April 2025; Children on the move in Greece. May -
August 2025.

4 According to frontline organisations, new “safe zones” have recently opened in Drama, Kavala and Alexandreia. This information
has been shared through relevant Working Groups.
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Age assessment reform putting children at risk

On 6 October, a coalition of 25 NGOs working with children on the move formally raised concerns with the Ministries of
Migration and Asylum and Health about the new Joint Ministerial Decision (JMD) on age assessment; the Ministry
acknowledged the need for clarifications and noted ongoing efforts to ensure alignment with the EU Pact. However, key
child-rights concerns remain.

The new JMD introduces several problematic changes that risk undermining the protection of unaccompanied children.
First, it requires that all stages of the age-assessment process be carried out cumulatively and on the same day, including
radiological tests. This contradicts the obligation to apply the least intrusive methods first5, and the EU approach that
medical examinations should be used only as a last resort. It also goes against international standards supporting holistic,
multidisciplinary assessments rather than an automatic reliance on X-rays. Second, the JMD gives priority to radiological
findings®, whenever the psychosocial and macroscopic assessments reach divergent conclusions or cannot be conducted
due to staffing gaps, including in situations where earlier non-medical indicators suggest minority. This weakens the
principle of the presumption of minority, a key safeguard recognised by the European Court of Human Rights’ and CRC
Committee. Third, the JMD reduces the appeal deadline from 15 to 5 days, without suspensive effect. Such a short timeline
effectively denies children meaningful access to remedies, particularly those without guardians, legal aid or interpretation.
Fourth, the JMD introduces a presumption of adulthood for anyone who refuses medical testing, ignoring both the
coercive circumstances in which children often operate and the legitimate cultural or religious grounds for declining such
intrusive procedures, which is recognised in the EU Asylum acquis as part of respecting a child’s cultural, religious, and
social background. Finally, the JMD limits the presumption of minority to those already registered as minors, excluding
unaccompanied children who were mistakenly registered as adults at arrival. This creates a critical gap for children who
are initially registered as adults and then placed in age assessment procedures: no guardian is appointed until minority is
formally confirmed, contrary to Law 4939/2022 and recent jurisprudence affirming that these children must benefit from
the presumption of minority. As a result, wrongly registered children navigate reception, age assessment and asylum
processes without representation, and may be placed or detained with unrelated adults®. In practice, this gap particularly
affects children under exploitation: traffickers or exploiters often coach them to present as adults to maintain control and
ensure repayment of “debts”.

Together, these measures risk leaving children unprotected precisely when they most need support. They also undermine
the core purpose of age assessment procedures: to identify children accurately and ensure they receive the protections
and procedural safeguards guaranteed under Greek, EU and international law.

Ensuring representation: gaps in Guardianship.

The adoption of law 4960/2022 establishing a national guardianship system for unaccompanied children was an important
step, given that the previous framework had never been implemented. However, significant implementation gaps persist®.
Despite efforts to minimise delays - such as a circular instructing swift appointment when a child is transferred from an
island to the mainland - prolonged periods without guardians remain common, particularly for children on the mainland™.
As of October 2025, only 140 guardians have been appointed by Public Prosecutors™, an insufficient number to cover the
needs of all unaccompanied children in the country. Reports also point to structural instability within the system, including
high turnover among guardians and recurrent delays in salary payments for Guardianship Officers and Coordinators, which
further undermine continuity and quality of support'2.

% Article 25, Directive 2013/32/EU

% Despite Regulation 1348/2024 (Pact), art. 25: 1, which requires age assessment to be multidisciplinary, to use medical tests only
as alast resort, and not to rely solely on physical appearance; see also Directive 2013/32/EU, art. 25, and ECtHR, Darboe and Camara
v. Italy, 21 July 2022 (para. 87) on the intrusive nature of X-rays and sexual maturity tests.

7 Darboe and Camara v. Italy, application no 5797/17, 21 July 2022, para. 155

8 By contrast, in other national frameworks - such as in parts of Spain, including the Canary Islands - there are practices whereby
individuals claiming to be children are transferred out of adult reception and placed under child-protection responsibility pending
age assessment, reflecting an operational application of the presumption of minority.

% See for example: Greek National Commission on Human Rights, Observations on the 7th National Report to the Council of
Europe in the context of the Revised European Social Charter, Follow-up to Collective Complaint No. 173/2018 International
Commission of Jurists (ICJ) and the European Council for Refugees and Exiles (ECRE) v. Greece, April 2025; ERBB, ‘Suspended
and Secluded: The State of Unaccompanied and Separated Children in Greece’, 2025 Report.

"0 Child Rights Advocacy Network (CRAN) meeting minutes of 10.11.2025.

" Protection subWG of North Greece meeting, 11.11.2025

12 See also RSA, Asylum System in Decline, Submission to the Council of Europe Committee of Ministers in the cases of M.S.S. v.
Greece / H.A. v. Greece
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3. The 18+ gap: education, protection and legal uncertainty

Under Greek law, all refugee and asylum-seeking children have the right to education, which is compulsory at least until
age 163, and should be accessible on equal terms with Greek nationals™. Yet major implementation challenges persist,
particularly in the 2025-26 school year.

For unaccompanied children, Secondary Education Reception Classes - essential for the integration of newly arrived
adolescents - were significantly delayed again this year. Children had access to Reception Classes in their school with
nearly two months’ delay, as substitute teachers for Reception Classes were only appointed nationwide on 18 November
2025. These delays compound chronic staffing shortages and undermine early stabilisation, language acquisition and
effective participation in the classroom. School dropout remains particularly high among unaccompanied children,
especially boys from Egypt'®, who form a significant proportion of new arrivals. Many face economic pressure to work,
limited support networks and language barriers. When work and school are not aligned in accordance with the best
interests of the child, sustained attendance becomes extremely difficult, pushing many adolescents into informal labour
and exposure to serious risks.

Importantly, a recent Ministerial Decision has clarified that young people aged 18 and above may still enrol in Greek schools
even with incomplete documentation if they are asylum seekers, recognised refugees or can prove the legality of their stay
until the end of the school year'®. This addresses an important gap, as enrolment was previously left to the discretion of
school administrations. However, turning 18 remains a critical point of vulnerability. While the new Ministerial Decision
improves access to schooling, long-term residence status still depends on meeting the strict conditions of the 10-year
residence permit for former UASC introduced in 2023. To qualify, young people must complete three years of “successful”
schooling before the age of 23 - a condition extremely difficult to meet for those who experienced interruptions in
education, delays in age assessment or unstable accommodation. Since the law’s enactment, only three young people
have been granted this residence permit, highlighting the structural barriers they face.

The situation has worsened following the return-focused legislation adopted on 8 September 2025, which introduced
criminal penalties for irregular stay. Fear of arrest, combined with the sudden loss of child-specific protection such as
shelter, is expected to push many 18-year-olds out of school. Without an institutionalised transitional residence permit for
18-23-year-olds, adolescents and youth risk attending school in the morning and being arrested on their way home'®.
Ensuring that education remains a genuine pathway to protection - not another point at which children fall through the
cracks - requires urgent, coordinated action.

4. Policy recommendations

Asylum bans are not the solution, child-rights compliance is

Suspending access to asylum exposes children to pushbacks, refoulement and unlawful detention. Children already
carrying cumulative harm need immediate access to trauma-informed protection and MHPSS support. Children must never
be in confinement, not in police stations, nor in pre-removal centres or adult facilities.

The EU should intervene immediately whenever access to asylum is restricted. All EU migration funding must be tied to
strict child-rights benchmarks with independent monitoring before and when funds are released. If benchmarks are
breached, funding should be automatically suspended. EU resources cannot support practices that endanger children.

Age assessment must protect children, not exclude them

Greece must guarantee that every child benefit from the presumption of minority throughout the age-assessment process,
as set by EU law. This includes immediate appointment of a guardian, access to interpretation, child-appropriate
information, and safe accommodation during the procedure, even in cases when the age is disputed. Medical tests must

18 According to the Greek Constitution compulsory schooling should not be less than 9 years (art. 16 par.3), according to art. 2 par.
3 of |. 1566/1986, as was amended by 1.4871/2021 (art.88).: Attendance is compulsory in kindergarten, primary school, and lower
secondary school, provided that the student has not exceeded the 16th year of age.

4. 4939/2022 art. 55

S Meeting with Refugee Education Coordinators (RECs) in Thessaloniki, November 18th, 2025.

6 Ministerial Decision no 106126/l A4, Official Government Gazette no 4780, issue B’, 08.09.2025

7 Law 5226/2025

8 CRAN meeting minutes of 10.11.2025, members reported that an 18-year-old, whose second-instance rejection decision had
never been served to him, only learned of it after being arrested during a random police check and was brought before the Criminal
Court for trial.
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only be used as a last resort, never as the default or sole basis for determining age. No child should lose protection or be
detained simply for refusing a medical examination.

Safe zones are not safe: children need real accommodation, not
containment

The Greek government and the EU must end the use and expansion of “safe areas”, which have repeatedly proven unsafe,
undignified and harmful for children. Returning to this model - or to the one of “safe zones” within CAFTAAS - is neither
viable nor cost-effective- and cannot substitute for long-term, child-appropriate accommodation. Investment must focus
on stable shelter placements, trained staff, and independent oversight to ensure every child has somewhere safe to grow.

Turning 18 must not push young people out of protection

The government should urgently establish a transitional residence permit for 18—-23-year-olds, ensuring that young people
who grew up in Greece’s child-protection system can continue education, training and protection without fear of arrest.
Without documentation, there is no access to schooling, work, or stability. Greece and the EU must guarantee continuity
of protection when children turn 18, so that education remains a genuine pathway to safety- not a risk.

* This brief, authored by Agapi Chouzouraki (GCR) and Anne-Lise Dewulf (SCI), reflects information compiled and updated to the best of
the authors’ knowledge as of 3rd December 2025.



