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G r eec e  h as  fo u n d  its elf  at  
th e  epi c entr e  o f  a  m aj o r  

h u m a n ita r i a n  c r i s i s.  I n  2 0 1 5,  
s o m e  8 5 6,70 0  r efu g ees  a n d  

d i s plac ed  peo ple  a r r i v ed  
at  th e  co u n try's  b o r d ers,  
s eek i n g  a  sa fe  a n d  s ec u r e  

futu r e  i n  Eu ro pe. 1 
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I NTRO D U CTI O N

This number dropped significantly in 2016 - 
partly as a result of the EU-Turkey deal which 
came into effect in March, and border closures 
along the so-called “Western Balkan route” to 
the north of Greece. However, many continued 
to make the treacherous journey to Greece. 
By 13th November 2016, the country had 
welcomed more than 170,000 refugees and 
displaced people, equating to an average of 61 
arrivals each day throughout the course of  
the year2. 

1. UNHCR, ‘Global Trends: Forced Displacement in 2015’ http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/576408cd7.pdf
2. UNHCR, ‘Greece Data Shapshot: 13 Nov 2016’ http://data.unhcr.org/mediterranean/download.php?id=2164
3. RRE acknowledges that this is not particular to the Greek context only; long delays are inherent in the current asylum system in most European countries. 
4. UNHCR, ‘Europe Refugee Emergency’ (21/11/2016) https://data.unhcr.org/mediterranean/download.php?id=2173
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As  a  fi rst  po rt  o f  entry  i nto  th e  
Eu ro pea n  U n i o n,  G r eec e  fi n d s  

its elf  h a n d li n g  a  la rg e  n u m b er  o f  
asylu m  c la i m s  w ith  little  s u ppo rt  
fro m  th e  Eu ro pea n  U n i o n  a n d  oth er  

m em b er  states. 

But the country has been 
struggling with the sheer 
volume of applications, causing 
long delays to the process, 
which often takes more than a 
year to reach completion.3  As 
of 21 November 2016, UNHCR 
recorded 34,700 refugees and 
displaced people living within 
its sites in mainland Greece, 
and a further 16,500 on the 

Greek islands, 
which is more 
than double 
the official 
capacity.4 
Since then, 
Greece has 
undertaken 
initiatives 
to relocate 

individuals from the islands to the mainland. 
However, the European Union subsequently 
prohibited this practice - arguing that it would 
lead to the collapse of the ‘EU-Turkey deal’, 
which explicitly states that individuals must be 
held on the Greek island camps, registered, and 
sent back to Turkey.

While Greece has become one of the main 
transit points for refugees reaching Europe, 
it may also among the least economically 
equipped to deal with this challenge. The Greek 
government is burdened with harsh austerity 
measures implemented by the EU and the IMF. 
The country’s economy has shrunk by almost 
30% since the onset of the financial crisis in 
2008 - and while observers are hopeful that 
a recovery is now in sight, Greece remains 
crippled by debt. This has had a real impact on 
livelihoods. Unemployment levels have become 
a serious problem - youth unemployment 

Photo: Claire Veale
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5. Eurostat (2016) http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/File:Table_1_Youth_unemployment,_2015Q4_(%25).png 
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reached 49% in the last quarter 
of 2015 5 - and poverty levels 
have soared.

Meanwhile, new refugee 
arrivals to the country continue 
to suffer and conditions in the 
country’s many refugee camps 
remain deeply concerning. 

I n  2 01 6  a  n u m b er  o f  
i nter n ati o n a l  b o d i es,  

i n c lu d i n g  M ed ec i n s   
Sa n s  Fro n ti er es  a n d  

A m n esty  I nter n ati o n a l,  
s po k e  o ut  a b o ut  th e  

"a ppa lli n g  co n d iti o n s"   
a n d  "i m m en s e  a n d  

avo i da b le  s u ffer i n g"  fac ed  
by  th o s e  li v i n g  i n  ca m ps   

o n  th e  G r eek  i s la n d s. 

In this context, Refugee Rights Europe, in 
partnership with Immigrant Council of Ireland 
(ICI) and Denise Charlton & Associates, set out 
to conduct in-depth, first-hand research across 

refugee camps in mainland Greece. From 7 
to 12 November 2016, a team of experienced 
researchers and interpreters visited nine 
different settlements, as well as a number of 
squats and community centres, in Greece. They 
investigated potential human rights violations 
occurring among the people living there, and 
their future plans and aspirations. We hope 
that our research will help to shed light on the 

situation faced by refugees and 
form the basis of a strong call 
to action - encouraging a firm 
and sustainable solution to  
the ongoing humanitarian  
crisis in Europe.

It must be acknowledged 
that this research focuses 
on a very specific context. 
At any given time, there are 
approximately 50 settlements 
in Greece, excluding a number 
of refugee-squats, which 
have emerged predominately 
in the Athens area. These 
settlements vary greatly in 
size, in the quality and extent 
of services provided, shelter 
type, and camp management 
arrangements. 

Living conditions also vary dramatically 
between these sites. For instance, at the time 
of our research, Skaramagas Dock - a refugee 
settlement near Athens - was home to more 
than 3,000 refugees, while nearby Rafina 
housed less than 200. Moreover, while a few 
camps receive designated EU funding for a 
full range of services, others rely on smaller 
volunteer-led groups to fulfil basic needs 
such as healthcare or child protection. It is 
also important to stress that refugees tend to 
experience very different conditions on the 
islands and in some areas of northern Greece 
- both of which fall outside the scope of our 
current research.

By the same token, the study provides a 
snapshot of a very specific period of time – a 
number of months after the EU-Turkey deal, 
the closure of the border with FYR Macedonia, 
and the eviction of the notorious Idomeni camp 
in northern Greece. The situation for refugees in 
the country remains continually in flux, subject 
to change both in response to global political 
events but also local, organisational changes. 
Nevertheless, the adversities outlined in this 
report paint an alarming picture of the context 
faced by displaced individuals in Europe, and 
call for firm and immediate policy action. 



Painting: Sulaf Asaad



Th e  pu r po s e  o f  o u r   
fi rst - h a n d  data  co llecti o n  
i s  to  prov i d e  po li cym a k ers,  

a dvo cacy  g ro u ps  a n d  th e  
g en era l  pu b li c  w ith  a n  

i n s i g ht  i nto  th e  co n d iti o n s  
fac ed  by  r efu g ees  a n d  

d i s plac ed  peo ple  w ith i n  
Eu ro pea n  b o r d ers

M eth o d o lo gy  a n d  Li m itati o n s 



M eth o d o lo gy  a n d  Li m itati o n s M eth o d o lo gy  a n d  Li m itati o n s 

In contrast to the United Nations Refugee 
Agency (UNHCR) and the International 
Organisation for Migration (IOM) who are 
responsible for data collection in many of 
the state-run camps in Greece, our data and 
research is independently collected with 
the sole aim of informing public debate and 
contributing to a long-term resolution to the 
current humanitarian crisis. In light of these 
objectives, our research focuses on three key 
areas: human rights infringements, unmet 
humanitarian standards, and future plans  
and aspirations.

In September 2016, a small RRE delegation, 
working with partners from Help Refugees 
and RefuComms, undertook a scoping mission 
in order to negotiate access to the state-run 
camps but, most importantly, to discuss the 
study with camp residents and obtain their 
consent. As a result, camps in Ritsona, Oinofyta, 
Malakasa, Skaramangas, Elliniko, and Lavrio 
Town were identified in southern Greece, 
alongside a number of squats and community 
centres in central Athens, and Katsikas camp in 
north-western Greece.

The survey was coordinated by the RRE 
Coordination Team, spearheaded by Marta 
Welander, with additional support from a field 
research coordinator from St Joseph University 
in Beirut who has led similar studies in Syrian 
refugee camps across Lebanon. 

D u r i n g  th e  stu dy,   
u n d erta k en  i n  G r eec e  fro m   

7  to  1 2  N ov em b er  2 0 1 6,   
R R E's  25  aca d em i c   

r es ea rc h ers  co n d u cted  278  
s u rv eys  i n  eith er  En g li s h,  

A ra b i c,  Da r i  o r  Ku r d i s h.
 

The format was semi-structured, and focused 
predominately on individuals over the age of 18. 
In total, 59.4% of respondents were men and 
40.6% women.

Each member of the academic research team 
had field experience of working with refugees 
and displaced people, or similar groups. The 
researchers were recruited from a pool of over 
800 applicants and included native speakers in 
Arabic, Farsi, Dari and Kurdish. 

1 1

Th e  stu dy  was  g u i d ed  by  
eth i ca l  c h ec k li sts  th at  
a r e  u n d er pi n n ed  by  data  

protecti o n  po li c i es,  c h i ld  
sa feg ua r d i n g  po li c i es  a n d  
a  ro b u st  r i s k  r eg i ster  to  

en s u r e  th e  s ec u r ity  a n d  
d i g n ity  o f  a ll  pa rti c i pa n ts. 

All researchers attended a compulsory induction 
day in Greece to stress the importance of strict 
adherence to all RRE policies.

In most cases, RRE’s research teams adopt 
a methodology of random selection - using 
stratification and continuously monitoring 
the breakdown of demographic groups within 
the sample, to ensure that the final data is 
representative of a given situation. We initially 
planned to employ this methodology in Greece, 
but external conditions and barriers (including 
but not limited to the refusal of authorities to 
grant us access to the camps) made it necessary 
for us to be flexible in our approach. 

Despite extensive efforts to gain official 
ministerial authorisation to conduct the 
research, RRE was denied access to a number of 
the camps identified. However, camp residents 
themselves expressed a strong desire to take 
part in the survey and have their voices heard. 
As a result, we set up surveying stations outside 
a number of sites, including Elliniko, Oinofyta 
and Skaramangas. We also chose to add a 
number of squats and community centres in 
Athens to the study, in order to diversify the 
sample further and gain access to additional 
respondents. This limited our ability to follow 
the methodology of random selection sampling 

and monitoring, leading us 
instead onto a path of so-
called snowball sampling and 
bus stop methodology. 

As a result of these factors, 
selection bias could not always 
be avoided, and we were at 
times unable to steer the 
sample and stratification as 
much as we would ideally have 
liked to. Nonetheless, despite 
these many challenges and 
constraints, our research team 
was able to obtain a large 
amount of data relating to the 
conditions in which refugees 
and displaced people are 
forced to live within  
European borders. 

Th i s  r epo rt  s eeks  to   
h i g h li g ht  s o m e  o f   

th es e  i ss u es  a n d  
ra i s e  awa r en ess  o f  

th e  statu s   
o f  h u m a n  r i g hts  

w ith i n   
ca m ps  i n  G r eec e. 

We have chosen to structure 
the research findings around 
the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, demonstrating 
how the EU is falling short of 
expectations in its treatment of 
those who arrive at its shores 
to seek protection through the 
asylum system. 

*Refugee Rights Europe relays the voices of displaced people in Europe, reporting what respondents tell us. Meanwhile, we have not been able to verify claims through official sources. Throughout 
the report, wording such as "30% had experienced police violence" means that 30% of respondents said they had experienced police violence, but such claims have not been possible to verify.  



1 2 13

"W h er eas  r eco g n iti o n  o f  th e  
i n h er en t  d i g n ity  a n d  o f  th e  

equa l  a n d  i n a li en a b le  r i g hts  
o f  a ll  m em b ers  o f  th e  h u m a n  

fa m i ly  i s  th e  fo u n dati o n  o f  
fr eed o m,  j u sti c e  a n d  peac e  i n  

th e  wo r ld...  N ow,  th er efo r e  
th e  g en era l  ass em b ly  

pro c la i m s  th i s  u n i v ersa l  
d ec la rati o n  o f  h u m a n  r i g hts  

as  a  co m m o n  sta n da r d  o f  
ac h i ev em ent."   

-  U n i v ersa l  D ec la rati o n  o f  H u m a n  R i g hts,  Pr ea m b le



13 Photo: Claire Veale



A rti c le  1 :   
A ll  h u m a n  b ei n gs  a r e   

b o r n  fr ee  a n d  equa l  i n   
d i g n ity  a n d  r i g hts
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A rti c le  1:  A ll  h u m a n  b ei n gs  a r e  b o r n  fr ee  a n d  equa l  i n  d i g n ity  a n d  r i g hts

The following graphs outline the demographic 
composition of the research sample:

1 5

Photo by Claire Veale18. Research Component 1: Interviews with 38 refugee women.
19. Research Component 1: Interviews with 38 refugee women.
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M A R ITA L   STATU S

ED U CATI O N A L  BAC KG RO U N D



A rti c le  1:  A ll  h u m a n  b ei n gs  a r e  b o r n  fr ee  a n d  equa l  i n  d i g n ity  a n d  r i g hts

17

PRO FESS I O N A L  BAC KG RO U N D
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A rti c le  1:  A ll  h u m a n  b ei n gs  a r e  b o r n  fr ee  a n d  equa l  i n  d i g n ity  a n d  r i g hts

Ti m e  s pent  i n  G r eec e

Ti m e  s pent  i n  c u r r ent  ca m p

8.30% 7.92% 7.92%
9.81%

5.28%
6.42% 9.43%

25.66%

16.23%

2.26%
0.75%

1.85%
2.69% 2.59% 2.59% 2.59%

1.48%
1.48%

3.33%
1.11%

5.56%

42.59%

25.56%

6.30%
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A rti c le  3 :   
Ev eryo n e  h as  th e  r i g ht   

to  li fe,  li b erty  a n d   
s ec u r ity  o f  pers o n

21



 

A rti c le  3:  Ev eryo n e  h as  th e  r i g ht  to  li fe,  li b erty  a n d  s ec u r ity  o f  pers o n

Many respondents said they had witnessed others being hurt or 
killed during their journey to Europe. One woman said:

D EATH S

21

M a ny  peo ple  d i ed  o n  th e  way,  b ut   
w e  d i d  n ot.  M a ny  o f  o u r  fr i en d s  

w er e  d eta i n ed  a n d  b eaten  u p. 

Another respondent recalled a particularly harrowing account: 
“There was a woman on our boat from Turkey to Greece with four 
kids, including a new-born baby. About three quarters of the way 
through our boat began to sink and we started to swim. The woman 
tried to grab the kids to stay afloat but couldn’t manage in time 
since she also had the baby in her arms. They drowned. When the 
workers from Greece finally arrived to pull us out, she put the baby 
in the air until a worker took him. Then she drowned herself. I can 
still remember her face.” 

Rather than finding safety and security in Greece, many residing 
in camps continue to face risks to their lives on a daily basis. 
31.6% of respondents knew of at least one death having taken 
place inside their camp. 

D o  yo u  k n ow  o f  a ny  d eath s  i n  th e  ca m p? 

Th e  cau s es  fo r  th e  d eath s  ra n g ed  
fro m  v i o len c e  b etw een  r es i d ents  to  

c h ro n i c  d i s eas e  a n d  lac k  o f  a d equate   
m ed i ca l  tr eatm ent. 

A number of respondents also cited suicides and attempted 
suicides among camp residents. 

Photo: Aoife Collins Boulton



In total, 16.2% of respondents had experienced 
violence by Greek citizens. However, the vast 
majority - whether residing in small camps in 
remote areas, or asylum centres in towns - were 
very happy about the interaction they had 
experienced with locals, and many were made 
to feel welcome by the Greek people.

SA FETY  A N D  S EC U R ITY

A rti c le  3:  Ev eryo n e  h as  th e  r i g ht  to  li fe,  li b erty  a n d  s ec u r ity  o f  pers o n
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H av e  yo u  ex per i en c ed  v i o len c e  
 by  c iti z en s? 

Verbal Abuse Physical Abuse Sexual Violence

W h at  type  o f  c iti z en  v i o len c e? 



A slightly higher proportion of respondents, 
19.3%, had experienced violence by someone 
inside the camp. 

A rti c le  3:  Ev eryo n e  h as  th e  r i g ht  to  li fe,  li b erty  a n d  s ec u r ity  o f  pers o n

23

H av e  yo u   ex per i en c ed  v i o len c e  by   
s o m eo n e  i n  th e  ca m p? 

W h at  type  o f  v i o len c e  by  s o m eo n e  i n s i d e  th e  ca m p? 

Verbal Abuse Physical Abuse Sexual Violence



A rti c le  3:  Ev eryo n e  h as  th e  r i g ht  to  li fe,  li b erty  a n d  s ec u r ity  o f  pers o n

24

Almost half of all respondents (45.3%) said 
they ‘don’t feel safe at all’ or ‘don’t feel very safe’ 
inside their respective camps. For many this 
was due to a lack of security personnel (or their 
unwillingness to intervene). Others reported 
potential violence inside the camp, men 
drinking alcohol, the presence of wild animals 
such as wild boards and snakes, and the fact 

D o  yo u  feel  sa fe  i n  th e  ca m p? 

that they lived in tents and/or did not have a 
secure lock on their door. 

At one site, fighter jets regularly flew over the 
camp. Respondents explained how upsetting 
they found this experience, prompting 
memories of the war zones they had escaped in 
their countries of origin.

 
I n  Syr i a  I  was  a fra i d  o f  

wa r.  H er e  I  a m  a fra i d  
o f  ev eryth i n g.

Photo: Claire Veale



 
W e  left  A fg h a n i sta n  

to  n ot  g et  k i lled  by  
b o m bs.  B ut  w i ll  w e 

j u st  d i e  h er e  i n stea d?

Photo: Claire Veale



  

A rti c le  5 :  
N o  o n e  s h a ll  b e   

s u bj ected  to  to rtu r e   
o r  to   c ru el,  i n h u m a n   

o r  d eg ra d i n g  tr eatm ent   
o r  pu n i s h m en t
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A rti c le  5: N o  o n e  s h a ll  b e  s u bj ected  to  to rtu r e  o r  to   
c ru el,  i n h u m a n  o r  d eg ra d i n g  tr eatm ent  o r  pu n i s h m en t

H av e  yo u  ex per i en c ed  v i o len c e  by 
po li c e  (o r  s ec u r ity  o r  m i lita ry  

o ffi c i a ls)  i n  G r eec e? 

In 2016, several clashes were reported  
between refugees and police forces (or military 
or security officials) - particularly at the  
Greek- Macedonian border and on the islands. 
However, our study found relations between 
refugees and police in mainland Greece to be 
relatively calm. 

Some 17.1% of all respondents (11.5% of 
women) reported experiencing violence by 
police (or security or military officials) during 
their time in Greece – the most common 
type of violence being verbal abuse. While 
the presence of police (or military or security 
personnel) is limited in camps on the mainland, 
this does not appear to be the case on the 
islands where a number of respondents 
reported encounters with security forces. 
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Verbal Abuse Physical Abuse Tear Gas Sexual Violence

W h at  type  o f  po li c e  v i o len c e?



A rti c le  5: N o  o n e  s h a ll  b e  s u bj ected  to  to rtu r e  o r  to   
c ru el,  i n h u m a n  o r  d eg ra d i n g  tr eatm ent  o r  pu n i s h m en t

Some 20.5% of respondents 
said they had seen other 
refugees being hurt by 
police (or security or military 
officials), either in their camp 
or nearby. This confirmed 
our general estimation that 
around one fifth of refugees in 
Greece’s mainland camps had 
experienced police violence 
during their time in Greece.

Despite this figure, 
respondents generally 
described their treatment by 
police in Greek camps as  
either ‘very good’ (18.43%), 
‘good’ (32.16%) or ‘OK’ 
(38.82%). Several respondents 
noted that: 

28 24

H ow  wo u ld  yo u  d es c r i b e  th e  g en era l  tr eatm en t  o f  r efu g ees   
by  po li c e  (o r  s ec u r ity  o r  m i lita ry  o ffi c i a ls)?   

 

a n yo n e  ca n   
enter  th e  ca m p  

a n d  d o  w h atev er  
th ey  wa nt  i n  th e  
v i c i n ity  o f  th ei r  

ca rava n s  
a n d  tents 

with some suggesting that 
increased policing would 
contribute to their sense of 
security within the camps.
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A rti c le  5: N o  o n e  s h a ll  b e  s u bj ected  to  to rtu r e  o r  to   
c ru el,  i n h u m a n  o r  d eg ra d i n g  tr eatm ent  o r  pu n i s h m en t
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W h en  th e  b o r d er  
po li c e  cau g ht  u s  

a n d s ent  u s  bac k,  
th ey  tr eated  u s  i n  a  

r es pecta b le  way.
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A RTI C LE  7 :  
A ll  a r e  equa l  b efo r e  

th e  law  a n d  a r e  entitled  
w it h o ut  a ny  d i s c r i m i n ati o n  

to  equa l  protecti o n  o f  
th e  law.  A ll  a r e  en titled  

to  equa l  protecti o n  
aga i n st  a ny  d i s c r i m i n ati o n  

i n  v i o lati o n  o f  th i s  
D ec la rati o n  a n d  aga i n st   

a ny  i n c item ent  to   
s u c h  d i s c r i m i n ati o n
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A RTI C LE  7: A ll  a r e  equa l  b efo r e  th e  law  a n d  a r e  entitled  
w ith o ut  a ny  d i s c r i m i n ati o n  to  equa l  protecti o n  o f  th e  law...

At the time of our study, Syrians were the 
only one of these national groups to qualify 
for relocation within the EU. This programme, 
which is supposed to ease the burden of 
large refugee populations in Greece and Italy, 
has never accepted Afghans - despite their 
significant presence in the camps.

In addition, many Afghans reported a further 
grievance to researchers: perceived unequal 
treatment of refugees and displaced people 
inside camps, depending on their country  
of origin. 

A  la rg e  n u m b er  
o f  A fg h a n s,  

fro m  a ll 
ca m ps  stu d i ed,  
r epo rted  th at  
th ey  h a d  b een  

d i sa dva n tag ed  
co m pa r ed  to  

r efu g ees   
fro m  Syr i a.

S h elter  type  (A fg h a n  /  Syr i a n)

While RRE acknowledges the anecdotal, 
subjective nature of these reports of 
discrimination, we believe our findings do shine 
a light on potential additional adversities faced 
by Afghans during their time in Greece.

Almost half of all Afghans surveyed, some 
48%, were residing in tents compared to just 
8% of Syrian respondents. Conversely, 48% 
of Syrians lived in IsoBoxes compared to just 
1% of Afghans. Possibly as a result of these 
differences, 58% of Afghan respondents said 
their shelter leaked water when it rained, 
compared to 42% of Syrians.



H av e  yo u  ex per i en c ed  v i o len c e  by   
po li c e  o r  s ec u r ity  sta ff?  

A fg h a n / Syr i a n

H av e  yo u  ex per i en c ed  v i o len c e   
by  c iti z en s?   

A fg h a n / Syr i a n
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D O ES  YO U R  S H ELTER  LEA K  W H EN  IT  RA I N S?
A fg h a n / Syr i a n

Afghans also reported experiencing higher 
levels of police and citizen violence than 
most other groups. Some 27% of Afghans 
said they had suffered violence from police or 
security staff as opposed to 8% of Syrians. The 
difference becomes even starker between those 
who reported violence by citizens - 30% of 
Afghans compared to 5% of Syrians.

A RTI C LE  7: A ll  a r e  equa l  b efo r e  th e  law  a n d  a r e  entitled  
w ith o ut  a ny  d i s c r i m i n ati o n  to  equa l  protecti o n  o f  th e  law...



A RTI C LE  7: A ll  a r e  equa l  b efo r e  th e  law  a n d  a r e  entitled  
w ith o ut  a ny  d i s c r i m i n ati o n  to  equa l  protecti o n  o f  th e  law...

 
Acc ess  to  asylu m  a n d   

i m m i g rati o n  i n fo r m ati o n 
A fg h a n / Syr i a n

33

N oth i n g  h as  u ps et  m e  
m o r e  d u r i n g  my  j o u r n ey  

a n d  u p  to  th i s  po i n t  th a n  
s eei n g  A fg h a n s  b ei n g  

d i s c r i m i n ated  aga i n st  i n  
favo u r  o f  Syr i a n s

 
Th e  h a r d est  
th i n g  i s th at  

th e  Syr i a n s  g et  
tr eated  b etter  

th a n  u s.

said one Afghan respondent. She reported that 
an old Afghan woman in poor health was still 
living in the camp, despite a large number of 
Syrians being moved into a nearby hotel. If she 
was Syrian, the respondent claimed, the woman 
would have been prioritised for transfer.

While these findings are not necessarily a  
true representation of the treatment of  
Afghans and Syrians across all camps in  
Greece, it is nonetheless important to 
document the differences reported by 
these two national groups. This type of lived 
discrimination, whether intentional or not, has 
a significant impact on the mental and physical 
health of refugees and displaced people  
from Afghanistan.



  

A rti c le  9 :   
N o  o n e  s h a ll  b e  s u bj ected   

to  a r b itra ry  a r r est,  
d etenti o n  o r  ex i le

3 5
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A rti c le  9:  N o  o n e  s h a ll  b e  s u bj ected  to  a r b itra ry  a r r est,  d eten ti o n  o r  ex i le.

One woman, who was held for twelve days, explained how  
“there were 2,000 people to one toilet and all the male security 
guards would keep the doors open in order to watch us and laugh.” 
Another respondent reported that she was held in jail for 15 
days with her entire family. One bathroom was shared by about 
300 families, and she was denied access to a shower. They were 
provided with basic food, but it was almost always infested with 
bugs. One woman reported:

I  was  d eta i n ed  fo r  2 0  days  a n d  I  
was  em oti o n a lly  a b u s ed.  W e  w er e  

n ot  tr eated  as  h u m a n s.  W e  w er e  
c ryi n g  a ll  th e  ti m e.  O u r  yo u n g  
c h i ld r en  w er e  c ryi n g.  W e  w er e  

s h o uted  at  a n d  a b u s ed  by  th e  
pr i s o n  g ua r d s  a n d  th e  po li c e.

Equally alarming are reports of refugees being detained by 
smugglers or other armed groups at various stages of their 
journeys. “I was detained once by robbers pretending to be police,” 
said one woman. “They brought us to a forest area and robbed us 

H av e  yo u  b een  d eta i n ed  i n  G r eec e? 

of all our money and valuables. Later we were kept in detention  
in Turkey.” 

Meanwhile, only a small percentage, 5.9%, had been detained 
during their time in Greece. 
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A rti c le  1 2 :   
N o  o n e  s h a ll  b e  s u bj ected   

to  a r b itra ry  i nter fer en c e  
w ith  h i s  pr i vacy,  fa m i ly,   

h o m e  o r  co r r es po n d en c e

37



A rti c le  1 2:  N o  o n e  s h a ll  b e  s u bj ected  to  a r b itra ry  i nter fer en c e  
w ith  h i s  pr i vacy,  fa m i ly,  h o m e  o r  co r r es po n d en c e

The vast majority of respondents, 93.5%,  
were in Greece with one or more family 
members, such as their spouse, children, 
siblings or other relatives.

fa m i ly  li fe

37

W h o  a r e  yo u  w ith  i n  G r eec e? 
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Upon arrival in Greece, a number of 
respondents reported that they experienced 
arbitrary separation of families. One  
woman recalled:

A rti c le  1 2:  N o  o n e  s h a ll  b e  s u bj ected  to  a r b itra ry  i nter fer en c e  
w ith  h i s  pr i vacy,  fa m i ly,  h o m e  o r  co r r es po n d en c e

W h en  th ey  a r r ested  u s,  
th ey  s epa rated  m en  fro m  

wo m en  a n d  c h i ld r en.  Th ey  
w er e  v ery  ro u g h  w ith  

th e  m en,  I  was  tryi n g  to  
protect  my  h u s ba n d  as  

m u c h  as  I  co u ld.  Th e  
 k i d s  w er e  c ryi n g.  It  was  

v ery  trau m ati c.

Many reported currently being on their own 
in their camp, with their relatives dispersed 
around other camps, or in Athens. Meanwhile, a 
number of women reported that their husbands 
had moved onto another European country 
and that they were hoping to be reunited there. 
Notably, while 59.6% of respondents were 
married, only 42.4% were in Greece with their 
spouse. For women, the discrepancy was even 
higher, with 73.2% being married, but only 46% 
being in Greece with their husband. Nearly  
10% of women surveyed were widowed.  
One explained:

M a r r i ed / w ith  s po u s e  i n  G r eec e  
A ll r es po n d en ts

M a r r i ed / w ith  s po u s e  i n  G r eec e  
Wo m en  o n ly

I  n eed  to  j o i n  my  fa m i ly,  
oth erw i s e  I  d o n't  k n ow.  
I  h av e  lo st  my  h u s ba n d  
i n  Syr i a,  h e  was  k i lled.  

I  a m  sa d  a n d  lo n ely  a n d  
s ca r ed  h er e.



 

3 9

Those 24.3% of respondents who lived in a 
so-called ‘IsoBox’ (container) at the time of the 
research reported that they had a certain level 
of privacy and family life. However, respondents 
in the same camp who were residing in tents, 
reported that they had very little space for 
family life and no privacy.

A rti c le  1 2:  N o  o n e  s h a ll  b e  s u bj ected  to  a r b itra ry  i nter fer en c e  
w ith  h i s  pr i vacy,  fa m i ly,  h o m e  o r  co r r es po n d en c e

PR I VACY

Th e  ro o m  i s  fi lled  w ith  
tents.  M en,  wo m en  a n d  

c h i ld r en  a r e  i n  th er e  a ll  
to g eth er.  It  i s  d i ffi c u lt  to  

s leep  at  n i g ht  b ecau s e  yo u  
ca n  h ea r  ev eryo n e  ta lk  i n  

th ei r  tents. 

Similar problems were reported at a number  
of camps.

At another site, situated in an abandoned 
factory, people lived either in tents or makeshift 
rooms within an empty hall. Here, women 
found the lack of privacy to be a particular 
problem. Those living in makeshift rooms had 
to make do with curtains for privacy, rather than 
a solid door. Meanwhile, those living in tents 
also discussed their fears of someone entering 
their shelter at night. 

Photo: Claire Veale
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A rti c le  25 (1) :   
Ev eryo n e  h as  th e  r i g ht   
to  a  sta n da r d  o f  li v i n g   

a d equate  fo r  th e  h ea lth  
a n d  w ell - b ei n g  o f  h i m s elf  
a n d  o f  h i s  fa m i ly,  i n c lu d i n g  
fo o d,  c loth i n g,  h o u s i n g  a n d  

m ed i ca l  ca r e  a n d  n ec essa ry  
s o c i a l  s erv i c es,  a n d  th e  r i g ht  

to  s ec u r ity  i n  th e  ev ent  o f  
u n em ploym ent,  s i c k n ess, d 

i sa b i lity,  w i d ow h o o d,  o ld   
ag e  o r  oth er  lac k  o f  

li v eli h o o d  i n  c i rc u m sta n c es  
b eyo n d  h i s  co ntro l
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A rti c le  25 (1):  Ev eryo n e  h as  th e  r i g ht  to  a  sta n da r d  o f  li v i n g  a d equate  
fo r  th e  h ea lth  a n d  w ell - b ei n g  o f  h i m s elf  a n d  o f  h i s  fa m i ly...

Sta n da r d  o f  Li v i n g 

Only 3.6% of all respondents reported that 
they were ‘completely satisfied’ with living 
conditions in their camp, while 30.7% said they 
were ‘completely unsatisfied’. The majority of 
respondents lived in a tent (28.3%), an ‘IsoBox’ 
container (24.3%) or a concrete shelter (22.5%). 

Living conditions varied dramatically both 
between different camps, and within  
individual sites. 

In one camp, located in a remote area, many 
of the 600 residents had been moved into 
'IsoBox' containers approximately one week 
before the survey was conducted. 

Meanwhile, another camp nearby hosted 
approximately 300 residents in either tents 
or makeshift rooms within an abandoned 
factory hall. A third site in the area provided 
accommodation for some 900 people in 
UNHCR tents.

One of the largest camps near Athens hosted 
more than 3,000 people - the majority living in 
‘IsoBoxes’, with the exception of 40 to 50 Iraqi 
Kurds who lived in tents under a barn-style roof. 
Another camp, of similar size, saw people living 
in tents within an abandoned sports stadium. 

A  r ec epti o n  c entr e  i n   
s o uth er n  G r eec e,  h o sti n g   
j u st  u n d er  1 0 0  r es i d en ts,  

prov i d ed  eac h  fa m i ly  w ith   
o n e  ro o m  acco m m o dati n g   

fro m  fo u r  to  s ev en  peo ple. 

Another centre in the same region featured 
dorm-style rooms, while an associated camp 
nearby hosted families in small, basic caravan-
style shelters. 

Finally, a camp studied in north-western 
Greece, towards the border with FYR 
Macedonia, was characterised by particularly 
alarming living standards, hosting the majority 
of residents in tents.

H ow  sati s fi ed  a r e  yo u  w ith  th e  li v i n g  co n d iti o n s?

W h at  type  o f  s h elter  d o  yo u  li v e  i n? 
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More than a third, 39.3%, or respondents 
said their shelter leaked water when it rained. 
The majority of those suffering from this 
problem were housed in inadequate shelters, 
for example the 40 to 50 Kurds living in tents 
under a barn-style roof who reported getting 
wet during a torrential downpour the  
previous night. 

Across all camps studied, only 18% of 
respondents had access to a heater. 

D o es  yo u r  s h elter  let  i n  water 
  w h en  it  ra i n s?

H ow  d o  yo u  k eep  wa r m? 

Th e  m aj o r ity  th er efo r e  
k ept  wa r m  u s i n g  c loth i n g  

a n d  b la n k ets,  w h i c h  was  
a  g r eat  co n c er n  to  m a ny  

as  tem peratu r es  w er e  
plu m m eti n g  i n  th e   
ru n-u p  to  w i nter. 

A rti c le  25 (1):  Ev eryo n e  h as  th e  r i g ht  to  a  sta n da r d  o f  li v i n g  a d equate  
fo r  th e  h ea lth  a n d  w ell - b ei n g  o f  h i m s elf  a n d  o f  h i s  fa m i ly...



While living conditions in the camps are alarming, there are 
also a large number of refugees and displaced people who 
have found themselves homeless on the streets in Athens. One 
respondent said: 
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Th i s  i s  h ow  a n i m a ls  
 li v e.  N ot h u m a n s.

 
said one respondent, commenting on the 
living conditions in a large camp near Athens. 
Another, who lived in a smaller, remote camp 
added, “Anyone coming from a war, any war, to 
seek refuge, deserves humane conditions.”
Some 54.5% of respondents had their own bed 
to sleep on, although this had not always been 
the case. “I have a back ache due to sleeping in 
the tents,” said one respondent. “We have been 
sleeping on the ground for 8 months, before they 
gave us beds.”

Meanwhile, only 26.6% said they had a secure 
lock on their shelter or room, which also gave 
rise to serious security concerns. 

D o  yo u  h av e  yo u r  ow n  b ed  to  s leep  i n? 

D o  yo u  h av e  a  s ec u r e  lo c k  o n  yo u r  
s h elter  /  ro o m?

I  u s ed  to  li v e  i n  a  s c h o o l  s quat  
w ith  my  b roth er  b ut  was  k i c k ed  

o ut  a ro u n d  a  m o nth  ag o  fo r  a  
s i lly r eas o n.  N ow  I  stay  i n  th e  

co m m u n ity  c entr e  d u r i n g  th e  day  
w h er e  I  g et  a  m ea l  to eat.  I  s leep  

i n  th e  pa r k  w ith  my  b roth er.  I  
d r i n k  fro m  th e  ta ps  i n  th e  pa r k.  

S o m eti m es  peo ple  w h o  wo r k  i n  th e  
co m m u n ity  c entr e  as k  m e  to  stay  

th e  n i g ht  i n  th ei r  h o u s e  b ut  I  d o n't  
wa nt  to  ov erstay  my  w elco m e.

A rti c le  25 (1):  Ev eryo n e  h as  th e  r i g ht  to  a  sta n da r d  o f  li v i n g  a d equate  
fo r  th e  h ea lth  a n d  w ell - b ei n g  o f  h i m s elf  a n d  o f  h i s  fa m i ly...



A rti c le  25 (1):  Ev eryo n e  h as  th e  r i g ht  to  a  sta n da r d  o f  li v i n g  a d equate  
fo r  th e  h ea lth  a n d  w ell - b ei n g  o f  h i m s elf  a n d  o f  h i s  fa m i ly...
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Water,  Sa n itati o n  a n d  Hyg i en e 

Many camps featured 
problems with hygiene and 
sanitation. While the majority 
described toilet facilities in 
their camps as ‘OK’, some 
19.7% described them as  
‘very dirty’. 

W h at  a r e  th e  to i lets  li k e?  

D o  yo u  h av e  en o u g h  water  to   
s h ow er  a n d  was h? 

Moreover, 28.6% said they did not have enough 
water to shower and wash. 58.5% did not have 
access to hot water, and 60.7% said reported 
they were unable to wash any time they 
wanted. In one of the larger camps, women 
respondents explained that there were too few 
showers for all the residents. 

H ot  water  was  o n ly  
ava i la b le  to  th e  fi rst  few  

peo ple  to  was h  eac h day,  
a n d  m a ny  h a d  co n c er n s  
a b o ut  h ea dac h es  d u e  to  

bath i n g  i n  co ld  water.



A rti c le  25 (1):  Ev eryo n e  h as  th e  r i g ht  to  a  sta n da r d  o f  li v i n g  a d equate  
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W hy  ca n't  yo u  s h ow er  a nyti m e? 

A r e  yo u  a b le  to  h av e  a  s h ow er  w ith  
h ot  water? 

Ca n  yo u  s h ow er / was h  yo u rs elf  
a nyti m e  yo u  wa nt? 



A rti c le  25 (1):  Ev eryo n e  h as  th e  r i g ht  to  a  sta n da r d  o f  li v i n g  a d equate  
fo r  th e  h ea lth  a n d  w ell - b ei n g  o f  h i m s elf  a n d  o f  h i s  fa m i ly...
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A number of women reported 
feeling unsafe using the toilets 
and showers due to security 
concerns - particularly at night. 
One woman stated: 

I  d o n't  g o  to  th e  to i lets  at  
n i g ht.  It's  to o  fa r,  a n d  I'm  

to o  s ca r ed  to  g o  a lo n e.  I  
h av e  to  wa it  ti ll  m o r n i n g -  
I  co u ld n't  s leep,  th e  n i g hts  

felt  li k e  th ey  w er e  s o  lo n g.

Further research findings relating to the safety 
concerns of women and girls can be found in 
Refugee Rights Europe’s gender-specific report 
‘Hidden Struggles’ (January 2016). 

Respondents living in sites across Greece 
complained of various hygiene problems, from 
having to wash dishes in their bathroom sink, to 
infestations of rats and mice.
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The majority of respondents, 77.8%, were able 
to access a full meal three times a day. However, 
many described the food as extremely poor, 
sometimes “inedible”. 

Fo o d  a n d  Water 

I n  o n e  o f  th e  la rg er  ca m ps,  
r es i d ents  r epo rted  th at  

rats  a n d  m i c e  m a n ag ed  to  
acc ess fo o d,  ev en  w h en  it  

h a d  b een  sto r ed  ca r efu lly  
i n  b ox es  a n d  bags. 

A number of camp residents expressed that 
they would rather cook their own food, but 
they did not have the resources to purchase 
necessary ingredients. One woman told 
researchers that meals provided by the camp 
gave her daughters a stomach ache, to which 
camp management responded, “don’t eat it if 
you don’t like it.”

H ow  m a n y  ti m es  per  day  ca n  yo u  h av e  a  fu ll  m ea l? 

A day centre in Athens is working to provide 
food to the many refugees and displaced 
people living on the city’s streets. A Syrian 
chef, who is also a refugee living in volunteer 

accommodation, cooks 
breakfast and lunch each day 
for an average of 150 people.

Photo: Claire Veale
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I  d ev elo ped  a ll  s o rts  o f  h ea lth 
pro b lem s  fro m  li v i n g  h er e.  Th ey  
say  I'm  i ro n  d efi c i ent  a n d  h av e  a  

b lo o d  pro b lem  b ut  th i s  was  n ev er  
th e  cas e  w h en  I  li v ed  i n  Syr i a.  I 

b la m e  ev eryth i n g  o n  th e  lac k  o f  
n utr iti o n  i n t h i s  ca m p.  It  i s  n o  

wo n d er  w e  a r e  a ll  s i c k.

Photo: Claire Veale
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M a ny  o f  my  h ea lth  pro b lem s  a r e  
a  r es u lt  o f  extr em e  str ess  -  ev en  

th e  d o cto r  at  th e  ca m p  sa i d  s o
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H EA LTH  I SS U ES

Acc ess  to  h ea lth ca r e

Health issues and limited access to healthcare 
emerged as major challenges for refugees 
living in mainland Greece, with many reporting 
experiencing constant health problems.

In total, 73% of respondents had experienced 
health problems during their time in the camp 
- the majority due to the spread of contagious 
diseases, unhygienic conditions inside the 
camps, or a lack of effective treatment for 
chronic diseases or existing health issues. 
Meanwhile, a striking 20.1% of those who had 
experienced health problems reported that  
this was due to poor mental health or  
emotional wellbeing. 

In total, 79.4% of those who had experienced 
health problems sought medical help - in most 
cases offered by international NGOs inside the 
camps or by the Greek hospitals through referral 
from the camp doctor. Of those with experience 
of healthcare, 51.9% rated it as ‘OK’, while 
26.26% described it as either ‘bad’ or ‘very bad’.

H av e  yo u  ex per i en c ed  a ny  h ea lth  
pro b lem s  i n  th e  ca m p? 
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W h at  k i n d  o f  h ea lth  pro b lem s? 
A ll  R es po n d en ts

W h at  k i n d  o f  h ea lth  pro b lem s? 
WO M EN  O N LY
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D i d  yo u  s eek  m ed i ca l  h elp? 
A ll  R es po n d en ts

H ow  wo u ld  yo u  d es c r i b e  th e  m ed i ca l  ca r e  th at  yo u  r ec ei v ed?
A ll R es po n d en ts

A lack of medical supplies 
and treatment was among 
the biggest concerns to camp 
residents. Respondents 
explained that paracetamol 
was prescribed to treat most 
medical concerns. The number 
of doctors and their reception 
hours were also perceived 
as inadequate, as one camp 
resident described it: 

W e  n eed  d o cto rs  
o n  ca m p  a ls o  at  

n i g ht.  A ll  th e  
N G O's  leav e  at  

s u n s et.  I f  th er e  
i s  a n  em erg en cy  

at  n i g ht,  w e  
h av e  to  wa it  
ti ll  9a m  fo r  

th em  to   
co m e  bac k.

Another issue creating barriers 
to healthcare was a lack of 
translation services, which in 
many cases caused delays 
to treatment and created 
unnecessary frustration. “I am 
always the last to get help in the 
hospital or to be seen by  
a doctor, even though I get there 
before others because I never 
have a translator,” said one 
respondent.

Due to the limited services 
offered in camps, any more 
serious health issues need to 
be treated in Greek hospitals. 
However, access to these 
facilities is complicated -  
partly because patients must 
be referred by a camp doctor, 
but also because they tend to 
be far away and require high 
costs for both transportation 
and treatment. 
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S ex ua l  a n d  r epro d u cti v e  h ea lth ca r e

  
D o  yo u  k n ow  w h er e  wo m en  ca n  acc ess  

m ed i ca l  s erv i c es  fo r  pr eg n a n cy?  
A ll  R es po n d ents

D o  yo u  k n ow  w h er e  wo m en  ca n  acc ess  
m ed i ca l  s erv i c es  fo r  pr eg n a n cy?  

WO M EN  O N LY
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Many respondents reported that medical care 
for pregnant women was insufficient. A number 
reported experiencing delays before transferring 
pregnant women to the nearest hospital. One 
respondent explained:

   
My  w i fe  was  pr eg n a nt  a n d  

s h e  h a d  co m pli cati o n s  i n  
h er  pr eg n a n cy.  S h e  co u ld  

h av e  h a d  a  m i s ca r r i ag e;  
th ey  w er e  s o s low.  It   

to o k  s ev en  h o u rs  to  g et  
to  a  h o s pita l.

In each of the camps studied, with one 
exception, at least one service provider reported 
that they could give local access to 24-hour-a 
day emergency maternal care. In all camps 
but two, service providers said they could give 
access to 24-hour-a-day emergency neonatal 
care. However, one service provider reported, 
“The services that are available for pregnant 
women are purely symbolic. In practice, they are 
entirely insufficient.” 

A lack of translation services in 
hospitals made the experience 
of childbirth traumatic for 
some women - particularly 
for first-time mothers, many 
of whom were not properly 
informed about the medical 
procedures being conducted.

Th e  m aj o r ity  o f  ca m p  
d o cto rs  w er e  m en,  w h i c h  

m a d e  m a ny  wo m en  h es ita nt  
to  d i s c lo s e  o r  s eek  

tr eatm ent  fo r  th ei r   
s ex ua l  o r  r epro d u cti v e  

h ea lth   pro b lem s. 

This is particularly 
concerning given that 4.5% 
of all respondents who had 
experienced health problems 
in the camp said that these 
were linked to pregnancy. 
For example, several women 
told us that they were too 
embarrassed to consult male 
doctors about treatment 
for urinary tract infections 

and similar, despite this being a common and 
relatively easily-curable health problem among 
pregnant and sexually active women. 

Access to contraception proved to be equally 
troublesome, since only 12% of women 
interviewed privately knew where they could 
access contraceptives. One woman explained, “I 

avoid sexual relations because 
I want to make sure that I don’t 
get pregnant. I don’t know where 
to get contraception. The last 
thing I need is a baby in this 
situation!”

In many camps, it appeared 
that condoms were only 
offered to men, effectively 
excluding women from family 
reproduction decisions. Some 
women reported that they had 

asked service providers for contraceptive pills or 
the coil, but they requests had been declined. 

Additional research findings relating to 
motherhood, as well as sexual and  
reproductive health more broadly, are 
presented in Refugee Rights Europe’s  
gender-specific report ‘Hidden Struggles’ also 
based on our studies in Greek camps. 

Photo: Claire Veale
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Peo ple  w ith  D i sa b i liti es

A number of respondents explained how there 
are very few measures are in place to ensure 
that people with disabilities are given the care 
and services they require. 

For instance, one mother reported that her son 
with autism received no adequate care. “My ten 
year old son has autism,” she explained. “I need 
to leave here since my son needs special care. I 
tried to leave to Italy from Greece. We took a boat 
but the waves were over three metres high. It was 
a miracle that we were saved and returned to 
Greece. We need help.”

Another mother of four, herself 
aged just 28, reported that her 
six-year old son cannot speak. 
A healthcare organisation 
in the camp referred her 
to a doctor in Athens who 
scheduled an appointment 
for five months’ time. One 
respondent asked:

I s  it  n ot  my  s o n's  r i g ht  to  
b e  a b le  to  s pea k? To  g et  
th e  h elp  th at  a ll  oth er  

k i d s  g et  s o  th at  h e  ca n  b e 
a  pro per  m a n  a n d  li v e  a  

n o r m a l  li fe?  W h at  m a k es  
h i m  less  wo rthy  th a n  

ev ery  oth er  c h i ld?

Photo: Claire Veale
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Th e  Eld er ly  

By the same token, the research findings 
suggest that very few measures are in place to 
provide specific care and services for elderly 
people. One older woman explained how she 
stacked chairs, pieces of wood and blankets 
against the entrance to her tent, as she did not 
feel safe alone at night. 

Another reported keeping  
her mobile phone and  
personal documents under 
her pillow at night for security 
reasons, but she was unable to 
sleep properly because she felt 
so unsafe.

Photo: Claire Veale

 
A nyo n e  co m i n g  fro m  a  wa r,  a ny  

wa r,  to  s eek  r efu g e,  d es erv es  
h u m a n e  co n d iti o n s.



  

A rti c le  25 (2) :   
M ot h er h o o d  a n d  c h i ld h o o d  

a r e  entitled  to  s pec i a l  ca r e  
a n d  ass i sta n c e.  A ll  c h i ld r en,  

w h eth er  b o r n  i n  o r  o ut  o f  
w ed lo c k,  s h a ll  enj oy  th e   

sa m e  s o c i a l  protecti o n
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Another told our researchers, “Every day I cry, 
because I am so worried about the future of my 
child. I want her to be safe, that’s all I want. And 
right now there is no certainty of that.” 
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w ed lo c k,  s h a ll  enj oy  th e  sa m e  s o c i a l  protecti o n.

M OTH ER H O O D

74.3% of women who took part in the research 
study were also mothers, which adds to the 
complexities and struggles of camp life. Many 
of them expressed deep concerns about going 
through motherhood in the camp setting. One 
woman said:

57
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Li fe  i n  ca m p  i s  d i ffer ent  fo r  wo m en  
i n  co m pa r i s o n  to  m en.  Es pec i a lly  to  
m oth ers  b ecau s e  th ey  a r e  wo r r i ed  

a b o ut  th ei r  c h i ld r en.

I  h av e  to  s en d  my  k i d s  to  s c h o o l  
ev ery  day  i n  th ei r  pyja m as.  As  a  

m oth er,  th i s  i s  r ea l  pa i n.

NGOs and volunteers have set up ‘mother and 
child spaces’ and ‘female friendly spaces’ in 
many camps, along with the opportunity to 
attend activities/classes of their own. However, 
some ‘female friendly spaces’ have a policy of 
only allowing access to mothers with babies 

younger than two years of age, 
which excludes many from 
using the facilities. 

As mentioned in the previous 
section about healthcare, 
33.9% of survey respondents 
(both men and women) said 
they did not know where a 
woman could seek medical 
care if pregnant. Almost a 
quarter, 24.3% of women, 

did not know where they could seek this type 
of care. Meanwhile, 4.5% of respondents who 
had experienced health problems reported that 
these were linked to pregnancy. (See Access To 
Healthcare section on P44). 

A d d iti o n a l  
r es ea rc h  fi n d i n gs 

r elati n g  to  
m oth er h o o d,  as  
w ell  as  s ex ua l  

a n d  r epro d u cti v e  
h ea lth  m o r e  

b roa d ly,  a r e  
pr es en ted  i n  

R efu g ee  R i g hts  
Data  Proj ect's 

g en d er - s pec i fi c  
r epo rt  'H i d d en  

Stru g g les' a ls o  
bas ed  o n  o u r  

stu d i es  i n   
G r eek ca m ps. 
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C H I LD H O O D

The low overall living conditions for refugees in 
Greece - and extended periods spent in waiting 
- are particularly unsuitable for children. “All my 
children got sick,” said one woman, describing 
how one suffers from apnoea and asthma, 
another from calcium deficiency and kidney 
problems, and a third from skin problems 
and dermatitis - partly due to the poor living 
conditions in the camp. One mother explained 
that her children had not washed in 20 days, 
and even then it was in cold water.

The overall lack of safety and security in the 
camps (see above) raises specific concerns 
for children. There are a significant number 
of unaccompanied minors in many camps, 
who are at heightened risk. A service provider 
reported that unaccompanied boys were often 
unwilling to move from tents to caravans or 
their ‘IsoBox’ containers because they did not 
want to live with other men due to fear of 
sexual violence. 

As previously mentioned, military jets  
flying above camps is particularly upsetting for 
children, who my associate these with traumatic 
experiences in their country of origin.  

Meanwhile, in a squat in 
Athens, a Syrian man reported 
that he was living in squalid 
conditions with his 6-year-old-
son, following the death of his 
wife in Syria. 

H e  ex pr ess ed  co n c er n s  fo r  
h i s  s o n  as  h e  was  fo rc ed  to  

s h a r e  a  ro o m  w ith  yo u n g  
a d u lt  m en  w h o  d r i n k,  s m o k e  

a n d  u s e  d ru gs  i n  th e  ro o m,  
teac h i n g  ba d  h a b its  a n d  

wo r d s  to  h i s  s o n. 

As mentioned in our report 
‘Hidden Struggles’, many 
women interviewed during 
our research expressed deep 
concern about the health of 
their children, and felt that 
the authorities were not doing 
enough to redress  
the situation. 

Some experienced issues accessing emergency 
healthcare for their children. Another woman 
explained, “I demanded an ambulance because 
my baby couldn’t breathe. This wasn’t taken 
seriously enough. Eventually [the service provider] 

called the ambulance, and then 
I was kept with the baby for four 
days in hospital in Athens”.

Women also reported issues 
with securing basic needs, such 
as infant formula, for their 
children. One described how 
she was referred to a major 
healthcare service provider, 
but was forced to wait for two 
hours before being told to 
come back tomorrow, without 

any explanation for the delay. “I used to be a 
dignified woman in Aleppo,” she said. “I’m from a 
big family and we had money. I don’t know how to 
beg. But my baby is hungry. What am I supposed 
to do?”

Photo: Claire Veale
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W e  a lways  th o u g ht  o u r  k i d s  

wo u ld  b e  d o cto rs  o r  s o m eth i n g  
r es pecta b le  w h en  w e  w er e  i n  Syr i a.  

N ow  th ey  h av e  n o  ed u cati o n  a n d  n o  
c h a n c e  fo r  a  futu r e.
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A d u lts'   ed u cati o n 

The majority of respondents, 69.6%, said they 
did not have access to any form of education. 
Moreover, 30.4% said they ‘don’t speak any 
English at all’ and 73.9% ‘don’t speak any  
Greek at all’. 

 
D o  yo u  h av e  acc ess  to  a ny  fo r m  

o f  ed u cati o n? 

W h i le  d i s c u ss i n g  th i s  
to pi c,  r es po n d en ts  i n  a n  

asylu m  r ec epti o n  c entr e  i n  
s o uth er n  G r eec e  r epo rted  

th at  th ey  h a d  b een   wa iti n g  
fo r  s ev era l  m o nth s  to  
acc ess  G r eek  la n g uag e  

c lass es  b ut  w ith o ut a ny  
s i g n  o f a dva n c em ent. 

Others reported that they had the opportunity 
to attend English language teaching offered by 
volunteers. Meanwhile, researchers identified 
several adults who engaged in informal peer-
learning or were teaching themselves English.

In a different camp, an 18-year-old woman 
reported that she had dropped out of school 
due to language difficulties. She had been 
provided with an interpreter at school for the 
first two weeks, but found learning in this way 
so difficult that eventually left the classes.   

Women in another camp reported that they 
were offered some Greek language learning by 
volunteers, but illiterate women did not attend 
since they didn’t understand how they could 
learn without even knowing the letters of their 
own language. 

   
Th at   m a n  ov er  th er e  was  a n  

a rc h itect  a n d  th e  o n e  n ext  to  h i m  a 
lawyer.  N ow  lo o k  at th em.

Photo: Claire Veale
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H ow  wo u ld  yo u  d es c r i b e  yo u r  lev el  o f  G r eek?

H ow  wo u ld  yo u  d es c r i b e  yo u r  lev el  o f  EN G LI S H?
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C H I LD R EN S'   ed u cati o n 

The amount and quality 
of education provided 
for children varied widely 
between different camps. One 
respondent told us that there 
were few programmes for 
children around the site. Her 
daughter is now nine-years-old 
and has “never stepped foot in a 
classroom”.

In 2016, the Greek government 
announced its aim to make 
schooling available for all 
refugee children in the country, 
with the first children attending 
local Greek schools in October. 
However, many respondents 
said they did not want their 
children to participate due to 
the “unwelcoming environment”. 
One respondent said that 

“the parents did not want refugee children” and 
“children were fighting”, so her children no longer 
participate in the programme.

Meanwhile, a number of mothers said they 
chose not to send their children to school 
because of the embarrassment of not being 
able to clothe them properly. One respondent 
explained, “I don’t know how much more 
humiliation I can take. I have to send my kids to 
school every day in their pyjamas. As a mother, 
this is real pain”.

Others reported long waiting periods, or 
transport issues interfering with schooling. One 
service provider said, 

“All the children are registered for the local school. 
A bus was requested as it is a 30 minute walk 
along the highway. But no bus was sent, so the 
60 children from the camp were unable to go to 
school.” 

Pa r ents  r epo rted  th at  th ey  
w er e  co n c er n ed  a b o ut  th ei r  

c h i ld r en  w h o  j u st  stay  i n  
th e  ca m p  th e  w h o le  day  w ith  
n oth i n g  to  d o  a n d  s o  it  m i g ht  

a ffect  n egati v ely  th ei r  
d ev elo pm ent  a n d  futu r es.

Poor hygiene levels within on-site facilities 
also put mothers off sending their children to 
classes. Another said she doesn’t want to send 
her children to camp activities again because 
each time they return with lice. 

Meanwhile, service providers claimed that some 
children did not want to go to school or learn 
Greek because they are aiming to continue onto 
a different European country. By this token, 
researchers found that children in some camps 
were teaching themselves German. 

   
My  k i d s  n eed  to  g o  to  s c h o o l  n ow. N ot  

later.  N ow.  At least  th ey  s h o u ld  lea r n  
En g li s h.   Th ey  a r e  wasti n g  th ei r  ti m e.
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Ev eryo n e  i s  entitled  to   

a  s o c i a l  a n d  i nter n ati o n a l  
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a n d  fr eed o m s  s et  fo rth  i n   
th i s  D ec la rati o n  ca n   

b e   fu lly  r ea li z ed
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Indeed, most respondents expressed a concern 
about being stuck ‘in limbo’ Greece, facing 
uncertainty and slow bureaucratic procedures. 
The vast majority, 73.4% of respondents, said 
they felt ‘very unhappy’ or ‘quite unhappy’ about 
being in Greece. 

80% of respondents had been in Greece for 
a period of eight months to more than one 
year, and 54% of them had been living in their 
current camp for seven months to more than 
one year. 

 
Was  G r eec e  th e  co u ntry  yo u  wa nted  to  

trav el  to  w h en  yo u  left  yo u r  co u ntry?

Photo: Claire Veale
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One respondent said:  
W h i c h  co u ntry  d o  yo u  wa nt  to  g o  to? 

A ll  r es po n d en ts
Th ey  put  s o  

m u c h  m o n ey  o n  
i m prov i n g  th e  

li v i n g  co n d iti o n s 
h er e  i n  G r eec e 

i n stea d  o f 
pro c ess i n g  o u r 

cas es  a n d  h elpi n g  
u s  to  g o  to  o u r  

d esti n ati o n s.
 

Of the 278 respondents, only 
3.6% said that Greece was their 
target country when they left 
their country of origin. Many 
found themselves “stuck” in the 
country due to the closure of 
its northern border with FYR 
Macedonia in March 2016, and 
have since been waiting to 
continue to another country. 

Of the respondents who 
wished to move on from 
Greece, the majority - a total of 

42.1% - wanted to go to Germany. 7.6% were aiming to reach  
the Netherlands, 7.2% Austria, 5.8% Sweden and 5.4% the 
United Kingdom.

Photo: Salma Kasmani 
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52.5% of respondents (69.9% 
of women) wanted to carry on 
to a different country in order 
to be reunited with family 
members, and 24.1% (18.6% of 
women) to join friends. 

Many expressed concerns 
about not knowing what might 
happen to them following the 
official relocation process from 
Greece. One man explained: 

  
D o  yo u  h av e  acc ess  to  i n fo r m ati o n  

a b o ut  r i g hts  a n d  o ppo rtu n iti es?
D o  yo u  h av e  acc ess  to  i n fo r m ati o n  

a b o ut  Eu ro pea n  asylu m  law  a n d  
i m m i g rati o n  ru les?

I  li v e  w ith  my  m oth er  a n d  
my  pr eg n a nt  w i fe.  W e  

a r e  a fra i d  to  a pply  fo r  
r elo cati o n  to  G er m a ny  

s i n c e  w e  m i g ht  b e  
s epa rated  fro m  my  m oth er.

Similar concerns resulted in others attempting 
to take matters into own hands. For instance, 
a Syrian man explained, “Two months ago, a 
group of eight of us tried to escape to Serbia. We 
were on foot for about 20 hours and eventually 
broke down from hunger. We were so desperate we 
finally found a dog and ate it. We then got caught 
and returned a few hours later.”  

Residents were particularly concerned about 
the uncertainty and lack of transparency 
surrounding their claims for relocation. During 

the long waits for their 
claims to be processed 
many found it difficult to 
remain optimistic about the 
future. One service provider 
explained, “The people [in 
this camp] thought when they 
came that they’d stay for 10 
days but it’s been nine months 
- they want to know when they 
will leave.” 

Once again, many refugees 
stalled in Greece are reported 
to have paid smugglers 

to help them continue their journeys across 
Europe. This exposes refugees  - women and 
girls in particular - to even greater risks of 
violence and abuse, with many falling into the 
hands of traffickers or disappearing while trying 
to reach family in another European country.

Respondents also found that they had little 
access to information about their rights or 
European asylum law. Many said they would 
not know what to say in their asylum interview, 
while others reported that they did not know 
whose advice they could trust. 

75.4% of respondents (72.6% of women) did 
not have access to information about their 
rights and opportunities. Of those who said 
they did have access to such advice, more 
than half obtained this information from 
informal sources, such as other refugees, family 
members, volunteers in the camp, or similarly 
unofficial information channels. Approximately 
50% of respondents obtained such information 
from official organisations in the camp, and 
7.5% from the Greek government. 
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Meanwhile, 68% of respondents (70.8% of 
women) said they lacked access to information 
about European asylum law and immigration 
rules. Once again, around half of those who did 
have access said that received this information 
from informal sources, such as other refugees, 
family members, or volunteers in the camp. 
Approximately 50% acquired the information 
from organisations in the camp, and around 
10% from the Greek government. 

R es po n d ents  li v i n g  i n  r em ote  a r eas  fo u n d 
th at  trav elli n g  to  asylu m  i nterv i ews  o r  oth er  

a ppo i ntm ents  r equ i r ed  co m plex  lo g i sti cs  a n d  
s u ppo rt  fro m  ca m p  m a n ag em ent. 

  

 

I f  o ffer ed  m o n ey,  wo u ld  yo u  g o  bac k  to  yo u r  
co u ntry  o f  o r i g i n?

Ca n  yo u  g o  bac k  to  yo u r  co u ntry  o f  o r i g i n? 

However, some reported that this support was 
lacking, which led to camp residents being late 
for – and therefore missing their chance to 
attend - asylum or relocation interviews. “One 

friend missed her interview 
because the bus was delayed,” 
explained one respondent. 
“Now she is punished and they 
do not give her new date for 
interview. She is stuck.” 

A  fa m i ly  to ld  
r es ea rc h ers  
th at  th ey  d i d  

n ot  tru st  th e  
o ffi c i a l  b u s  

s erv i c e,  s o  
w er e  pla n n i n g  

o n  s pen d i n g  
th ei r  m o nth ly  
a llowa n c e  o n  

a  n i g ht  i n  a  
h o stel  i n  Ath en s  

to  m i n i m i s e  th e  
r i s k  o f  m i ss i n g  

th ei r  i nterv i ew  
a ppo i ntm ent. 

Meanwhile, a couple living 
in a different camp without 
access to a free bus service 
reported that each family 
member - including their five 
children - had been invited to 
interview in Athens, an hour’s 
drive from the camp, on seven 
different dates. This made it 
very difficult for the family to 
afford transportation.

89.3% of respondents said 
they could not go back to their 
country of origin, 9.3% didn’t 
know, and only 1.5% said they 
would be able to return. 



 
W h at  d o  yo u  th i n k  wo u ld  b e  yo u r  pro fess i o n  i n  Eu ro pe?  
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Despite their desperate circumstances and 
disillusionment regarding prospects for the 
future, most respondents had high aspirations 
and ambitious goals for their future in Europe. 
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Pro fess i o n  b efo r e / Potenti a l  pro fess i o n  i n  Eu ro pe 

   

I  wa nt  to  li v e  i n  a ny  
Eu ro pea n  co u ntry  th at  

w i ll  g i v e  m e  d i g n ity

Photo: Claire Veale
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It  i s  d i ffi c u lt  fo r  u s  
to  stay  a ll  th i s  ti m e  

w ith o ut  wo r k.  W e  wa nt  
to  wo r k,  to  prov i d e  fo r  
o u r  fa m i li es,  to  u s e  o u r  

s k i lls.  W h at  u s e  a r e  
w e  w ith o ut  wo r k?  It  

wo u ld  g i v e  u s  a  s en s e  
o f  pu r po s e  th at  w e  a r e  

ba d ly  i n  n eed  o f.

Photo: Claire Veale
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I n effecti v e  EU  po li c i es  h av e  
fo rc ed  a  s ituati o n  i n  G r eec e  
i n  w h i c h  ten s  o f  th o u sa n d s  

o f  r efu g ees  a r e  tra pped  
i n  d i ffi c u lt  co n d iti o n s,  i n  
a  co u n try  th at  lac ks  th e  

asylu m  a n d  h u m a n ita r i a n  
i n frastru ctu r e  n ec essa ry   

to  m a n ag e   s u c h  a  cas eloa d.

Co n c lu s i o n 
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Co n c lu s i o n 

Ineffective EU policies have forced a situation  
in Greece in which tens of thousands of 
refugees are trapped in difficult conditions 
in a country that lacked the asylum and 
humanitarian infrastructure necessary to 
manage such a caseload. 

Improve refugees’ access to information  
and advice regarding the asylum and 
relocation processes;

Allocate increased resources to 
strengthening logistics related to asylum 
interviews and similar meetings, ensuring 
that refugees are easily able to attend these 
critical appointments and proceed with the 
process;  

Make available an adequate number of male 
and female interpreters - including with 
relevant expertise - in each camp; 

Ensure that all service provision is 
gender-sensitive, in line with RRE’s 
recommendations presented in the report 
‘Hidden Struggles’ (January 2017). 

Th e  r es ea rc h  s h ow ed  th at  
th e  li m ited  a m en iti es  i n  
th i s  EU  b o r d er  co u ntry  

ca n n ot  o ffer  a n  a d equate  
r es po n s e  to  th e  en o r m o u s  

c h a llen g es  ass o c i ated  
w ith  acco m m o dati o n  o f  
d i s plac ed  po pu lati o n s. 

In order to reduce the harmful impact on 
refugees’ physical and psychological wellbeing, 
a number of urgent improvements are needed 
at micro-level. This could take the form of 
changes put into place within individual camps, 
including improved living standards, hygiene 
and sanitation, and access to education.

However, the research findings specifically 
suggest there is also an urgent need to urgently 
address the following matters at local and 
national levels: 

Photo: Claire Veale
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Increasing the speed at which asylum claims 
are expedited in Greece. In doing so, the 
lengths of time during which men, women 
and children are trapped in unhealthy and 
harmful environments can be reduced. 

Ensuring that the asylum process and 
relocation mechanisms in EU countries 
are underpinned by clearly demarcated 
pathways, with adequate information and 
advice mechanisms in place. 

Making available sufficient statutory funding 
to ensure that adequate legal advice, 
medical and support services, and protection 
frameworks are in place across all camps. 

Importantly, if we are to see meaningful change, 
the above needs to be urgently accompanied 
by effective, longer-term EU-level policy action 
aimed at:  

It’s clear that improvement is required at both 
the local and national service delivery level. 

H ow ev er,  s i g n i fi ca ntly  
i m prov i n g  th e   

s ituati o n  r equ i r es   
m aj o r  EU-lev el  po li cy  

 c h a n g e  -  c h a racter i s ed  
by  s o li da r ity  w ith  a i d  

ag en c i es,  th e  G r eek  
auth o r iti es,  a n d  

r efu g ees  a li k e. 

Such high-level engagement will help to 
successfully unlock the situation in which tens 
of thousands are trapped in limbo, facing  
sub-par humanitarian standards and daily 
human rights violations.

Photo: Claire Veale



"N oth i n g  i n  th i s  
D ec la rati o n  m ay  b e  

i n ter pr eted  as  i m plyi n g   
fo r  a ny  State,  g ro u p  o r  

pers o n  a ny  r i g ht  to   
en gag e  i n  a ny  acti v ity  o r  
to  per fo r m  a ny  act  a i m ed  

at  th e  d estru cti o n  o f   
a ny  o f  th e  r i g hts  a n d   

fr eed o m s  s et  fo rth  h er ei n."   

-  U n i v ersa l  D ec la rati o n  o f H u m a n  R i g hts,  A rti c le  Th i rty

Photo: Claire Veale
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