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SUMMARY 
The 'hotspot approach' was presented by the European Commission as part of the European Agenda on 
Migration in April 2015, when record numbers of refugees, asylum-seekers and other migrants flocked 
to the EU. The 'hotspots' – first reception facilities – aim to improve coordination of the EU agencies' and 
national authorities' efforts at the external borders of the EU, in the initial reception, identification, 
registration and fingerprinting of asylum-seekers and migrants. Even though other Member States also 
have the possibility to benefit from the hotspot approach, only Greece and Italy host hotspots. 

In Greece, the hotspot approach remains the key strategy in addressing migratory pressures. The 
EU-Turkey Statement of March 2016, closely linked to the implementation of the hotspot approach 
in Greece, led to a considerable drop in irregular migration flows from Turkey to the EU. However, 
returns of irregular migrants to Turkey – a cornerstone of the agreement – are low. The deteriorating 
relationship between Turkey and the EU is putting the agreement under increasing pressure. 

The hotspot approach was also set up to contribute to the temporary emergency relocation 
mechanisms that – between September 2015 and September 2017 – helped to transfer asylum-
seekers from Greece and Italy to other EU Member States. Even though 96 % of the people eligible 
had been relocated by the end of March 2018, relocation numbers were far from the targets 
originally set and the system led to tensions with Czechia, Hungary and Poland, which refused to 
comply with the mechanism. 

Since their inception, the majority of the hotspots have suffered from overcrowding, and concerns 
have been raised by stakeholders with regard to camp facilities and living conditions – in particular for 
vulnerable migrants and asylum-seekers – and to gaps in access to asylum procedures. These 
shortcomings cause tensions among the migrants and with local populations and have already led to 
violent protests. On 8 September 2020, a devastating fire in the Moria camp, on Lesvos, only 
aggravated the existing problems. The European Parliament has called repeatedly for action to ensure 
that the hotspot approach does not endanger the fundamental rights of asylum-seekers and migrants. 

This briefing updates two earlier ones published in March 2016 and in June 2018. 

In this Briefing: 

 Background 
 Link to the EU-Turkey statement 
 Relocation 
 State of play in the EU hotspots in Greece 

and in Italy 
 Stakeholder concerns 
 European Parliament position 

 

 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI%282016%29579070
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2018)623563
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Background 
The hotspot approach was introduced by the European Commission in the European Agenda on 
Migration in April 2015, at the height of the migration crisis, as a means of providing frontline 
Member States faced with the arrival of disproportionate numbers of migrants with emergency 
assistance. The approach was formally endorsed by the Justice and Home Affairs Council meetings 
of 25-26 June 2015. With the creation of 'hotspots' – facilities for initial reception, identification, 
registration and fingerprinting of asylum-seekers and migrants arriving in the EU by sea – at the 
external borders of the EU in Greece and Italy, the EU aims to improve coordination of European aid 
in areas under high migratory pressure. In addition, hotspots also serve to channel new-arrivals into 
procedures such as international protection or return. 

The hotspot approach is a key element in the EU's support for Member States on the external 
borders of the EU. The approach is already established in Greece and Italy, but other Member States 
can also benefit upon request, or in cases where the Commission believes that additional assistance 
is necessary, based on a joint assessment by Frontex and EASO. 

Experts from EU agencies, such as the European Asylum Support Office (EASO), Europol, the 
European Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex) and Eurojust, are deployed to the hotspots in 
support of national authorities. Operational support is provided by EASO to process all migrants' 
applications as quickly as possible,1 and newly arrived asylum-seekers are to be immediately 
directed to an asylum procedure. EASO provides information on asylum procedures and relocation, 
while it also matches asylum-seekers with the appropriate Member State for relocation. Frontex 
supports EU Member States by coordinating the return of irregular migrants who are refused 
asylum, or who do not have the right to remain in the EU. Frontex additionally deploys Joint 
Screening Teams to support EU Member States with registration and identification procedures. 
Investigations aiming to disassemble smuggling and trafficking networks are addressed by Europol 
and Eurojust, in cooperation with the host EU Member State. In addition, euLISA provides 
information and communication technology (ICT) expertise, on the basis of its operational 
management of the Eurodac system for fingerprinting of asylum-seekers. 

Link to the EU-Turkey statement 
The implementation of the EU-Turkey statement is closely linked to implementation of the hotspot 
approach in Greece. In March 2016, the adoption of the EU-Turkey statement committing to 'end 
the irregular migration from Turkey to the EU', had a great impact on the hotspots in the Aegean 
islands. Four years after signing the statement, the Commission noted that arrivals on the islands 
had dropped by 94 %. 

With the introduction of the statement, hotspot facilities were transformed into closed centres. After 
20 March 2016, people arriving on the Aegean islands were detained on hotspot premises, to 
facilitate their re-admittance to Turkey in cases where they did not apply for international protection 
or their applications were rejected. Asylum-seekers subject to the EU-Turkey statement are issued 
with a 'geographical restriction', preventing them from leaving the islands, but no policy explicitly 
codifies this restriction. In theory, asylum-seekers who receive a positive first/second instance 
decision are brought to the mainland, whereas those who do not are directed towards the 
procedure for readmission to Turkey. 

Both the European Commission and the European Council deem the EU-Turkey statement to be a 
success, underlining the decline in the number of arrivals on the Greek islands. However, return 
procedures from Greece to Turkey have been slow, mainly as a result of the lengthy administrative 
procedures in place. In 2018, only 322 irregular migrants were returned from Greece to Turkey under 
the EU-Turkey statement, down from 687 in 2017. 

As a result of growing tensions between the EU and Turkey on matters such as the Turkish military 
operation in Syria, the Turkish incursion into Libya, and gas-drilling disputes with Cyprus, Turkish 

https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/background-information/docs/communication_on_the_european_agenda_on_migration_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/background-information/docs/communication_on_the_european_agenda_on_migration_en.pdf
https://frontex.europa.eu/faq/situation-at-external-border/
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/20191016_com-2019-481-report_en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/03/18/eu-turkey-statement/
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/20200318_managing-migration-eu-turkey-statement-4-years-on_en.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/PERI/2017/600414/IPOL_PERI(2017)600414_EN.pdf#page=7
https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR19_24/SR_Migration_management_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/649327/EPRS_BRI(2020)649327_EN.pdf
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President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan has repeatedly threatened to 'open the gates' to the EU, which he 
did on 28 February 2020. In recent months, the EU-Turkey relationship has deteriorated still further, 
with EU leaders condemning Turkey's action and actively searching for ways to ensure stability and 
security in the eastern Mediterranean. Accession negotiations with Turkey have been at a 'standstill' 
since June 2018. 

On 17 September 2020, the European Parliament again expressed concerns regarding the drilling 
dispute and the risk of military escalation, calling for political dialogue but not ruling out further 
sanctions. 

Relocation 
The hotspot approach was set up to contribute to the implementation of the emergency relocation 
mechanisms that were proposed by the Commission and adopted by the Council of the EU on 
14 and 22 September 2015, after consulting Parliament. The temporary emergency relocation 
mechanism was set up by Member States in legally binding Council decisions (Council Decisions 
2015/1523 and 2015/1601), outlining the transfer of 160 000 asylum-seekers from Greece and Italy 
to other EU Member States. The mechanism, based on Article 78(3) of the Treaty on the Functioning 
of the European Union (TFEU), introduced a temporary derogation from the Dublin Regulation 
No 604/2013 on allocation of responsibility for reception and determining asylum applications. It 
was applied between September 2015 and September 2017, aiming to reinforce European solidarity 
and the sharing of responsibility for asylum-seekers among the Member States, while relieving some 
of the pressure on the frontline States. 

Since the introduction of the hotspot approach, one of its operational functions has been the 
identification of potential candidates for relocation. Originally, relocation decisions only covered 
nationalities that demonstrated an asylum recognition rate of 75 % or higher. The country of 
relocation was responsible for processing applications for international protection, while EASO 
coordinated relocation efforts under the EASO hotspot operating plan. 

According to the Commission's progress report on the implementation of the European Agenda on 
Migration of 16 May 2018, relocation was a success, with 96 % of eligible persons relocated by the 
end of March 2018. The majority of EU Member States fulfilled their pledges on relocations. The only 
exceptions among EU Member States were Czechia, Hungary and Poland, against which the Court 
of Justice of the EU ruled on 2 April 2020 (in cases C-715/17, C-718/17 and C-719/17) that their refusal 
to comply with the temporary relocation mechanism was in violation of their obligations under EU 
law. However, according to a study commissioned by the European Parliament's Committee on Civil 
Liberties, Justice and Home Affairs (LIBE), even countries supporting the relocation schemes did not 
comply with them in full. 

Under dedicated schemes, 34 705 eligible migrants (12 706 from Italy and 21 999 from Greece) were 
relocated to 22 Member States and three associated countries (Liechtenstein, Norway and 
Switzerland). This number is significantly lower than the target initially set of 160 000 asylum-
seekers, which was cut to approximately 100 000 after the introduction of the EU-Turkey statement 
in March 2016. The Commission explained that the further reduction was due to the fact that the 
number of persons eligible for relocation turned out to be much lower than expected. 

However, neither the emergency relocation nor the hotspot approach managed to offer the relief 
hoped for to the frontline states. The restriction of only relocating nationalities with a demonstrated 
asylum recognition rate of 75 % or higher led to more complicated asylum applications in the 
countries of first arrival, more specifically to very long reception periods and return procedures. On 
the other hand, the structural limitations of the hotspots and the rise in arrivals put more stress on 
Italy and Greece, instead of decreasing the pressure, according to a 2017 study for the European 
Parliament's LIBE committee.  

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-9-2020-07-09-ITM-008_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-9-2020-07-09-ITM-008_EN.html
https://www.avrupa.info.tr/en/eeas-news/role-turkey-eastern-mediterranean-opening-remarks-high-representative-vice-president
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/20190529-turkey-report.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20200910IPR86828/eastern-mediterranean-turkey-must-immediately-end-illegal-drilling-activities
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2020/649325/EPRS_ATA(2020)649325_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2020/649325/EPRS_ATA(2020)649325_EN.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:32015D1523
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32015D1601
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A12008E078
file://eprsbrusnvfhttps:/eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/20170906_relocation_and_resettlement-sharing_responsibility_and_increasing_legal_pathways_to_europe_en.pdf
https://www.easo.europa.eu/operational-support/hotspot-relocation
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/20180516_progress-report-european-agenda-migration_en.pdf
https://curia.europa.eu/jcms/upload/docs/application/pdf/2020-04/cp200040en.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2017/583132/IPOL_STU(2017)583132_EN.pdf
https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR19_24/SR_Migration_management_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/20171114_relocation_eu_solidarity_between_member_states_en.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI%282016%29579070
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2017/583132/IPOL_STU(2017)583132_EN.pdf
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Article 78(3) TFEU was invoked again on 1 March 2020 by Greece, when Greek Prime Minister 
Kyriakos Mitsotakis announced that Greece would not accept any new asylum applications for one 
month – the decision was subsequently reversed – in response to Turkey opening its borders with 
Greece to asylum-seekers and migrants on its territory. The EU responded promptly by showing 
unity and support to Greece, expressed by the presidents of the main EU institutions in Greece on 
3 March 2020.2 

In September 2020, as a response to the emergency situation following a devastating fire in the 
Moria camp on the Greek island of Lesvos, several Member States volunteered to relocate some of 
the most vulnerable individuals, including unaccompanied minors. Although Member States 
quickly provided humanitarian aid through the EU Civil Protection Mechanism, there was no EU-
wide offer to redistribute the approximately 12 000 persons made homeless by the fire. Among 
them, 77 % are Afghan and 8 % are Syrian. France announced that it could receive 'a hundred', 
whereas on Tuesday 15 September Germany confirmed its readiness to take in 1 500 migrants who 
have already obtained a positive asylum decision and who would not necessarily come only from 
the Moria camp. Commissioner Ylva Johansson, alongside German Minister Horst Seehofer, sent a 
letter to Member States, urging them to agree to take in 2 000 minors and vulnerable persons this 
year. On 15 September, the Commission convened a technical coordination meeting to discuss the 
organisation of transfers. The new pact on migration and asylum, presented on 23 September, 
envisages fair sharing of responsibility and solidarity. The pact proposes a system of flexible 
contributions from the Member States, moving away from the permanent and binding basis. 
Contributions can range from relocation of asylum-seekers from the country of first entry to taking 
over responsibility for returning individuals with no right to stay, or various other forms of 
operational support. 

State of play in the EU hotspots in Greece and in Italy 
Hotspots in Greece and in Italy 

 
Data source: European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights. 

https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/202009_managing-migration-eu-financial-support-to-greece_en.pdf
https://agenceurope.eu/en/bulletin/article/12558/12
https://ec.europa.eu/echo/what/civil-protection/mechanism_en
https://agenceurope.eu/en/bulletin/article/12560/16
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_20_1706
http://fra.europa.eu/en/theme/asylum-migration-borders/fra-work-hotspots
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Greece 
In 2019,3 74 613 refugees and migrants 
arrived in Greece, an increase of 48 % 
compared with 2018 and more than 
Spain, Italy, Malta and Cyprus put 
together (49 100). Most arrivals – 
59 726 in 2019 – enter through the 
Aegean islands, where the hotspot 
approach remains the key strategy in 
addressing migratory pressures.  

Hotspots in Greece function and are 
monitored under Law 4686/2020, 
which amends Law 4636/2019 – the 
'International Protection Act' (IPA) – 
and Law 4375/2016. The 2019 and 2020 
laws have been harshly criticised (see 
'stakeholder positions').  

There are five hotspots in Greece (on 
the islands of Chios, Kos, Leros, Lesvos 
and Samos), with a current total 
capacity of 6 095 places. However, the 
occupancy rate is nearly four times as 
high, at 23 269 persons,4 indicating 
serious overcrowding. Even though 
most refugees and asylum-seekers 
arriving through the Aegean islands – and therefore subject to the EU-Turkey Statement – are in 
hotspots or 'reception and identification centres' (RICs), the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) says that 
in total there are currently some 27 200 refugees and asylum-seekers5 living on the Aegean islands. 
Beyond the hotspots, each island has an additional, though limited, number of facilities, operating 
under the UNHCR accommodation scheme (ESTIA) or non-governmental organisations (NGOs) for 
the temporary accommodation of vulnerable groups, including unaccompanied children. 

Overcrowding in all Greek hotspots has led to increasing pressure on infrastructures, medical 
services and waste management, as well as to security issues. Despite efforts undertaken by the 
Greek authorities, with the support of the European Commission and the EU agencies on the 
ground, the situation remains critical. The lack of sufficient shelters for unaccompanied minors 
remains an issue in the Greek hotspots, together with the need to provide adequate care for 
vulnerable groups. Poor living conditions, combined with a lack of information and gaps in access 
to asylum procedures and legal remedies, have caused considerable tensions among the 
inhabitants of the camps.  

Tensions at the Greek-Turkish border at the end of February and in early March 2020 and the 
measures taken in the hotspots to prevent and control coronavirus, including suspension of all 
administrative procedures (registration of asylum applications, interviews, submission of appeals, 
etc.) and a restriction of residents' movements until 7 June, led to a deterioration of the situation. 
The tensions are also affecting the local communities. Several protests have erupted in the last few 
months on several of the islands. The protests first escalated in February 2020, after the issuance of 
an 'Act of legislative content' requisitioning land on the five Aegean islands for the construction of 
new closed centres for refugees and migrants. The accumulation of problems and restrictions in the 
hotspots culminated on 8 September 2020 in a big fire in the Moria centre on Lesvos, followed by 
more fires the next day, leaving nearly all the camp's population without adequate shelter and 
leading to an international outcry. The Greek authorities are now planning to set up a new camp. In 

Hotspots in Greece 

 Start of operation Total reception 
capacity Occupancy 

Lesvos October 2015 2 757 12 767 

Chios February 2016 1 014 3 496 

Samos March 2016 648 4 643 

Leros March 2016 860 1 023 

Kos June 2016 816 1 340 

Total capacity (September 2020) 6 095 23 269 

Source: Greek National Coordination Centre for Border Control, 
Immigration and Asylum (NCCBCIA); situation as of 
13 September 2020. 

https://www.asylumineurope.org/sites/default/files/report-download/aida_gr_2019update.pdf
https://www.taxheaven.gr/law/4686/2020
http://www.asylumineurope.org/sites/default/files/resources/internationalprotectionact.pdf
http://www.asylumineurope.org/sites/default/files/resources/internationalprotectionact.pdf
http://www.asylumineurope.org/sites/default/files/resources/internationalprotectionact.pdf
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/78978
https://www.asylumineurope.org/sites/default/files/report-download/aida_gr_2019update.pdf
https://www.coe.int/en/web/commissioner/-/urgent-action-is-needed-to-address-humanitarian-and-protection-needs-of-people-trapped-between-turkey-and-greece
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2020-migration-bulletin-2_en.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2020-migration-bulletin-3_en.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2020-migration-bulletin-3_en.pdf
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/78445
https://www.ekathimerini.com/248706/article/ekathimerini/news/greek-islanders-protest-overcrowded-refugee-camps
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-51654005
http://www.et.gr/idocs-nph/pdfimageSummaryviewer.html?args=sppFfdN7IQP5_cc--m0e18iAcc4jHg5cTd1EJNV-1f28rzSZFxgk-WtPb3dFROTQkAYi3ORfmaq1IMII8gha2HkxcPQvNBMtY9T3IvMHxXpABIQE1JCW9FiNMrQQT-Ek_FKlm_8xYowi2o7ORgUxjP0bKaypA5WbJwfH81GTtrj1-DpoyKZkNw..
https://reliefweb.int/report/greece/greece-flash-update-moria-fire-emergency-11-september-2020
https://infocrisis.gov.gr/10383/national-situational-picture-regarding-the-islands-at-eastern-aegean-sea-13-9-2020/?lang=en
https://infocrisis.gov.gr/10383/national-situational-picture-regarding-the-islands-at-eastern-aegean-sea-13-9-2020/?lang=en
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an effort to ensure tensions are kept in check, the citizens' protection minister is planning to set up 
a special service to police the new migrant centre. 

The European Union (EU) has provided essential and continuous support to Greece through 
European Commission funding and its agencies such as the European Asylum Support Office (EASO) 
and the European Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex). Between 2015 and July 2020, Greece 
has received €2.64 billion to improve migration and border management. For example, in 2019, to 
address the problem of overcrowding, the Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund (AMIF) 
supported the transfer of 37 700 persons from the islands to the mainland (compared with 29 540 
in 2018), increased reception capacity and an assisted voluntary return and reintegration 
programme. 

Italy 
In 2019, a total of 11 471 refugees and migrants disembarked in Italy, whereas the period between 
January and 13 September 2020 already saw the arrival by sea of 21 045 people. There are currently 
four hotspots active in Italy (in Lampedusa, Messina, Pozzallo and Taranto). The Trapani hotspot has 
been converted into a Centre of Stay for Repatriation (CPR). The hotspots of Pozzallo and Lampedusa 
were reopened following a temporary closure in 2018. Activities in Lampedusa are still limited due 
to refurbishments. On 15 September 2020, the total occupancy of the hotspots in Sicily (Lampedusa, 
Messina and Pozzallo) was 405 persons, whereas Taranto currently hosts none. There were 
nonetheless 7 225 migrants present in Sicily and 3 948 in Puglia that same day, but nearly all are 
hosted in reception centres and Centres for Beneficiaries of Protection and Unaccompanied Minors 
(SIPROIMI). In 2018, a total of 13 777 persons were hosted in the Italian hotspots (including Trapani, 
which ceased to function as a hotspot on 23 September 2018) and the average stay for an adult 
varied from 1.5 days in Taranto to 4.5 in Lampedusa and 6.2 in Trapani. 

Contrary to the situation in Greece, no specific legislation or amendment was initially adopted to 
monitor the functioning of the hotspots in Italy. Alternatively, the Italian Interior Ministry, in 
cooperation with the European Commission, adopted standard operating procedures for the 
hotspots. A legal definition of the hotspots structures was nonetheless introduced by Decree 
Law No 13/2017 (amended a few months later by Law 46/2017). It provides that foreigners 
apprehended for irregular crossing of the internal or external border or arriving in Italy after rescue 
at sea are directed to appropriate 'first aid and reception facilities' or hotspots. There, they will be 
identified, registered and informed about the asylum procedure, the relocation programme and 
voluntary return. Once the identification and photo-signalling procedures have been completed, 
migrants who have expressed their willingness to apply for asylum in Italy are transferred to first 
level reception facilities, where they have to wait for the decision of their application for 
international protection. There are two types of first level reception facilities: 'First Reception 
Centres' (CPA) – ex Art.9 D. Legislative Decree No 142/2015 – in Baria, Brindisi, Isola di Capo Rizzuto, 
Gradisca d'Isonzo, Udine, Manfredonia, Caltanissetta, Messina and Treviso – and 'Extraordinary 
Reception Centres' (CAS) (pursuant to Art. 11 of Legislative Decree No 142/15). In total, there are 
more than 5 000 CAS all over Italy, with a capacity of over 80 000 persons. Those who do not apply 
for international protection or do not meet the requirements are detained in Permanent Return 
Centres (CPR) – ex Art. 14 D. Legislative Decree 286/1998 – established to allow the enforcement of 
the expulsion order by the Police.6 Decree Law 113/20187 – amended by Decree Law 132/2018 – 
subsequently introduced the possibility of detention of persons whose nationality cannot be 
determined, for up to 30 days in suitable facilities set up in hotspots for identification reasons.  

https://www.ekathimerini.com/256947/article/ekathimerini/news/plan-to-police-new-camp-on-lesvos
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/202007_managing-migration-eu-financial-support-to-greece_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/home_aar_2019_en.pdf
https://www.interno.gov.it/it/stampa-e-comunicazione/dati-e-statistiche/sbarchi-e-accoglienza-dei-migranti-tutti-i-dati
https://www.interno.gov.it/it/temi/immigrazione-e-asilo/sistema-accoglienza-sul-territorio/centri-limmigrazione
https://www.asylumineurope.org/sites/default/files/report-download/aida_it_2019update.pdf
https://www.interno.gov.it/it/notizie/hotspot-lampedusa-procedono-i-lavori-adeguamento
http://www.garantenazionaleprivatiliberta.it/gnpl/resources/cms/documents/00059ffe970d21856c9d52871fb31fe7.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/556942/IPOL_STU(2016)556942_EN.pdf
https://www.normattiva.it/atto/caricaDettaglioAtto?atto.dataPubblicazioneGazzetta=2017-02-17&atto.codiceRedazionale=17G00026&atto.articolo.numero=0&qId=&tabID=0.6589725439944634&title=lbl.dettaglioAtto&generaTabId=true
https://www.normattiva.it/atto/caricaDettaglioAtto?atto.dataPubblicazioneGazzetta=2017-02-17&atto.codiceRedazionale=17G00026&atto.articolo.numero=0&qId=&tabID=0.6589725439944634&title=lbl.dettaglioAtto&generaTabId=true
https://www.normattiva.it/atto/caricaDettaglioAtto?atto.dataPubblicazioneGazzetta=2017-04-18&atto.codiceRedazionale=17G00059&atto.articolo.numero=0&qId=&tabID=0.6589725439944634&title=lbl.dettaglioAtto
https://www.asylumineurope.org/sites/default/files/report-download/aida_it_2019update.pdf
https://www.normattiva.it/atto/caricaDettaglioAtto?atto.dataPubblicazioneGazzetta=2018-10-04&atto.codiceRedazionale=18G00140&atto.articolo.numero=0&qId=8a91f716-0e3e-4fb8-902f-d74740b97d67&tabID=0.6589725439944634&title=lbl.dettaglioAtto
https://www.normattiva.it/atto/caricaDettaglioAtto?atto.dataPubblicazioneGazzetta=2018-12-03&atto.codiceRedazionale=18G00161&atto.articolo.numero=0&qId=17d5c6a5-6c29-4a9d-8c9a-71aa56de9b80&tabID=0.6589725439944634&title=lbl.dettaglioAtto
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Source: Italian Department of Public Security, situation as of 15 September 2020. 

The situation in Italian hotspots and reception centres, as well as the access procedure for asylum 
has been criticised repeatedly by national and international human rights bodies and NGOs, and the 
living conditions in the hotspots and in particular the reception centres – where people who apply 
for international protection or meet the requirements are now accommodated – continue to be 
precarious. Although differences in the reception services exist, there are ongoing reports about 
overcrowding, poor hygiene conditions, limitations in the space available for assistance, legal advice 
and social life; physical inadequacy of the facilities and their remoteness from the community; or 
difficulties in accessing appropriate information and health care. Furthermore, as there have been 
no second-line reception facilities since the 2018 reform, the CAS are now de facto the biggest 
accommodation provider and formally operate as hotspots, despite the fact that they were 
designed to provide only emergency reception in cases of temporary unavailability of places in the 
first reception centres. A positive development is that at the end of 2019 there were 1 060 reception 
facilities hosting Beneficiaries of Protection and Unaccompanied Minors (SIPROIMI). As has 
happened in Greece, the measures that the Italian government has taken to prevent the coronavirus 
from spreading have led to increased tensions. Even though some concessions were made with 
regard to material reception conditions, asylum registration procedures experienced delays, all 
incoming and outgoing Dublin transfers were suspended and the Italian authorities temporarily 
suspended interviews and assessments carried out by the Territorial Commissions for the 
recognition of the right to international protection.  

Since 2015 and up to July 2020, Italy has been supported by the EU with €1.031 billion in funding 
for asylum, migration, security and border management, including €290.79 million in emergency 
assistance. As in Greece, support has also come through expertise from EU agencies and Member 
States with in total 144 experts deployed by Frontex in 2019 and 180 by EASO. 

Stakeholder concerns9 
Despite increased asylum-processing capacities in Greece and Italy, the European Court of Auditors 
(ECA) concluded in a report in November 2019 on EU migration management that long handling 
times and bottlenecks persist in both countries. Registration and fingerprinting of migrants had 
improved significantly, but the situation in the Greek hotspots remained highly critical in terms of 
capacity and the situation of unaccompanied minors. The fast-track border procedure for examining 
asylum applications, introduced with the 2016 EU-Turkey Statement, was still not swift enough. Italy, 
on the contrary, currently had sufficient processing capacity to deal with the sharply decreased 
arrivals and asylum applications at first instance, but not to process the high number of appeals. 
EASO's operations still suffered from a shortage of national experts, while Frontex had actually 

Hotspots in Italy Reception centres near the hotspots 

 Start of operation 

Total 
reception 
capacity in 
December 
20178 

Hotspot 
occupancy Region 

Reception 
centre 
occupancy 

Centres for Beneficiaries 
of Protection and 
Unaccompanied Minors 
(SIPROIMI) occupancy 

Taranto February 2016 400 0 Puglia 1 435 2 513 

Messina September 2017 250 

450 Sicily 3 378 3 442 Pozzallo January 2016 300 

Lampedusa October 2015 500 

https://www.interno.gov.it/it/stampa-e-comunicazione/dati-e-statistiche/sbarchi-e-accoglienza-dei-migranti-tutti-i-dati
https://www.asylumineurope.org/sites/default/files/report-download/aida_it_2019update.pdf
https://rm.coe.int/16807b6d56
https://palermo.repubblica.it/cronaca/2019/08/22/foto/lampedusa_l_hotspot_e_sovraffollato_i_migranti_di_open_arms_8_in_una_stanza-234093874/1/#1
https://www.asylumineurope.org/sites/default/files/report-download/aida_it_2019update.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1vnjmaOmFfkBU-fKEH6H8a1QGO4Z1C5A8/view
https://fra.europa.eu/en/news/2020/covid-19-puts-asylum-seekers-higher-risk-conditions-camps-deteriorate-and-asylum
http://www.immigrazione.biz/legge.php?id=1004
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/202007_managing-migration-eu-financial-support-to-italy_en.pdf
https://www.eca.europa.eu/en/Pages/DocItem.aspx?did=51988
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deployed more staff than needed to the Italian hotspots, which were found to be empty or almost 
empty. 

In a February 2019 update on fundamental rights in the hotspots, the EU Agency for Fundamental 
Rights (FRA) stated that, despite genuine efforts to make improvements, many of the suggestions 
contained in the 21 opinions formulated by FRA back in 2016 remained valid, including delays in 
first interviews, legal aid capacity, child protection and safety of all who are in the hotspots. In its 
Bulletin for the first quarter of 2020, FRA furthermore raised concerns about deteriorating conditions 
in reception centres and suspended or heavily delayed asylum procedures, including in Italy and 
Greece, due to the coronavirus, putting asylum-seekers at greater risk. Greece nonetheless allowed 
certain third-country nationals whose residence permits expired during the coronavirus measures 
to remain legally in the country until the end of the pandemic. 

After an onsite visit in October 2019, the Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights, Dunja 
Mijatović, called for urgent measures to address the deteriorating situation in the hotspots, making 
reference to unhygienic conditions and deficiencies in the provision of medical care. After the Moria 
fire, Mijatović called for 'a fundamental rethinking of the approach that led to the overcrowded, 
inhumane and completely unsustainable situation in Moria and elsewhere on the Aegean islands', 
while adding that 'the lack of support from other Member States to Greece in terms of relocation 
and, more broadly the lack of European solidarity is also responsible for the catastrophic situation'.  

Also in reaction to the Moria fire, IOM called on the EU and its Member States to take 'a twin track 
approach', supporting immediate shelter and care for displaced migrants and refugees while setting 
up longer-term solutions rooted in European solidarity. In an editorial after the fire, the European 
Council on Refugees and Exiles (ECRE) identified implementation gaps in Greek asylum 
management at the levels of registration, reception, decision-making, procedural rights and misuse 
of Dublin. According to ECRE this is mainly due to a lack of implementation of the EU-Turkey 
Statement – and by extension of EU and international standards – and to the short-term policy of 
deterrence and prevention of arrivals. This is a trend it sees applied to asylum systems across the 
continent, not only in Greece and Italy. 

In November 2019, 17 NGOs working in Greece denounced gaps in access to the asylum procedure; 
inadequate protection of unaccompanied children – for example, the continuing practice of 
keeping unaccompanied children in police stations – and sub-standard reception conditions on the 
eastern Aegean islands. UNHCR has repeatedly urged Greece to improve the living conditions in the 
hotspots and to move thousands of asylum-seekers out of overcrowded reception centres on the 
Greek Aegean islands, arguing it is 'inhumane' to keep people in these 'inadequate and insecure 
conditions'. UNHCR appealed to European states for more responsibility-sharing, in particular when 
it comes to unaccompanied children and other vulnerable people.  

New legislation in both Greece and Italy has done little to improve the situation. On the contrary, 
the new Greek IPA – Law 4636/2019 and its amendments under Law 4686/2020 – has been harshly 
criticised by national and international human rights bodies, including the Greek Ombudsman, the 
Greek National Commission for Human Rights and several civil society organisations. UNHCR is 
worried about the reduction in the period of organised accommodation and basic support for 
independent living for recognised refugees from six months to 30 days, as it may end assistance for 
many recognised refugees prematurely, before they have had effective access to employment and 
social welfare schemes provided under Greek law. The Greek Council for Refugees and Oxfam see 
the following detrimental effects on the hotspots' residents: accelerated procedures, increased 
returns, and unfair grounds for rejection, difficulties to lodge an appeal against a negative decision 
and even increased vulnerabilities, such as exploitation and (sexual) abuse. For its part, Amnesty 
International (AI) denounces the fact that the new law formalises the creation of closed controlled 
centres to be established on the islands, to replace the existing camps. AI wonders how the very 
idea of placing asylum-seekers in closed facilities can be reconciled with the principles regulating 
the deprivation of liberty and the restriction of movement of people seeking safety under 

https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2019-opinion-hotspots-update-03-2019_en.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2019-opinion-hotspots-update-03-2019_en.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2020-migration-bulletin-2_en.pdf
https://www.coe.int/en/web/commissioner/view/-/asset_publisher/ugj3i6qSEkhZ/content/greece-must-urgently-transfer-asylum-seekers-from-the-aegean-islands-and-improve-living-conditions-in-reception-facilities
https://www.coe.int/en/web/commissioner/view/-/asset_publisher/ugj3i6qSEkhZ/content/greece-must-urgently-transfer-asylum-seekers-from-the-aegean-islands-and-improve-living-conditions-in-reception-facilities
https://www.coe.int/en/web/portal/-/commissioner-calls-on-greek-authorities-to-provide-adequate-support-to-all-those-affected-by-fire-at-moria#71186836_8610431_True
https://www.iom.int/news/more-solidarity-european-states-needed-address-situation-lesvos-greece?fbclid=IwAR3l4SxPIdc3lDcn42dAmbcmXDOgPeNksdGS2wxnF_4BBcXrjThjjNxiKcI&utm_source=IOM+External+Mailing+List&utm_campaign=3664c959ab-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_09_15_01_42&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_9968056566-3664c959ab-56075209
https://mailchi.mp/ecre/ecre-weekly-bulletin-11092020?e=989a4aebdd
https://mailchi.mp/ecre/ecre-weekly-bulletin-11092020?e=989a4aebdd
https://www.gcr.gr/en/news/press-releases-announcements/item/1314-ngos-urge-un-high-commissioner-for-refugees-to-act-on-refugee-rights-during-greece-visit
https://www.unhcr.org/news/press/2020/2/5e4fe4074/act-alleviate-suffering-reception-centres-greek-islands-unhcrs-grandi.html?query=
http://www.asylumineurope.org/sites/default/files/resources/internationalprotectionact.pdf
http://www.et.gr/idocs-nph/pdfimageSummaryviewer.html?args=sppFfdN7IQP5_cc--m0e18iAcc4jHg5cMn53pOIbpde8rzSZFxgk-XLICQIaWE9-kAYi3ORfmaoeE4_PYibv02nqTm4TrE124kicnjz_3u4G8qOBlZzQoc77k1-A9Eyz7vqZ2xJ5_Da2W_5wYY5zedJZUSjGko8gdprPeVQ12ZrnxGzQacz3aA..
https://www.synigoros.gr/?i=kdet.el.news.608123
http://www.nchr.gr/images/pdf/apofaseis/prosfuges_metanastes/Paratiriseis%20EEDA%20sto%20nomosxedio%20gia%20Asylo%2024.10.2019.pdf
https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/handle/10546/621011/bp-diminished-derogated-denied-greece-refugees-020720-en.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/EUR2522592020ENGLISH.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/EUR2522592020ENGLISH.pdf
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international and European law. In Italy, ECRE denounces that the changes introduced by legislative 
Decree 113/2018, in particular the denial of civil registration, has made it extremely difficult for 
asylum-seekers to access territorial services. ECRE furthermore highlights that the standard 
operating procedures (SOPs) state that 'where necessary, the use of force proportionate to 
overcoming objection, with full respect for the physical integrity and dignity of the person, is 
appropriate'. It is also worried about Article 10-ter(3) of Law 13/2017, which provides that repeated 
refusal to undergo fingerprinting constitutes a risk of absconding and legitimises detention in CPRs.  

European Parliament position 
The European Parliament has been calling for action to improve reception and detention conditions 
for third-country nationals in Europe for more than a decade.10 It has also underlined the need to 
ensure that the hotspot approach does not undermine the fundamental rights of asylum-seekers 
and refugees crossing the European borders.  

In an own-initiative report of the LIBE committee, adopted in plenary on 12 April 2016, on the 
situation in the Mediterranean and the need for a holistic approach to migration, the main purpose 
of the hotspots was stated to be the provision of protection and of humanitarian aid for people in 
need, while underlining that fundamental rights should be respected for all migrants. In spite of this, 
the report recognised the importance of official identification of asylum-seekers once they entered 
the EU. 

Moreover, the European Parliament supported the two Commission proposals on relocation, as a 
means of demonstrating solidarity in EU asylum policy. 

At the outset of the coronavirus pandemic in March 2020, the EU Agency for Fundamental Rights 
(FRA) observed that the constant overcrowding and inadequate reception conditions, especially in 
Greek hotspots, remained unresolved and was becoming critical. In this context, in a letter of 23 
March 2020 to Janez Lenarčič, EU Commissioner for Crisis Management, the LIBE committee called 
for the immediate evacuation of the most vulnerable individuals from the hotspots. At its meeting 
of 2 April 2020, the LIBE committee reiterated its concerns regarding the situation of migrants in 
Greek reception centres, especially in light of Turkey's announcement a month earlier that it would 
allow migrants to cross into EU territory. MEPs deplored the use of migration as a political tool and 
urged other Member States to show solidarity with frontline states. 

On 16 April 2020, the Greek authorities, alongside the European Commission and international 
organisations, decided to relocate 2 380 persons from the overcrowded camps in the Aegean islands 
to the mainland. The transfers started in late April. 

At its plenary session on 17 September 2020, the European Parliament discussed with Commissioner 
Johansson the steps that the EU should take in response to the Moria fire, the issue of reception 
conditions for asylum-seekers and the need for Member States to share responsibility. 

  

https://www.asylumineurope.org/sites/default/files/report-download/aida_it_2019update.pdf
https://www.normattiva.it/atto/caricaDettaglioAtto?atto.dataPubblicazioneGazzetta=2018-10-04&atto.codiceRedazionale=18G00140&atto.articolo.numero=0&qId=8a91f716-0e3e-4fb8-902f-d74740b97d67&tabID=0.6589725439944634&title=lbl.dettaglioAtto
https://www.normattiva.it/atto/caricaDettaglioAtto?atto.dataPubblicazioneGazzetta=2018-10-04&atto.codiceRedazionale=18G00140&atto.articolo.numero=0&qId=8a91f716-0e3e-4fb8-902f-d74740b97d67&tabID=0.6589725439944634&title=lbl.dettaglioAtto
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//NONSGML+REPORT+A8-2016-0066+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P8-TA-2016-0102&language=EN
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/649344/EPRS_BRI(2020)649344_EN.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2020-migration-bulletin-2_en.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/resources/library/media/20200323RES75640/20200323RES75640.pdf
https://www.euractiv.com/section/justice-home-affairs/news/greece-to-move-migrants-out-of-congested-island-camps/
https://www.unhcr.org/gr/14409-metakinisi_ilikiomenon_kai_eupathon_apo_moria.html?fbclid=IwAR18kFNcDdt34Y-aKJaBheAq2zrx6tlBe25WCJ_B_g4IOeyYg6QmV1ftAQk
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/agenda/briefing/2020-09-14/11/moria-refugee-camp-meps-to-call-for-an-urgent-eu-response
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3  See also the UNHCR fact sheet, Refugee and migrant arrivals to Europe - January to December 2019. 
4  Data provided by the Greek National Coordination Centre for Border Control, Immigration and Asylum (NCCBCIA) on 

13 September 2020. 
5  Data provided by the UNHCR Aegean Islands Weekly Snapshot (31 August 2020 - 6 September 2020). 
6  See the Italian Ministry of the Interior website for the structure of the immigration centres in Italy. 
7  For more information, see the Asylum Information Database (AIDA) Country Report: Italy (2019 update). 
8  See the European Commission Hotspot State of Play from 18 December 2017. 
9  This section aims to provide a flavour of the debate and is not intended to be an exhaustive list of the diverse views 

on the 'hotspot approach'. 
10  As demonstrated in the study commissioned by the European Parliament Committee on Civil Liberties, Justice and 

Home Affairs on The conditions in centres for third country nationals (detention camps, open centres as well as transit 
centres and transit zones) with a particular focus on provisions and facilities for persons with special needs in the 25 EU 
Member States, December 2007. 

 

DISCLAIMER AND COPYRIGHT 
This document is prepared for, and addressed to, the Members and staff of the European Parliament as 
background material to assist them in their parliamentary work. The content of the document is the sole 
responsibility of its author(s) and any opinions expressed herein should not be taken to represent an official 
position of the Parliament. 
Reproduction and translation for non-commercial purposes are authorised, provided the source is 
acknowledged and the European Parliament is given prior notice and sent a copy. 
© European Union, 2020. 
Photo credits: © aalutcenko / Adobe Stock. 
eprs@ep.europa.eu (contact) 

www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu (intranet) 
www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank (internet) 
http://epthinktank.eu (blog)  

https://www.asylumineurope.org/sites/default/files/report-download/aida_it_2019update.pdf
https://www.asylumineurope.org/sites/default/files/report-download/aida_gr_2019update.pdf
https://www.asylumineurope.org/sites/default/files/report-download/aida_gr_2019update.pdf
https://www.eca.europa.eu/en/Pages/DocItem.aspx?did=51988
https://www.eca.europa.eu/en/Pages/DocItem.aspx?did=51988
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/nl/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2018)623563
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI%282016%29579070
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_ATA(2020)652087
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/nl/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2020)649390
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/nl/document.html?reference=EPRS_ATA(2020)649325
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/nl/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2020)649344
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/nl/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2020)649327
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-18-3741_en.htm
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/649327/EPRS_BRI(2020)649327_EN.pdf
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/74670
https://infocrisis.gov.gr/10383/national-situational-picture-regarding-the-islands-at-eastern-aegean-sea-13-9-2020/?lang=en
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/GRC_AegeanIslands_WeeklySnapshot_20200906.pdf
https://www.interno.gov.it/it/temi/immigrazione-e-asilo/sistema-accoglienza-sul-territorio/centri-limmigrazione
https://www.asylumineurope.org/sites/default/files/report-download/aida_it_2019update.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/press-material/docs/state_of_play_-_hotspots_en.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2007/393275/IPOL-LIBE_ET(2007)393275_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2007/393275/IPOL-LIBE_ET(2007)393275_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2007/393275/IPOL-LIBE_ET(2007)393275_EN.pdf
mailto:eprs@ep.europa.eu
http://www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank
http://epthinktank.eu/

	Summary
	The 'hotspot approach' was presented by the European Commission as part of the European Agenda on Migration in April 2015, when record numbers of refugees, asylum-seekers and other migrants flocked to the EU. The 'hotspots' – first reception facilitie...
	In Greece, the hotspot approach remains the key strategy in addressing migratory pressures. The EU-Turkey Statement of March 2016, closely linked to the implementation of the hotspot approach in Greece, led to a considerable drop in irregular migratio...
	The hotspot approach was also set up to contribute to the temporary emergency relocation mechanisms that – between September 2015 and September 2017 – helped to transfer asylum-seekers from Greece and Italy to other EU Member States. Even though 96 % ...
	Since their inception, the majority of the hotspots have suffered from overcrowding, and concerns have been raised by stakeholders with regard to camp facilities and living conditions – in particular for vulnerable migrants and asylum-seekers – and to...
	This briefing updates two earlier ones published in March 2016 and in June 2018.
	Background
	Link to the EU-Turkey statement
	Relocation
	State of play in the EU hotspots in Greece and in Italy
	Hotspots in Greece and in Italy
	Greece
	Italy

	Stakeholder concerns8F
	European Parliament position

