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NOTICE TO MEMBERS

Subject: Petition No 0493/2020 by Manuela Niza-Ribeiro (Portuguese) on protecting 
people in the refugee camps during the COVID-19 pandemic

1. Summary of petition

The petitioner calls on the Commission to take the following actions: 1) Protect the most 
vulnerable in the refugee camps on the Greek islands; 2) Proceed with the rapid relocation of 
unaccompanied minors; 3) Adequately fund an emergency plan to contain the outbreak of 
COVID-19 within the framework of the New European Pact for Migration and Asylum. 

Beyond the scope of the current pandemic, the petitioner also calls for the resumption of search 
and rescue operations, open ports and improved reception conditions and relocation for 
refugees, and for these responsibilities to be shared jointly by all Member States.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 27 July 2020. Information requested from Commission under Rule 
227(6).

3. Commission reply, received on 9 November 2020

The Commission’s observations 

Support to Greece 

Since 2015, the Commission, in cooperation with EU Agencies, has provided to Greece 
technical and financial support totalling €2.57 billion, to increase the reception capacity and 
improve the asylum procedures and reception conditions for asylum applicants on the Greek 
islands and in the country as a whole. 
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To address the protection needs of unaccompanied minors in Greece, the EU has funded the 
setup and operation of ‘safe zones’, i.e. specific areas where the minors can receive specific 
psychosocial and legal support, as well as access to healthcare, education, leisure activities, etc. 
The EU is also funding, via the Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund (AMIF) 2012-2019 
National Programme for Greece 2014-2019, a public call for the creation of up to 2,000 
additional shelter places for unaccompanied minors on the Greek mainland, as well as for 
increasing the number of rented apartments where unaccompanied children over 16 years of 
age can be accommodated and live under close supervision by a representative/guardian (with 
75% of EU contribution). 

Furthermore, the Commission coordinates and supports operationally and financially an 
exercise for the voluntary relocation of unaccompanied minors from Greece. The first 
relocations took place in April 2020, when 12 unaccompanied migrant children were relocated 
from Greece to Luxembourg, and 47 to Germany. Following a temporary suspension due to the 
COVID-19 restrictions and further preparatory work, the scheme resumed on 17 June 2020 By 
22 October 2020, 290 unaccompanied children and 698 severely ill children and their core 
family members have already been relocated under the scheme. The total number of pledges 
made by Member States by beginning of October 2020 under this scheme was of 3,177. 

The recent developments at the Greek-Turkish border and the COVID-19 pandemic have put 
an additional strain on the already stretched migration management system in Greece. On 4 
March 2020, the Commission put in place an Action Plan for immediate measures to support 
Greece,1 comprising additional financial assistance of up to €700 million. The Action Plan also 
foresees that Member States will respond to the Civil Protection Mechanism call triggered by 
Greece to provide medical equipment, shelters, tents, blankets, and other necessary supplies, as 
well as to the call by the European Asylum Support Office (EASO) to provide 160 experts to 
be deployed in Greece. On 16 April 2020, Greece activated the Mechanism again to request 
accommodation, hygiene and medical materials in the context of the decongestion of the 
Reception and Identification Centres on the Aegean Islands. Austria, Czechia and the 
Netherlands have offered 181 containers, over 60,000 shelter and sanitary items and a fully 
equipped hospital station. In addition, almost 3,000 persons who are vulnerable to COVID-19 
have been identified for transfer out of the reception centres on the Greek islands as part of an 
emergency plan agreed by the Commission and the Greek authorities.

Pact on Migration and Asylum, reform of the Common European Asylum System

The 2015 migration crisis revealed that structural and sustainable solutions are needed for a fair 
and effective management of migration for the EU as a whole. To this end, the Commission will 
present proposals for a New Pact on Migration and Asylum. 

The Pact will be the opportunity to make the asylum and return procedures in the EU more 
consistent and effective, to speed up the assessment of asylum claims, to prevent abuses and to 
ensure that the appropriate humanitarian and legal migration channels are in place. The 
Commission aims to set up an asylum and migration framework that is fair, humane and 
effective, based on the principles of solidarity and fair sharing of responsibility among the 
Member States, and a system that can operate effectively also in times of crisis.

Member States in need must receive support not only in the area of asylum, but also in 

1 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_384. 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_384
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_384
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_384
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effectively tackling irregular migration and return. Concerning the petitioner’s call to establish 
a search and rescue (SAR) mechanism in the Mediterranean after Operation Sophia was 
deactivated, it needs to be mentioned that the European Border and Cost Guard Agency 
currently has operations Themis (which supports Italy in the Central Mediterranean), Poseidon 
(which supports Greece at the Greek sea borders with Turkey) and Indalo (which supports Spain 
in the Western Mediterranean) deployed at sea in the Mediterranean. More than 37,000 people 
were saved with direct involvement of the European Border and Coast Guard Agency assets in 
SAR cases in 2018; 25,982 migrants have been saved in 2019 in all joint SAR operations carried 
out by the European Border and Coast Guard Agency, of whom 1,582 were saved in the Central 
Mediterranean. However, it must be acknowledged that most of the search and rescue incidents 
occur outside the operational area of Joint Operation Themis. The Commission has also been 
coordinating an ad hoc disembarkation and voluntary relocation scheme for Malta and Italy, 
and the European Asylum Support Office (EASO) has supported several disembarkation and 
subsequent relocation operations in Italy and Malta. The Commission has consistently called 
on Member States to implement their obligation to ensure access to the procedure for 
international protection according to EU asylum law and international law, and that the 
principle of non-refoulement must always be respected. The specificities of disembarkations 
following SAR operations will also be taken into account in the new Pact on Migration and 
Asylum.

Conclusion

The Commission shares the concerns expressed by the petitioner regarding the difficult 
situation of migrants in Greece, the additional challenges posed by the COVID-19 crisis, and 
the need to reform the Common European Asylum System and other rules concerning 
migration, so as to secure an effective and fair management of the asylum and migration system 
in the EU. These principles and objectives are also enshrined and operationalised in the 
substantial technical and financial support offered to Greece.


