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Aim of the visit 

A delegation of seven Members travelled to Greece in particular to the Greek/Turkish 
border and to Athens from 28 to 31 October 2012. 

The purpose of the visit was to gather information and ascertain directly the situation 
in Greece regarding border surveillance and the reception of asylum seekers and 
irregular migrants. (see the programme in the annex)

Before their departure, the members of the delegation held a meeting with the 
Commission, the Greek Permanent Representation, and NGOs to gather background 
information on the situation in Greece.

1. Visit to the centres at the Greek/Turkish border

The visit focused on four centres near the Greek/Turkish border (Fylakio, Feres, 
Komotini and Venna). In Alexandroupolis the delegation also met local authorities 
(regional governors and mayors) and regional police authorities.

1.1. Fylakio

Brigadier Georgios Salamangas, Police Chief of Orestiada's Police Directorate, 
welcomed the delegation at the arrival at the Fylakio centre and presented the situation 
in the region as regards irregular migration. 

He explained that all individuals apprehended at the border are brought to the Fylakio 
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centre which serves as an initial reception centre. Individuals are registered, screened, 
identified, finger-printed and photographed. They are also interviewed to get 
information on their route. The duration of detention can be up to three months for 
those who applied for asylum. After three months, they are released and issued a pink 
card and have to re-appear within six months. Those who have not applied for asylum 
remain until the return to their country of origin. He highlighted that most of them 
were coming because of economic problems. A lot of improvement was necessary on 
the implementation of the readmission agreement with Turkey. Until 2011, only 138 
persons were readmitted while in 2012, only 41 persons were readmitted. He 
mentioned that also with Georgia, readmission should work better. He explained that 
there was a distortion of right to asylum as many persons claimed asylum only after 
being detained for being irregularly present in Greece and tried to avoid being returned 
to their country of origin this way.

In the centre medical services (doctor and nurse) are available. The centre is in the 
process of hiring interpreters, social workers and psychologists and expects that six of 
each will be hired by the end of 2012. Catering is offered three times a day; phones 
and cleaning services are available and the detainees are allowed to go outside if it is 
not raining.

The capacity of the centre is 374 people. It is composed of seven cells including one 
for women and one for unaccompanied minors. In 2011, nationals of 84 countries 
passed through the centre, Afghanis representing 55 %. At the moment of the 
delegation, there were 120 people detained including 50 women and 2 unaccompanied 
minors. No new arrivals were happening at the time of the delegation. Brigadier 
Georgios Salamangas highlighted that the centre was being refurbished and extended 
including the construction of a screening centre.

When visiting the centre, Members could see that each cell contained approximately 
25 beds, four sinks, four toilets and three showers (without door). Blankets were used 
as curtains. 
Some detainees complained about a restricted access to healthcare and hygiene 
products and phone. They claimed that they only had cold water for two months. The 
EPP Members consider that there did not seem to be much substance to these 
complaints as authorities reiterated that all the basic services were provided to the 
detainees. 
The GUE Member stresses that in the cell with the 2 unaccompanied minors, 4 beds 
were undone and that, when asked about it, the unaccompanied minors replied that 
until the previous night, they shared the cell with two adults. 

1.2. Visit to the fence

The delegation then went to the site of the fence and the command centre located 
nearby.
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The authorities explained that the fence is built along the 12,5 km of land border 
between Greece and Turkey and financed exclusively by Greece. The objective was to 
be completed by the end of November 2012. The fence is twofold. The first fence is 
situated at the border and a second fence will be built on Greek territory. 20 cameras 
are installed along the fence as well as night cameras in order to detect migrants. The 
images are transferred to the command centre. If a migrant is detected a patrol is sent 
to apprehend them.

Brigadier Georgios Salamangas indicated that in 2010, 26.000 of the 36.000 irregular 
migrants who entered Greece passed through the current location of the fence.

1.3. Feres

The Feres centre visited by the delegation is the new centre which was built between 
June 2011 and August 2012. The former detention centre is now used as a jail. It has a 
capacity of 74 people separated into two wings. Each cell contains five beds. There 
were no toilets in the cell. They can be accessed by calling one of the guards. At the 
time of the visit there were 51 detainees (men only), 41 of them having applied for 
asylum. The most represented nationalities were Iraqis (14), Iranis and Bangladeshis. 
There were also detainees from Algeria, Uzbekistan and Senegal. Detention may last 
up to six months and up to three months in asylum cases. Detention may be extended 
to 12 months if there is no cooperation on travel documents by the detainee or the 
country of origin.
Some detainees claimed they did not have enough food and did not know what they 
were eating and if it fitted their religious diet. The EPP Members consider that there 
did not seem to be much substance to these complaints as authorities reiterated that all 
the basic services were provided to the detainees as well as special meals according to 
their needs based on religious practices.

The delegation met representatives of the Greek Council for Refugees (GCR) and 
Arsis. 
GCR provides legal support to migrants free of charge and are active in Soufli, 
Tychero and Feres centres.
Arsis is an NGO working with unaccompanied minors throughout Greece. It has built 
a network for hosting individuals in Athens, manages a shelter in Alexandroupolis and 
plans on setting up classes and occupational training in Fylakio and Feres. If 
unaccompanied minors request asylum, support is also provided to them by their 
internal lawyers. It is financed by the Labour and Health Ministries.

1.4. Poros screening centre

The screening centre is situated 500 m from the border and 7 km away from the border 
guards station. Until March 2012, it was used to screen the persons apprehended in the 
Feres region. From March 2012 the Police decided to merge all operations in the 
region and persons apprehended in the regions of Tychero and Soufli are also brought 
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there. 

The Members were briefed on the different steps of the screening procedure. 
The first step is a body search where information on the country of origin (documents, 
tickets, receipts) are looked for. A second step is a medical check, done by Médecins 
Sans Frontières (MSF). The third step is the information office where third-country 
nationals are given information on the process and informed of their rights. The fourth 
step is the screening process aimed at establishing nationality and identifying 
traffickers. An individual interview/debriefing takes place, if needed with the 
assistance of an interpreter. It also aims at distinguishing vulnerable groups. The fifth 
step is finger printing and a picture is taken. The information collected is then 
transmitted to the Police Directorate. If during the procedure a migrant claims asylum, 
the Police is obliged to convey the claim to the competent services of the 
Alexandroupolis Police.

In the centre, MSF has its own tents, where the medical checks are performed. The 
MSF representatives indicated that, since September 2012, 50 people went through 
this centre. In majority, they are young males who often arrive wet and without food. 
The process starts with "triage" to identify vulnerable groups. Drinks and food are 
provided. Each individual is checked by a doctor. MSF also provides legal support. It 
does not provide mental health support anymore but the representatives highlighted 
that it would be much needed.

Major General Emanouil Katriadakis, General Police Chief for East Macedonia and 
Thrace, gave additional information on the asylum process, notably on the pink card 
which is given to those who have asked for asylum and did not get a reply yet or those 
waiting for the appeal procedure. It gives its holder access to free healthcare and the 
right to work. It is renewed every six months until the procedure is completed.

At the moment the asylum claim is examined by an asylum committee. In first 
instance, it is composed of one representative of the police and one representative of 
UNHCR. In the second instance, the committee is composed of one representative of 
the police, one representative of UNHCR and a public officer. It is planned that in the 
next few months a new Asylum Service be put in place and be independent from the 
police. 

1.5. Komotini

The Komotini centre used to be a police academy which was refurbished to be 
transformed into a detention centre, which was the case as well of two other centres in 
Drama and Xanthi. The centre had approximately 300 detainees at the time of the visit 
(men only). The most represented nationalities were Afghanis, Pakistanis,
Bangladeshis, Syrians and Algerians. According to the EPP Members, all main 
services were available and access to lawyers was provided.
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1.6. Venna

The Venna centre has been opened for 19 years and used to be a warehouse for a 
railway station. Major General Emanouil Katriadakis acknowledged that the 
conditions in the centre were far from ideal and indicated that the Minister had 
announced it will close as soon as the new centre in Drama is ready, within 20 days to 
one month.1

The capacity of the centre is maximum 250 people. The centre is composed of five 
sections/cells. At the time of the visit between 100 to 200 persons were detained. 
Detainees claimed that they had no hot water, that they had limited access to doctors 
and that the centre was cleaned and detainees transferred earlier on the same day. 

When visiting the centre, it could be seen that up to 45 people were detained in each 
cell. Each cell had two toilets and a shower (without door). 
S&D, ALDE and GUE Members stressed that not all beds had a mattress and also 
noticed that there was no heating, that detainees did not have warm clothes and that 
there was only one source of light per cell above the door.

Refugees indicated that they came via Turkey paying thousands of dollars and that 
their destination was mostly Northern Europe.

2. Meeting with regional police authorities and local authorities

Mr. Aris Giannakidis, Regional Governor of East Macedonia and Thrace, reminded 
the delegation of the situation in 2010-2011 when 200-400 people were arriving every 
day. He underlined that the help provided by Frontex through the RABITS operation 
was crucial in controlling the situation and that Greece is now trying to spread out the 
message that those entering irregularly will be detained for one year with no
possibility to go to other Member States. He insisted that solidarity was needed from 
the EU through financial help and technical assistance and that it should be extended 
to sea border because of the situation in Syria. 

Brigadier Georgios Salamangas indicated that the border between Greece and Turkey 
is constituted by 12,5 km of land border and about a 80 km of river border.

At the time of the delegation, 1.517 third-country nationals were detained in the Evros 
region.
In the region of North Evros the number of people apprehended was as follows:
- in 2009: 3.521
- in 2010: 35.930
- in 2011: 28.231 (including 890 at the land border)
- in 2012 until the visit: 23.212 (including 517 at the land border)

                                               
1 The Venna Centre was closed on 8 December 2012.
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In 2011 the most represented nationalities were Afghanis (15.386 persons, 55%), 
Pakistanis (3.872, 14%), Algerians (1.956, 7%) and Moroccans.
In 2012 Afghanis were still the most represented nationality with 30% and Syrians 
were the second with 3.984 persons apprehended.

73 smugglers were arrested in 2010. In 2011, smugglers arrested were mostly 
Afghanis (18) and Turks (12). In 2012, the most represented nationalities were Iraqis 
(28) and Greeks (21). 
Smugglers risk up to 20 years in jail. Most irregular migrants use cheap flights from 
Maghreb to Turkey and then cross the Turkish/Greek land border on foot with a group 
of up to 200 migrants or the river on life boats by 10 to 12 people. In the summer, the 
river is at a lower level and can even be crossed walking.

The surveillance at land border is done through patrols and through an automated 
remote camera system. At the river border, the authorities organise river patrols. 
Rescue missions are also organised on the Evros to prevent people from drowning but 
in recent years not all deaths could be prevented. In 2010, 22 people died of drowning 
and 4 of cold, in 2011 respectively 8 and 2 and in 2012, respectively 6 and 2. 

The Aspida operation, which started in August 2012, provided additional resources for 
deployment at the border including 2000 policemen, vehicles and equipments such as 
thermo vision cameras. In September 2012, only 71 irregular migrants were 
apprehended and in October 26. 

At the time of the delegation the Frontex operation was still in place with reduced 
resources, including for example 26 guest offices, 3 debriefers, 2 Frontex support 
officers. The Deputy Regional Governors underlined that locals showed solidarity and 
helped the migrants even though the region is not one of the strongest economies. 
They underlined that the current problem was also the responsibility of the EU which 
should provide financial support and border guards. It was indicated that the 
cooperation with Turkey has been developed since May 2010 with the assistance of 
Frontex. Simultaneous patrols were being organised and joint telecommunication 
systems is being developed. But they highlighted that Turkey should better protect its 
border and readmit third-country-nationals who entered Greece through their country. 
No arrival came without the aid of smugglers.

3. Centres in the Athens region

The delegation visited two centres in the region of Athens (Amygdaleza and Elliniko) 
and met with the new Asylum Service, representatives of Frontex and EASO and 
NGOs. Members also met the Minister of Maritime Affairs, the Minister of Public 
Order and Citizen Protection and the Minister of Health.

At the time of the visit 1.685 third country nationals were detained in the Athens 
region, including 104 women in Petrou Ralli, for a capacity of 1.710 places. 
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3.1. Amygdaleza detention centre

The Amygdaleza detention centre is composed of two sections for adults and one 
section for minors. Only men are detained in the centre. 

At the time of the visit 464 detainees were in the first section and 509 in the second 
section. 40 minors, aged between 15 and 18 were also in the centre in a separate 
section. Among the detainees 600 have asked for asylum. The main nationalities 
represented are Pakistanis, Afghanis and Bangladeshis. 

The two sections for adults are made of prefabricated housing. The capacity is of 8 
persons maximum per barrack. Each has two bathrooms and air conditioning. At the 
time of the visit the authorities responsible for the centre were hiring interpreters (72), 
psychologists (100) and social workers (72). Part of the centre is still under 
construction and the overall capacity is planned to reach between 1800 and 2000 when 
completed.

The director of the centre indicated that the right to claim asylum was explained on 
posters on the walls and that those detainees wishing to have access to a lawyer get it 
free of charge. At the moment, an NGO was providing this service and the objective 
was to involve the Bar association. The director of the centre explained that those 
wishing to claim asylum were brought to Petrou Ralli to have the interview but that 
the intention was to open an asylum office directly in the centre.

In case the detainees wanted to voluntarily return to their country of origin the 
authorities were assisting. Problems could be encountered with the embassy for the 
provision of the travel documents. Some of the detainees claimed that they wanted to 
return to Pakistan but did not have the money to pay for the tickets. S&D, ALDE and 
GUE Members stressed that some of the detainees complained about the quality and 
quantity of food. 

The director said that Greece was in a state of unorthodox war in the last couple of 
years because of persons coming in search for better life conditions. They usually got 
travel documents from criminals and were trafficked with an aim to get to the Western 
Europe. Most asylum claims were bogus claims with no real reasons for a claim. Many 
detainees have been in Greece for 5-7 years irregularly and at the moment they are 
apprehended they would then claim asylum. Many persons indicated that they wanted 
to be released from detention and go to Athens.

The Members then visited the section for minors, which has a capacity of 40 persons. 
40 minors were detained at the time of the visit. The section included a recreational 
area and computer room. There were also medical facilities. A lot of assistance was 
provided by NGOs. Some minors said that they wanted to go to other EU countries 
and paid thousands of euros to get to Greece. 
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3.2. Elliniko

This centre was composed of two sections (the new section, open since June 2002 and 
the old section which used to be a US base) distant by 1,5 km from each other. Those 
third country nationals were waiting for their return procedure to be completed notably 
the issuance of a laisser-passer. For returns, assistance was provided also by IOM. 
EPP Members stressed that detainees were not usually spending there more than a few 
weeks, had medical services available, had access to psychologists, social workers and 
interpreters and that, just like in other centres, detainees were able to communicate 
with visitors and talk via phone with their lawyers, friends and relatives.

In the new section, composed of 6 cells, 104 persons (mostly from North Africa, 
Pakistan and Bangladesh) were detained with an average of between 15 and 20 
persons per cell. Four showers and five toilets were placed outside the cells. When 
visiting the section, it could be seen that the cells were very crowded, that the sanitary 
facilities were in bad conditions and that the internal yard was small for the number of 
persons detained.
In the old section, which was meant for third country nationals who asked for 
voluntary return, 57 people were detained at the time of the visit, mostly from North-
African countries, for a capacity of 60. The cells did not have windows and some did 
not have day light. Two showers and three toilets were placed outside of the cells. 
S&D, ALDE and GUE Members stressed that some of the beds did not have 
mattresses.

4. Meeting with the new Asylum Services, EU Agencies, international 
organisations and NGOs

4.1. Meeting with the new Asylum services

Mr. Panagiotis Nikas, Director of the Initial Reception Service, explained to the 
Members that the mandate of his service was the first reception of irregular migrants 
in Greece or any other individual apprehended without documents. The service was 
created one year before but not yet in operation as no reception centres existed yet. 
The first reception centre will be created in Fylakio and is currently under 
construction. In the future, first reception centres will also be opened in Komotini 
(planned for 2013) and in the Aegean region and mobile units will be available on an 
ad-hoc basis.

At the time of the visit this service had 12 members of staff. A decision had just been 
made to increase the staff to 38 persons. The director explained that the limited staff 
was hindering the proper work of the service and that there was a political willingness 
to solve this problem: the Prime Minister had announced that out of 500 new positions 
in the Greek administration 200 would be attributed to the two new services.

The first aim of this service will be the screening of the migrants to identify vulnerable 
groups (for example unaccompanied minors or women) or asylum seekers to be 
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referred to the asylum service.

Initial Reception Centres will not be detention facilities. The stay will be possible for 
only 25 days. Currently in the Evros region the existing centres are detention or pre-
removal centres under the supervision of the police which currently does the screening 
and the referral to the asylum services. The new Initial Reception Service will in the 
future be responsible for those tasks. 

The service had already started working with Frontex, EASO and UNHCR for training 
of staff and to create training material.

The director underlined that putting the asylum procedure under civilian authority was 
one way of solving the current situation. He also indicated that cooperation with 
countries of origin was sometimes problematic and that some countries refused to 
cooperate notably for the issuance of travel documents. He underlined that the 
European Union could be helpful to put pressure on countries of origins to take back 
their nationals and that there was also the problem of some countries not accepting 
their nationals like Palestinians in Egypt. He added that there was a good cooperation 
on returns with IOM. Furthermore, the director explained that at the same time for 
many detainees, the reason for protracted period of detention was the fact that they 
provided false documents, sometimes false country of origin or had destroyed their 
documents. He also said that for many persons the asylum claims was of purely 
economic interest and highlighted the problems of huge criminal groups involved in 
smuggling in Greece.

Members raised questions as regards the cooperation with the countries of origin 
notably for readmission, the training of the new staff which will join the service and of 
the date when the new service will start to operate. 

Ms. Maria Stavropoulou, Director of the Asylum Service, explained that the new 
Asylum Service would be responsible for the treatment of asylum requests in primary 
and secondary instance. It is estimated that the new service will be operational in 
2013.

When the new service will begin to operate, police will stop processing asylum 
requests. But the request started with the police will continue to be under their 
responsibility. Therefore the current backlog will be treated by the police. It is 
estimated that 55.000 applications are waiting to be treated but the figures need to be 
updated: the applications need to be checked to see which cases are still active. It is 
estimated that between 30 and 40% of those applications are not active anymore. This 
review will be completed by the end of the year. The aim was also to have the asylum 
claim processed in 6 months. At the same time Eastern Europe and South Eastern 
Europe was at a disadvantage because of Dublin regulation.

4.2. Meeting with representatives of the Union agencies
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Mr. Grigorios Apostolou, Head of the Frontex Operational Office, explained that 
at the moment Frontex was coordinating the Poseidon operation in Greece with two 
parts, a land- and a sea operation. Frontex is also cooperating with the Greek 
authorities for capacity building on return. He underlined that the Frontex operational 
office in Piraeus was a pilot project which was established at the end of 2010 and 
prolonged by the management board until 2013, subject to an evaluation.

At the time of the visit the Poseidon land operation gathered approximately 70 guest 
offices and he underlined the importance for Frontex and the Greek authorities of the 
RABITS operation which ended earlier in 2012. He underlined that the Frontex 
operation was reduced in size. Now the Greek authorities have more capabilities in the 
region following the re-deployment of other region of 1.800 officials. Frontex 
considers that the presence at the Greek-Turkish land border is currently sufficient.

Frontex considers that some improvements were achieved with their support, notably 
the cooperation with Turkey. EPP Members stressed that, at the same time, nothing 
can be done if Turkey does not react. Contact points have been nominated in both 
countries and regular meetings involving all entities are taking place with Frontex as 
observer.

Frontex also assisted in the screening process. Some experts from other Member 
States were deployed and now 60 Greek officers are trained as screeners, mainly in the 
Orestiada and Alexandropoulis region.

Cooperation with NGOs has also improved, notably as regard returns. The ATTICA 
project has been running for years to support Greek authorities to build capacity on 
return. This project includes support for better cooperation with third country 
embassies and supports the organisation of a Return Coordination Centre and the 
training of escorts.

Mr. Claus Folden, Head of EASO Operational Support Centre, underlined that 
EASO was inaugurated on 19 June 2011. Cooperation with Greece was developed 
under the framework of the action plan for Greece, which covers two years (1 April 
2011 - 31 March 2013) but could be extended by the Greek authorities.

EASO assists Greece with asylum support teams. A new asylum service was 
established but is not functioning yet. The focus of EASO is on building capacity for 
the new service and to assist existing structures. EASO also provides assistance on 
how to deal with vulnerable groups and appeal procedures. They also try to instigate 
progress as regards streamlining the backlog.

He presented the current situation underlining that recognition rates were still low. He 
explained that Syrians arriving in the country did not apply for asylum and that the 
number of asylum seekers from Albania dropped when the visa free regime was 
introduced. Georgians are also requesting asylum in numbers but their recognition rate 
is close to zero.
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EASO estimates that the backlog is about 50.000 cases but considers that around 
20.000 cases could be handled easily as the persons may not be in Greece anymore. It 
estimates that the authorities would need 18 months to cope with the backlog. EASO 
is currently funding UNHCR to build capacity to help with the backlog.

On a practical basis EASO has almost permanently a representative in Greece. They 
cooperate closely with the Greek authorities and are located in the same building as 
the new asylum service. They also cooperate with UNHCR and Frontex.

He raised the issue of the funding absorption capacity of Greece underlining that the 
three new asylum services only had 16 members of staff.

Frontex added that it was evaluating the work of the Piraeus office and then would 
make a decision if the presence of Frontex in Greece would become permanent or not. 
It may depend on the budget also. On pull factors, they were conducting intelligence 
driven risk analysis as criminal networks reacted very fast.

4.3. Meeting with international organisations and NGOs

Mr. Giorgos Tsarbopoulos, Head of the UNHCR in Greece, underlined that access 
to asylum in Greece is very limited. Applications can only be lodged in Petrou Ralli 
and recognition rates were at the time of the visit below 1 %, for example 129 Syrians 
asked for asylum in 2012 and only one was given the refugee status. UNHCR 
considers that the prolongation of the detention period of asylum seekers to 12 months 
is a critical question in Greece as well as the fact that asylum seekers are detained 
together with irregular migrants in pre-removal centres. He expressed concerns as to 
how criteria are defined to decide to detain asylum seekers.
He considers that centres should be evaluated in accordance with two criteria: the 
material conditions and the services. The new facilities are good as regards the first 
criteria but it was the case as well when older facilities where inaugurated while they 
are now in bad conditions. As regard the services, including access to interpretation, 
medical care, access to a lawyer, there are important shortcomings. 
He underlined that in the past 10 years, 2500 refugees were recognised in Greece 
under the three existing statuses but that tens of thousands are still waiting for a 
decision to be taken on their case. Numbers are unclear because many economic 
migrants have applied. He acknowledged that abuses of asylum existed and that it was 
not possible for Greece to absorb all irregular migrants.

He also expressed concerns as to the shift of flows from the Evros region to the islands 
where the initial reception centre is not yet operational and therefore screening and 
medical triage are not done yet.

He highlighted that the new asylum service needed additional staff in order to be 
operational.
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The IOM Representative underlined that IOM mostly assisted Greece in their 
voluntary return programme. Since the beginning of the year more than 6.000 persons 
had returned. Until June 2013 it was planned that 7.000 more people would benefit 
from IOM assistance in returning.

IOM considers that Greece is facing a humanitarian crisis with third country nationals 
stranded: they cannot go anywhere else in Europe, but cannot stay in Greece either. He 
underlines that reintegration is part of the success of the return policy. Migrants need 
to find a job and accommodation in their country of origin.

As regards the detention centres, he considers that progress was made in the last 
months, notably in Komotini and Xanthi.

Mr. Panos Christodoulou, Greek Council for Refugees (GCR), explained that his 
organisation provides legal and social assistance to asylum seekers. The main concerns 
of GCR are:

- the reception conditions: they consider that in some cases detention 
conditions are in-human;

- identification of those vulnerable: they consider that no identification 
mechanism is in place for those in detention;

- access to asylum procedure: the planned reform of the system is not yet 
operational and the right to apply for asylum is not guaranteed. Only 20 
persons are allowed to apply for asylum every week in Petrou Ralli. 

- extension of the duration of detention to 12 months;
- increasing racist attacks and police violence.

They do not consider that improvements have been made in the detention centres of 
Evros. They have been informed that 80 Syrians and Afghanis were moved before the 
visit. 

Mr. Lazaros Petromelidis, Greek Forum of Refugees (GFR), explained that 
undocumented migrants do not have access to NGOs because of the legislation. They 
estimated that, of all the persons they worked with, 70-80% were undocumented 
migrants. If they claim asylum they get an easier access to NGOs but they often do not 
do it because they feel threatened by the police. He also underlined that families of 
detainees report that when detainees ask for legal assistance, they are turned down.

He also underlined that the recognition rates are very low and gave the example of the 
year 2004, where 6000 persons applied for asylum and 11 were recognised as asylum 
seekers.

He also considered that the real situation of detention centres was hidden. Before the 
visit of Commissioner Malmström, many detainees were moved and some 
improvements were made.
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He underlined that many male undocumented migrants were recently arrested in 
Athens which means that their wives and/or children are left without protection. 
Women and children are not arrested. Racist attacks have taken place since 2001 and 
most victims do not go to the police to complain.

Mr. Spyros Rizakos, Director of Aitima, explained that his organisation deals with 
fundamental rights of migrants and refugees. He underlined that Greece has to face an 
economic crisis; in his view the austerity measures are a violation of the rights of both 
Greeks and migrants.

The Greek action plan prepared in 2010 included the creation of three new asylum 
services but they are not operational yet, because they need new staff but there is a ban 
on public hiring. He deplores the fact that no screening centres exist but that new 
detention centres were recently opened. He also indicated that his organisation tried to 
visit a detention centre in Korinthos but they were denied access.

He considers that the high unemployment and the absence of prospects for young 
people have increased racism in the Greek society. He criticised the way the European 
Refugee Fund was managed in Greece: the Ministry of Public Order will become 
responsible for the management which he considers will endanger projects and lower 
the protection of asylum seekers. 

Mrs. Ioanna Kotsioni, MSF, underlined the situation in Lesbos where 75 persons are 
detained for as long as three months in a detention facility of a police station, whereas 
its official capacity is 28 persons. She also highlighted that contrary to what is usually 
heard that the estimated number of irregular migrants is 1 million, according to 
researchers, they are a maximum of 400 000 persons, compared to 800 000 third 
country nationals who are legally residing. 

Mrs. Thanou Evgenia, General Director, Médecins du Monde, expressed concerns 
with the recent change in the legislation on compulsory testing of sex workers and the 
publication of those data. She also criticised deportation for public health risk. She 
also considers that EU funds are inappropriately used with delays of up to one year in 
the funding. Government could do more in supervising NGOs.

Mr. Konstantinos Prearis, national expert, Institute for Rights Equality and 
Diversity (I-Red), explained that his institute developed two main tools: an early 
warning system and indicators. They have been collecting data on extreme right 
violence since 2009 mostly in the region of Athens and in Crete.

Mr. Nikos Aidinis and Mr. Dimitris Nikolakopoulos, KI.PO.KA (Movement of 
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the citizens of the city of Athens) deplored the increase of the number of irregular 
migrants in the centre of Athens and considered that they have brought criminality to 
the city including drug trafficking, degradation of housing, robbery and burglary, 
smuggling and prostitution. As a consequence many stores and businesses had to close 
and infectious diseases increased. They asked the help of the European Institutions in 
three areas:

1. support the new asylum services;
2. organisation and funding of the return of irregular immigrants to their 

countries;
3. develop a communication plan towards third country authorities and 

citizens to inform them that Greece cannot accept immigrants.
They would also favour a relocation system between EU Member States. At the same 
time, they highlighted Greek hospitality based on positive history when Greece 
welcomed Bulgarians, Albanians, Poles, Russians, Kurds etc. They said that today 
Greece was just a gateway to Europe for 70-80% of irregular immigrants who want to 
go to other EU countries and that, as a result, Athens was not even a European city 
anymore.

5. Meeting with the Ministers

On the last day of the delegation, Members met with three Ministers:
- the Minister of Maritime Affairs, Mr. Konstantinos Mousouroulis
- the Minister of Public Order and Citizen Protection, Mr. Nikos Dendias
- the Minister of Health, Mr. Andreas Lykourentzos

5.1. Meeting with Mr. Konstantinos Mousouroulis, Minister of Maritime Affairs

An official of the Ministry of Maritime Affairs presented the situation as regards 
maritime migratory flows in Greece and indicated that there has been a downward 
trend in the apprehensions of unauthorised border-crossings between 2008 and 2011, 
with a decrease of flows of 85%.
The factors for such a reduction are:
- the increase of penal sanctions on traffickers in accordance with a 2009 law
- the systematic surveillance of eastern maritime borders, notably with the Frontex 
Poseidon Sea operation
- the displacement of the migratory flows to the Greek-Turkish land borders
- the improved cooperation with Turkish authorities, notably with the designation of 
the port of Dikili as the readmission point in Turkey
Direct flows from Turkey to Italy have also increased, as well as flows between 
Western Greece and Italy. In the framework of an Italian-Greek readmission 
agreement, irregular migrants apprehended at the Italian coast are sent back to Greece. 

At the time of the visit, the situation was evolving, notably because of the situation in 
Syria and the reinforced surveillance measures taken at the Greek-Turkish land border 
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(Aspida operation). The trafficking of migrants to the Greek islands close to the 
Turkish coast (mostly to Lesvos and Samos, but also to Symi, Farmakonissi, and 
Agathonissi) had recently increased, with an accompanied increase of search and 
rescue incidents. 
Between 1st January 2012 and the 31st July 2012, only 102 irregular migrants had 
been apprehended at the Eastern sea borders whereas between 1st August 2012 and 30 
October, 1628 irregular migrants were apprehended and 825 persons were rescued in 
31 rescue operations. The nationalities which were most represented according to the 
declarations of the persons apprehended were Afghanis (667), Syrians (540), 
Palestinians (109), Algerians (98), Moroccans (48), Pakistanis (32) and Iraqis (27).The 
Minister did not expect any relief but was looking into other measures to reduce pull 
factors for Greece.

Following this increase in the number of arrivals, the Hellenic Coast Guards took 
measures, and notably intensified the coastal maritime surveillance, provided 
additional staff and equipment to the local forces and requested assistance to Frontex 
and DG HOME. It also reinforced its internal cooperation with the different national 
authorities responsible, notably through the National Coordination Centre established 
in 2012, and its external cooperation with the Turkish Coast Guard and with the police 
attachés of the embassies of the countries of origin. 

Mr. Konstantinos Mousouroulis, Minister of Maritime Affairs, then took the floor to 
explained that the cooperation with Frontex, which was hosted in the same building as 
the Ministry, was very close and underlined that Frontex had to activate the 
Memorandum of Understanding with Turkey, but that a lot still had to be done as 
regards cooperation in search and rescue. He also said that there was cooperation 
among Mediterranean states' coast guards with a common target – criminal rings.

Members were explained that the National Coordination Centre was in the building of 
the Ministry and had initiated work and that it would be fully operational by 2013. 
The readmission agreement with Turkey is considered very bureaucratic and slow and 
Turkey only readmits a small number of persons compared to those who have entered. 
It was pointed out that Greece readmits all the irregular migrants sent back from Italy 
and it is considered that Turkey should do the same. 
The traffickers are usually of the same nationality as the irregular migrants. A certain 
number of them are Greek, but the number has decreased since the entry into force of 
penal sanctions for traffickers. 
Smugglers work like tour operators and it is difficult to destroy these criminal rings 
without international cooperation.
The arrival of third-country nationals places a strong pressure on the small islands, 
which can have as little as 100 inhabitants. 
At the time of the delegation there had been no deaths for 2 years in Greek territorial 
waters.
As regards rescue, there was one incident at the beginning of September, in Turkish 
territorial waters, where a boat with 100 persons sank close to the Turkish shores. The 
Hellenic Coast Guards approached to assist but the Turkish authorities told them the 
situation was under control. Unfortunately, between 50 and 60 people drowned, 
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including 20 children. 

To illustrate the reasons for incidents one of the slides of the presentation there was a 
photo of an instruction by traffickers given to those who try to come to Greece 
irregularly by inflatable boats:

“When you get on the boat destroy and throw into the water any paper that indicates 
your identity.
After 15 minutes you will arrive in Greece.
When a Greek patrol boat appears, let the approach and THEN make a hole in one of 
the air-tube with the knife, only at the back side of the inflatable boat.
Don´t be afraid Greeks will rescue you.
They cannot repatriate you back to the Turkish coast.
Don´t speak any English.
Pretend that you don´t understand any English.
Repeat the word “PALESTINE, PALESTINE” and give the name “Ali MOHAMED”.
Take care to destroy this on time.”

The Minister indicated that the financial situation was difficult and that funding was 
necessary for maintaining the presence of vessels and staff along the coast since 
Greece has 80 000 km of sea borders. Assistance was provided through the European 
Borders Fund but greater flexibility is needed, notably as regards funding for new 
equipment. 

5.2. Meeting with Mr. Nikos Dendias, Minister of Public Order and Citizen 
Protection

Mr. Dendias started his presentation by the situation in the Evros region and by 
highlighting the successes of the operation Xenios Zeus. Since August 2012, a new 
operation was started in the Evros region to address the flows of arrivals, which were 
as high as over 400 a day while at the time of the visit, it was not more than 10 a day 
with focus shifting more towards Aegean islands. About 2000 policemen are now 
placed in the region and more equipment was deployed in the region. The objective is 
for the operation to continue in 2013 but it would depend on the available funding. He 
noted that there was a substantial improvement in Greek cities – especially in Athens.

The new asylum services are expected to become operational soon. 200 new members 
of staff will be hired in the near future. The responsibility for the processing of the 
asylum request will then be transferred away from the police to the new services. 
However, the police will still have to deal with the important existing backlog of 55 
000 applications. The applications are currently being archived electronically and this 
should be finished by the end of the year. This will help to know the precise number of 
the open applications. It is estimated that between 25 000 and 26 000 are still active. 
With the assistance of the UNHCR, the target is to finish with the backlog by the end 
of 2013. 

The First Reception Service will be responsible for the first reception centres. Some 
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centres were being built at the time of the delegation and it was expected that the 
centres in Samos and Chios would be ready by November 2012 and the centre in 
Fylakio at the beginning of 2013. 

He underlined that the Venna and Ellinikon facilities visited by the delegation would 
be closed before March 2013.1

As regards the funding issue, he underlined that the absorption problem has been 
solved and that the Commission was informed that additional funding is needed. The 
amendments to the Regulations of the Funds allowing the co-financing to be increased 
to 95% were greatly appreciated by Greece. The Minister indicated as well that, in 
order to streamline the Funds, the responsibility for the European Refugee Fund would 
be transferred within 2 to 3 months to his Ministry. 

He also underlined the return is one of the main challenges for Greece as cooperation 
with some countries, notably Afghanistan, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Algeria and Morocco 
was difficult and the assistance of the EU would be appreciated. The objective was 
also to simplify the internal procedures for removal. They were also creating a national 
coordination unit in the ministry.

As regards the recent racist attacks, he announced that a new police department would 
be established to deal specifically with those issues. 

Mr. Dendias thanked the delegation for its support. As regard the assistance by the
army, he underlined that it made available some facilities, which are now being 
transformed into detention centres. He acknowledged that the situation in Venna and 
Ellinikon was a disgrace, and promised both centres would be closed in five months. 
He said that Amygdaleza would be expanded.
As regards the cooperation with Turkey, the Minister underlined that a very important 
number of irregular migrants enter Greece via Turkey and Turkey allows this to 
continue. He added that these migration flows could not happen without Turkey 
knowing.

5.3. Meeting with Mr. Andreas Lykourentzos, Minister of Health

The Minister indicated that his Ministry had the responsibility of providing health 
assistance to the third country nationals in detention centres. 
A specific programme was developed in the Evros region, thanks to the European 
Refugee Fund, and there are medical units present in five detention centres in the 
Evros region: Venna, Tychero, Soufli, Feres and Fylakio, but also provide medical 
care in the centres of Komotini, Xanthi, Drama and Korinth. 
Some emergency units (composed of a nurse, a physician, an interpreter, a 
psychologist and a social worker) are ready to intervene in emergency cases. 
The Ministry cooperates closely with NGOs, notably MSF and Arsis, as regards 
unaccompanied minors. 
                                               
1 The Venna Centre was closed on 8 December 2012.
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He also underlined that healthcare in hospital was free for third country nationals 
residing legally in Greece, but not for irregularly staying third country nationals, 
except for minors, those carrying infectious diseases and in case of emergency. 

*  *  *

The delegation would like to express their gratitude to all participants and especially to 
the Greek authorities for their cooperation.
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Annex 1

Programme
Version 26.10.2012

SUNDAY, 28 OCTOBER 2012: 

Individual arrivals in Athens

Possible flights from Brussels:

Brussels - Zurich: 7.05 - 8.20
Zurich - Athens: 9.45 - 13.20
or
Brussels - Munich: 9.00 - 10.20
Munich - Athens: 11.00 - 14.40

Flight from Athens to Alexandroupolis: 17.10 - 18.10

transfer by bus to the hotel and individual arrangements for dinner

Night in Alexandroupolis1

MONDAY, 29 OCTOBER 2012: 

breakfast open from 6.30

07.30 - 10.00 Transfer from Alexandroupolis to Fylakio

10.00 - 11.30 Visit of the detention centre

11.30 - 12.00 Transfer to the fence in construction (Kastanies region)

12.00 - 13.00 Visit of the site

13.00 - 15.00 Transfer to Feres

15.00 - 16.00 Visit of the border station and the detention facilities

16.00 - 16.15 Transfer to Poros

16.15 - 16.45 Visit of the screening centre

                                               
1 Alexander Beach Hotel & Convention Center, 68100 Alexandroupolis, 
Tel: (+30) 255 10 39 290
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16.45 - 18.00 Transfer to Vena

18.00 - 19.00 Visit of the detention centre

19.00 - 20.00 Transfer to Alexandroupolis

20.00 - 21.30 Meeting with local authorities of Orestiada, Alexandroupolis 
and Rodopi:
- Mr. Aris Giannakidis, Regional Governor of East Macedonia 
and Thrace
- Mrs. Georgia Nikolaou, Deputy Regional Governor of the 
Evros regional unit
- Mr. Pavlos Damianidis, Deputy Regional Governor of the 
Rodopi regional unit
- Mr. Evangelos Lampakis, Mayor of Alexandroupolis
- Mr. Dimitrios Mouzas, Mayor of Orestiada
- Mr. Georgios Petridis, Mayor of Komotini
- Major General Emanouil Katriadakis, General Police Chief 
for East Macedonia and Thrace 
- Brigadier Ioakeim Tsouknadis, Police Chief of 
Alexandroupolis' Police Directorate
- Brigadier Georgios Salamangas, Police Chief of Orestiada's 
Police Directorate
- Brigadier Athanasios Syrros, Police Chief of Rodopi's Police 
Directorate
- Police Chief Nikolaos Menexidis, Deputy Police Chief (1st 
class) of Alexandroupolis' Police Directorate
- Mr. Syritoulis Paschalis, Deputy Police Chief of Orestiada's 
Police Directorate
- Police Captain Panagiotis Tsakalis, Deputy Police Chief (2nd 
class) of Alexandroupolis' Police Directorate
- Police Captain Dimosthenis Kamargios, Police Directorate of 
Alexandroupolis
- Police Lieutenant Dimitrios Roidos, Police Directorate of 
Rodopi

Individual arrangements for dinner (hotel restaurant open until 23.00)

Night in Alexandroupolis1

                                               
1 Alexander Beach Hotel & Convention Center, 68100 Alexandroupolis, 
Tel: (+30) 255 10 39 290



DV\943276EN.doc 21/24 PE516.606v01-00

EN

TUESDAY, 30 OCTOBER 2012

breakfast open from 06.00

07.00 - 07.15 transfer by bus to the airport

Flight from Alexandroupolis to Athens: 8.25 - 9.30

10.00 - 11.00 Transfer from Athens to Acharnes

11.00 - 13.00 Visit of the Amygdaleza detention centre

13.00 - 14.00 Transfer to Palaio Elliniko

14.00 - 15.30 Visit of the detention centre

15.30 - 16.00 Transfer to Syggrou

16.00 - 17.00 Visit of the new Asylum Service and the Initial Reception 
Service1 and meeting with:
16.00: Mr. Panagiotis Nikas, Director of the Initial Reception 
Service
16.30: Mrs Maria Stavropoulou, Director of the Asylum 
Service

17.00 - 17.30 Transfer to the EP information office2

17.30 - 18.30 Meeting with Mr. Grigorios Apostolou, Head of the Frontex 
Operational Office, Mr. Claus Folden, Head of EASO 
Operational Support Centre and Mr. Bertwin Lussenburg, 
Liaison Officer for EASO in Greece

18.30 - 20.30 Meeting with international organisations and NGOs:
- Mr. Giorgos Tsarbopoulos, Head of the UNHCR in Greece 
- IOM Office in Greece (name to be confirmed)
- Mr. Panos Christodoulou, Greek Council for Refugees (+ 
second participant)
- Mr. Lazaros Petromelidis and Mr. Yonous Muhammadi, 
Greek Forum of Refugees (refugee community organisation)
- Mr. Spyros Rizakos, Director of Aitima (NGO working in the 
field of human rights, refugees and asylum) 
- Mrs. Ioanna Kotsioni and Mr. Apostolos Veizis, Médecins 
sans Frontières
- Mrs. Thanou Evgenia, General Director and Mrs Psarra 
Christina, Project Coordinator, Médecins du Monde
- Mr. Konstantinos Prearis, national expert, Institute for 
Rights Equality and Diversity (I-Red)

                                               
1 83 Syggrou Aveniou, PC 11745 Athens
2 EP information office, 8 Leof. Amalias, 105 57 Athens, Tel: (+30) 210 327 89 00
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- Mr. Nikos Aidinis and Mr. Dimitris Nikolakopoulos, KI.PO.KA 
(Movement of the citizens of the city of Athens)

20.30 - 21.00 Transfer to the hotel1

Individual arrangements for dinner (hotel restaurant open until midnight)

WEDNESDAY, 31 OCTOBER 2012

breakfast open from 06.45

7.45 - 8.30 Transfer

8.30 - 9.15 Meeting with Minister of Maritime Affairs, Mr. Konstantinos 
Mousouroulis2

9.15 - 10.00 Transfer

10.00 - 10.45 Meeting with Minister of Public Order and Citizen Protection, 
Mr. Nikos Dendias3

10.45 - 11.15 Transfer to the EP information office

11.15 - 12.00 Press conference 

12.10 - 13.15 Lunch at Amalia Hotel4

13.15 - 13.30 Transfer

13.30 - 14.15 Meeting with Minister of Health, Mr. Andreas Lykourentzos5

14.15 - 15.15 Transfer to the airport

possible flights back to Brussels:

Athens - Brussels: 16.40 - 19.10

Athens - Zurich: 17.25 - 19.15
Zurich - Brussels: 20.25 - 21.40

* * * 

                                               
1 N.J.V Athens Plaza, 2, Vas. Georgiou A, Constitution Square (Syntagma), 105 64 Athens
Tel.: (+30) 210 33 52 400
2 Akti Vasileiadi, Piraeus
3 Panagioti Kanellopoulou 4, Athens
4 individually paid
5 Aristotelous 17, Athens
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