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The present report provides a brief overview of GCR’s activities and achievements during 2017.
The report focuses on GCR’s key results in its areas of expertise.
Further information on the Greek Council for Refugees’ projects can be found at:
https://www.gcr.gr/en/ekdoseis-media/annual-reports
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M ESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT
Dear Colleagues,
In 2017, the Greek Council for Refugees faced several challenges due to the severe refugee crisis
which, since 2015, has created a new situation that highlighted long standing problems with
regard to management of refugee flows in Greece.
By growing its staff and restructuring its services and its mode of operation, as well as through its
acquired experience and expertise in refugee matters, GCR managed to meet the increased
demands for legal and social support for thousands of people.
The successful tackling of critical issues has been primarily the result of systematic effort and
cooperation.
The Administrative Board facilitated the organization’s efforts to help and support refugees. We
believe that the new year will also be defined by open and honest collaboration, effective
teamwork and communication to achieve GCR’s goals.
The 2017 Annual Report provides a comprehensive picture of the progress of the organization's
activity.
I seize the opportunity to express my sincere appreciation to all of GCR’s staff for their excellent
work during this demanding year.
I expect that 2018 will be an equally creative year for all.
Constantinos Mavroidis
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1) Understanding the Refugee Phenomenon in Greece

Following 2015’s unexpected spike of refugee flows, arriving on the Greek islands and heading
towards the northern European countries via the Balkan route, with Germany being the final
primary destination, there was a sharp decline in the number of people crossing the borders upon
the closure of the Balkan route in March 2016. The closure of the Balkan route, in combination
with March 2016’s EU-Turkey Statement led to a big number of refugees remaining trapped in
the Greek islands and on the mainland. However, 2017 began with the asylum situation in Greece
undergoing stabilization.
About 35,000 arrivals were recorded in Greece in total; 29,718 arrived at the North-East Aegean
islands and many arrived via Evros. The number of asylum applications registered in 2017 was
58,861. There is a significant difference between the number of newcomers and the number of
asylum seekers, due to the considerable delays in the registration procedure of asylum requests
for many refugees who had been stuck in limbo after the closure of the Balkan route in March
2016 and who were finally registered in 2017.
Thus, in Greece about 15,000 people remained in the Greek islands; 15,405 on the 1st of January
2017 and 13,671 on the 31st of December 2017. Also, about 20,000 people (25,817 on the 21st
of February 2017 and 17,995 on the 28th of December 2017) through UNHCR’s housing scheme
in the mainland. In addition, about 15,000 people (14,281 on the 1st of August 2017) were
registered in a number of accommodation programs, funded by the European Civil Protection and
Humanitarian Aid Operations.
The situation in accommodation facilities on the Greek islands remained explosive (as a result of
the geographical restrictions imposed after the EU-Turkey Statement), with most of them
exceeding capacity and operating under conditions which failed to respect the basic rights
described in the Reception Conditions Directive; this led to sharp criticism leveled against them
by international organizations and Greek and international human rights NGOs.
At the same time, the number of asylum seekers in detention rose in 2017 (9,534 asylum seekers
were detained in 2017 compared to 4,072 in 2016), with the re-opening of detention facilities in
Lesvos and Kos.
The New Challenges of 2017
The failed July 2016 coup which made the political situation in Turkey increasingly unstable, was
marked by the increasing persecution of civil servants. As a result, the number of Turkish citizens
who applied for asylum in 2017 rose dramatically and continues to grow (from 189 asylum
requests in 2016 to 1,827 in 2017).
New arrivals via Evros also increased sharply in 2017 and 5,651 arrests were recorded in the
area in 2017, as opposed to 3,300 in 2016. At the same time, organizations and the authorities
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had to deal with a challenging phenomenon: refugees who were entering via Evros, arrived in
Athens and Thessaloniki, often in organized housing structures, without having been recorded by
the country’s reception system.
During the same period, there were increased cases of repatriation from the area of Evros and
from detention centers near Evros. In 2018, GCR published a report on the illegal cases of
repatriation from the Evros region.
The high number (11,295) of beneficiaries and those entitled to international protection in our
country makes the need for integration greater. However, this challenge cannot be resolved
effectively due to the ongoing economic crisis in Greece and the absence of a solid integration
system put in place by the state authorities. UNHCR and UN’s housing programs are complete
(95,2% in December 2017), with no space for new arrivals from the islands.
GCR is Addressing the Refugee Crisis in Greece
The Greek Council for Refugees in collaboration with the UNHCR and other international
humanitarian organizations, as well as human rights organizations, consolidated its presence in
Athens and Thessaloniki, with the expansion of its offices and services to significantly more
people than the previous years.
GCR has reinforced its presence at all entry points in Greece. GCR has an office in Lesvos and
offers legal services in other islands, such as Rhodes, where the Ministry of Migration Policy has
established Reception and Identification Centers, as well as in Evros.
In addition, with its missions, GCR covered the legal needs in all pre-departure detention centers
in the country: Amygdaleza, Corinth, Xanthi, Paranesti and Filakio, as well as in other detention
centers, such as police stations.
At the same time, GCR provided services to all refugee shelters of Epirus, with an office in
Ioannina. Also, GCR systematically provided services in shelters in Attica, Viotia and the broader
region of Thessaloniki. In cooperation with the Municipality of Thessaloniki and UNHCR, GCR
provided services to those who have been hosted via the UNHCR’s accommodation program.
In addition, GCR provided services to recognized refugees, which covered every spectrum of their
protection needs. In collaboration with other organizations (Médecins Sans Frontières and Babel),
GCR also supported victims of torture.
GCR’s action in Athens and Thessaloniki for the protection of unaccompanied minors, especially
those who have never been registered in the asylum system before, has filled significant gaps.
Throughout 2017, and until the constitution of a team of lawyers by the Asylum Service of the
Ministry of Migration Policy, GCR consistently supported the state’s work regarding the
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investigation and evaluation of asylum cases at second instance on the mainland (Attica, Corinth,
and Thessaloniki), in Rhodes and Evros.
GCR supported a large number of asylum cases before the Administrative Courts of Appeal and
provided legal support in civil/criminal cases. It endorsed individuals who have applied for asylum,
those entitled to international protection in our country as well as vulnerable cases.
In the same year, GCR, along with the Open Society Justice Initiative, represented 42 victims of
forced labor from Bangladesh before the European Court of Human Rights. Known as ‘the
Manolada case’ (case 21884/2015), it was concluded with the European Court of Human Rights’
decision on the 30th of April 2017, which stated that the Article 4 of the European Convention had
been violated. As a result, the victims received substantial compensations.
In addition, GCR filed an annulment against the decision of the Director of the Asylum Service according to which a geographical restriction was imposed on asylum seekers on the islands until
the completion of their asylum application procedure. The annulment application was accepted,
thus rendering the above mentioned decision invalid (decision no. 805/2018 Council of State).
However, the Administration did not implement the decision and subsequently reinstated
geographical restrictions on the islands of the Eastern Aegean.
Towards the end of the year, GCR gained extensive publicity because it represented the eight
Turkish military officers seeking asylum in Greece, at second instance, in a well-known case
which was covered extensively by the media. One of the officers was granted asylum in Greece
by the Appeals Committee. The Minister of Migration Policy requested the cancellation and
suspension of the decision. The case was adjudicated before the Council of State on the 4th of
May 2018, bringing up for the first time the subject of exclusion from international protection before
the Supreme Court of Greece.
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2) GCR’s Presence on the Mainland and the Islands

GCR responded to the needs of the refugee population and managed thousands of individual
cases thanks to the high-quality social and legal services offered by GCR’s expert teams.
In 2017, GCR continued its activities in Greece’s mainland and the islands. GCR has several
regional offices, as well as regular and permanent missions in refugee camps and entry points
(see the table below).

Regular Missions
Thiva
Korinthos
Malakassa
Ritsona
Oinofyta
Volvi
Nea Kavala
Cherso
Xanthi
Thermi
TITANIA
Kornilios Palace
Ktima Karagiozi
Doliana
Faneromeni
Tsepelovo
Katsikas
Konitsa
Moria
Kara Tepe

Regional Offices
Free Legal Aid & CEAR
Thessaloniki
Ioannina
Lesvos
Rhodes
“PYXIDA” Intercultural Center
Headquarters in Athens

Permanent Presence
Softex
Evros
Vaioxori
Elliniko
Kos
Leros
Lavrio
Rafina
Samos
Sindos - Frakaport
Chios
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3) GCR’s Work in Numbers

The significantly increased numbers of GCR beneficiaries in 2017 reflect the organization’s solid
structure and efficiency. GCR undertakes new legal and social work cases and continues to
monitor older cases of beneficiaries, whom it has been supporting for many years.
The charts above show the number of people who received GCR’s legal and social services in
2017. The data has been evaluated based on demographics, nationality and legal status.
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Percent of men compared to women
The majority of beneficiaries were men (63%). Women (37%), although less in numbers,
constituted a challenge for GCR’s teams, as it is a group that needs special support. The
development of specialized services, dedicated to women, remains one of GCR’s fundamental
priorities.

Percentages per age group
The beneficiaries’ dominant (69%) age group was between 18 and 59 years old. This is a workingage population who, besides the need for legal and psychological support, also needs support to
integrate into the labor market. About 24% of the beneficiaries are between 5 to 17 years old.
This age group is particularly vulnerable and it includes unaccompanied minors. Special
management and actions are required for the support of young people, such as an introduction
to the Greek education system and actions for their smooth integration into Greek society. Finally,
infants (5%) and elderly people (2%) were also helped by GCR’s various services and were
particularly supported, as they belong to the most vulnerable age groups.
Percentages per legal status
71% of 2017 beneficiaries were asylum seekers. Thus, a large percentage of GCR’s overall
actions was to inform beneficiaries on their rights and obligations, monitor the stages of the
asylum process, and prepare beneficiaries for interviews with the Asylum Agency. About 11%
were recognized refugees, who were fully supported by GCR’s lawyers and social workers.
Finally, 18% were people without legal documents, particularly new arrivals, who had to deal with
a complicated and inaccessible asylum procedure.
The top 10 countries of origin
The first country of origin, according to our data for the total number of 2017 beneficiaries, was
Syria. Then there is Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, DR Congo (the country with the highest number of
torture victims), Nigeria, Pakistan, Turkey, Eritrea (with a large number of single, unaccompanied
women) and Bangladesh. There’s a 7% which accounts for the beneficiaries of other countries.
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4) The Services of GCR

First Reception and Interpretation Unit
In the framework of First Reception, GCR’s team manages the reception of beneficiaries who
come to the organization’s offices with requests for social and legal support. The team evaluates
the inquiries and refers the beneficiaries to the relevant social and legal services for in-depth
guidance by GCR’s experts. For those individuals whose case doesn’t require immediate and
direct supervision, GCR ensures at least the provision of basic information on social and legal
matters.
The communication between GCR’s employees and volunteers and the beneficiaries is assured
on a daily basis through the valuable assistance of the interpreters, who are fluent in Dari-Farsi,
French, Arabic, Kurdish, Pashto, Russian and Turkish. Emergency interpretation needs are
covered by Amharic, Urdu, Polaar, Wolof, Bangla and Malinke interpreters, on demand.

Legal Unit
In 2017, GCR’s Legal Unit implemented a series of programs for the support and protection of
the rights of asylum seekers, those entitled to international protection in our country and
vulnerable people.
GCR’s purpose is to provide legal assistance and counselling to individuals and families who
contact the organization for support. Emphasis was laid on supporting people who belong to
vulnerable groups (unaccompanied minors, survivors of torture or other forms of violence, victims
of human trafficking).
The actions of the Legal Unit have taken place both at GCR’s offices in Athens and Thessaloniki,
as well as at entry points, reception centers, housing programs, detention centers and other
locations throughout Greece, such as municipalities.
The services provided by the Legal Unit include:
-

Advice on legal issues and asylum procedures
Facilitating the asylum procedure
Handling family reunification requests at all stages of the procedure
Assisting with relocation from Greece to other European countries
Helping throughout the first and second instances of the asylum procedure
Preparing refugees for their interview and representing them before the authorities
Dealing with cancellations and suspensions as per the decisions of Refugee Committees
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-

-

-

Representation in legal proceedings and appealing against the deportation and reentry
of people in Turkey (mainly Syrian and Afghan people whose asylum applications have
been rejected at second instance)
Monitoring and documenting the situation in detention centers
Representing individuals who have been subjected to administrative detention before the
administration and court
Assisting in civil/criminal legal cases
Assisting in human trafficking cases and in cases of violation of residence permit
conditions
Intervening in legal cases regarding the geographical restrictions imposed on individuals
who are entitled to international protection, especially upon their return from the
mainland to the Greek islands
Contributing to child custody decisions and revising civil status acts such as registrations
and certificates
Arranging temporary solutions for child custody
Taking cases of child custody to the Juvenile Prosecutor for temporary settlement
Reporting to the Greek Ombudsman
Appealing to the European Court of Human Rights

Regarding refugees/beneficiaries of subsidiary protection for humanitarian reasons, legal aid
concerns:
-

General advice on rights and obligations
Applications for family reunification and communication with the foreign Diplomatic and
Consular Authorities in Greece to facilitate the issuance of entry visas
Renewal of refugee status and subsidiary protection status
Applications to renew residence status on humanitarian grounds
Mediation for issuing travel documents
Requests to rectify data due to incorrect registration
Support in administrative cases (e.g. treatment requests, fines, misconduct, health
insurance disputes, etc.)
Marriage and cohabitation agreement
Naturalization and other issues

Social Unit
Throughout 2017, as part of GCR’s innovative holistic approach, the Social Unit in collaboration
with the Legal Unit continued to provide social services to refugees in Athens, Thessaloniki and
other areas, including the borders, the islands and the mainland.
2017 was a challenging year due to the high number of beneficiaries who needed the attention
and support of social services specialists. The social unit team handled all cases with dedication
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and professionalism, focusing both on new and old cases, which it has been overseeing for a long
time.
The social workers carried out 21,744 actions throughout Greece in 2017. For in-depth analysis
see the table below.

Actions
Advisory Briefing
Educational
Counselling

Number of Actions
4619
4454

Psychosocial Support

3990

References and
Suggestions
Other Social Services
Communication with
Employers
Completion and
Submission of
Documents
Emergency Support

2907

Total

19985

1544
1150
716

605

Actions
Case Management
Counselling and
Referral to Other
Services
Employment and
Labor Market Issues
Crisis Intervention

Number of Actions
418
355

Legal Referral
Language Learning
Courses
Finding Job

159
108

Housing and
Accommodation
Issues
Total
21744

327
188

115

89

1759

GCR’s Intercultural Center ‘Pyxida’ played a paramount role in 2017. Refugees of all age groups
can enroll in Greek and English language classes and develop their skills through joining team
and leisure activities. In ‘Pyxida’ every refugee can find a welcoming and safe place to start the
challenging journey towards integration in the Greek society.
Throughout the year, 678 children and adults joined ‘Pyxida’’s Greek language classes.
Moreover, when refugees are ready and able to join the labor market, they are referred to GCR’s
Employment Office. The Office collaborates with a broad network of employers who can offer
work opportunities and become mentors to refugees.

40 Greek language classes for beginners and advanced students
678 learners of the Greek language
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5) Programs and Resources Unit

In 2017, in collaboration with 28 donors and funding sources, GCR implemented 61 programs, 29
of which were launched in 2017 and the rest continued from the previous year.
The staff number at the Programs’ Unit has grown to eight people, compared to five staff members
in 2016.
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6) Financial Statements

The total revenue generated by the programs undertaken by GCR in 2017 amounts to €
5.851.685,03.
According to the 2017 Balance Sheet, expenditure amounted to a total of € 5,848,280.07.

Compared to the year 2016, there was a 57% increase in GCR’s total expenditure.
Our efficiency
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7) Administrative Report

The Greek Council for Refugees operates responsibly and considerately. It takes into account
the impact of its operations on all affected parties and implements a series of legal actions and
regulatory framework to ensure that the operations of the Council are:
-

Following environmental-friendly practices and are respectful towards the:
employees
beneficiaries
suppliers
local communities
local authorities

Our values guide our collaboration with our partners, our day-to-day work and our
relationships with our beneficiaries.
INTEGRITY: We act with honesty and we respect the needs of our sponsors.
RESPECT FOR PEOPLE: This is the driving force behind our success. All staff is treated with
respect and dignity. All employees are subject to compliance with a Code of Conduct, which
outlines expected behaviors and ethical principles, which should define every relationship within
the organization.
HIGH PERFORMANCE: We continuously strive to improve our performance by carefully
studying the past and implementing forward-thinking practices, while never compromising our
integrity and respect for people.
TEAMWORK: We share knowledge, ideas and experience for the best interest of our
beneficiaries and we have confidence in the work of our colleagues to achieve the best possible
results.
The Council’s successful activity is due to the following factors:
-

Specialized services
Staff expertise
Consistency in everything we do
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The increase in the refugee population in 2017 resulted in an increase in the number of GCR’s
beneficiaries and consequently in an increase in the actions and services provided by GCR’s
experts. This explains the 30% increase in staff compared to 2016.
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8) Communication & Publicity

The Greek Council for Refugees implemented a competent communications strategy for the
promotion of its actions in 2017:
-

-

GCR published a number of press releases and announcements on its website,
produced and sent communication material to various media. Also, it contacted Greek
and international media and journalists for interviews with GCR’s experts regarding
refugee and human rights issues.
Organized public events, training sessions and meetings with other organizations and
institutions and participated in various events.
Designed and printed brochures, research reports and folders in Greek and English and
created an English and Greek letterhead.
Produced original content for the website such as personal stories, interviews with
refugees and copy for GCR’s and ‘Pyxida’’s actions.
Assigned the production of unique and original photographs for editorial and commercial
use by the organization to a professional photographer/photojournalist.

8.608
Facebook Likes/Friends

1.380
Twitter Followers
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9) Advocacy for Refugee Rights

During 2017, GCR promoted advocacy action for the defense of the rights of refugees and
vulnerable groups.
GCR has been strengthening its bonds with Greek and international organizations and with
refugee support networks, through regular meetings and workshops in Greece and abroad.
In order to highlight inadequacies and to put pressure on the responsible bodies, GCR has
presented evidence on the hardships that refugees and asylum seekers are faced with in the
islands and on the mainland, following the closure of the Balkan route and the EU-Turkey
Statement of 18 March 2016. In addition, GCR has submitted proposals and best practice
recommendations, aiming at showcasing ways to help overcome some of the current situation’s
obstacles.
GCR held meetings with representatives of the European institutions that visited Greece,
organized conferences and participated in events.
Under the aegis of the European Council for Refugees and Exiles (ECRE), GCR conducted
research and wrote the annual report on Greece on behalf of the Asylum Information Database
(AIDA), an important data tool for international protection and asylum matters.
http://www.asylumineurope.org/reports/country/greece
Along with the above actions, GCR continued to apply pressure on institutions and organizations
to defend the rights of its beneficiaries. GCR highlighted the outcome of important court cases,
which were represented by GCR’s Legal Unit before the Greek court and the European Court of
Human Rights. Also, GCR helped with Greece’s compliance with the M.S.S. versus Belgium and
Greece decision, by sending its observations to the Committee of Ministers of the Council of
Europe. In addition, GCR asked The Greek Ombudsman to intervene in rights violations. GCR
reported lousy administration practices and sought amendments to national legislation to comply
with international and European standards.
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10) Conferences, Partnerships, and Workshops

During 2017, GCR organized and participated in many conferences and meetings within and
outside Greece:
-

Organized a two-day conference at the Athens Bar Association entitled "One year after
the border closure and the signing of the EU-Turkey Statement”
Attended a meeting of the Separated Children in Europe Program (SCEP) in Leiden,
Netherlands
Workshop attended by the representatives of Greek and Italian NGOs, the European
Commission and the European Parliament in Brussels
Seminar with ECRE’s members in Brussels
A roundtable in Vienna organized by the Commissioner for Human Rights, Council of
Europe
Event organized by the Open Society Initiative for Europe in Madrid
International conference in Beirut, organized by Oxfam to strengthen the cooperation
between organizations which are active in the Eastern Mediterranean
An annual meeting of the European Network of Rehabilitation Centers for Survivors of
Torture in Bucharest
Workshop organized by the Greek Ombudsman and the participation of migrant and
refugee organizations
Workshop held in Beirut as part of the Euromed Droits network

GCR believes in the value of lifelong learning. Thus, in 2017 GCR organized training sessions
and workshops for staff members. Also, many training sessions organized by GCR’s
knowledgeable employees were open to the members of other organizations.
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2017 in Pictures

Children’s Activities at “Pyxida”

School Backpacks Distribution at “Pyxida”
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Visit at Islamic Art Museum

Visit at Technopolis, Gazi
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Picnic in the Park with the Children of “Pyxida”
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GCR gives special thanks to everyone who collaborated in the launching and execution of
programs, which provide valuable services and support to refugees, asylum seekers and
vulnerable groups.
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Without the generous funding and kind support of the partners and sponsors mentioned earlier,
our work would not have been possible.
Also, GCR would like to thank all its members, private donors and those who have made in-kind
or cash donations to support the organization’s actions.
Our organization would like to especially thank the Kyriakopoulou family, who has been offering
its vast support unconditionally for many years. In 2017, the Kyriakopoulou family benefited 20
families of refugees by purchasing household items for the improvement of their living conditions.
Also, others who deserve our warm recognition for their contribution are:
-

-

Mattel, which, with the distribution of toys to the children of the Elliniko Open Camp
generated smiles of joy.
The 2nd General Lyceum of Xanthi, which shows its trust and faith in our work with its
generous donations to our organization every year
All those who kindly responded to our request to collect money for the deceased
beneficiary of GCR, S.N., a Ugandan national, in order to transfer her body to her
homeland
Those who chose to donate money in memory of Angeliki Argyropoulou-Chrysochoidou.

A big thank you is in order to our valuable volunteers, who, with their support, enthusiasm and
initiative, reinforce our work. Without the volunteers, it would not have been possible to achieve
our goals as successfully or efficiently.
Last but not least, special thanks should be given to the employees of GCR who, for one more
year, worked with dedication, passion, empathy, quality and professionalism to serve and satisfy
the demands and needs of refugees.

A home for the refugees in the center of Athens

PYXIDA
"Home is where we return to when we feel lost.
Home is the place we discover who we are. Again and again.
Home is the place we belong to."

25

Greek Council for Refugees – Annual Report 2017

SINCE 1996 PYXIDA IS THE HOME OF THOUSAND OF REFUGEES
BECOME A SUPPORTER
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