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1. Introduction
This report was created as part of the project: 
«Do the human right thing - Raising our Voice 
for Refugee Rights»; implemented under the 
programme Active citizens fund. It is the first 
of three reports in this series and covers ac-
cess to housing for beneficiaries and appli-
cants of international protection. The second 
and third report, both of which will be pub-
lished in 2022, will respectively focus on ac-
cess to employment, and access to healthcare 
for these groups.

The aim of this report is to highlight the is-
sues faced by asylum seekers and refugees 
in Greece in accessing decent housing condi-
tions, from the point of view of the universal 
right to adequate housing. The report is divid-
ed into two main sections: the first focuses on 
the legal framework, while the second assess-
es the housing conditions of the population 
concerned. 

The focus on specific social groups relates 
to the experience and expertise of partner 
organisations, which have decades of expe-
rience in supporting refugees and asylum 
seekers (legally, psychosocially etc.). That 
being said, the issue of housing insecuri-
ty and/or homelessness clearly affects an 
increasing number of refugees and asylum 
seekers, in a multitude of different forms. 
Efforts to meet the housing needs of refu-
gees and asylum seekers should therefore 
be integrated into a broader plan aimed at 
guaranteeing the right to housing for all, 
always prioritising the most socially vulner-
able groups.

Methodology
This report was created using data from part-
ner organisations’ databases, their field-based 
experience and literature research. A total of 11 
interviews were conducted with asylum seekers 

and refugees (men and women), nine of which 
were based on a joint questionnaire devel-
oped by partner organisations.1 Despite efforts 
to organise a focus group discussion with asy-
lum seekers, this did not materialise due to 
COVID-19 related restrictions (finding the appro-
priate space/time to conduct the focus group). 

The data collection was reinforced by meet-
ings with representatives of the UNΗCR in Ath-
ens, the Major Development Agency Thessa-
loniki (MDAT S.A.), and the Assistant Professor 

“Everyone has the right 
to a standard of living 
adequate for the health 
and well-being of himself 
and of his family, including 
food, clothing, housing and 
medical care and necessary 
social services, and the right 
to security in the event of 
unemployment, sickness, 
disability, widowhood, old 
age or other lack of livelihood 
in circumstances beyond his 
control.”

Article 25 (1) of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights

https://www.activecitizensfund.gr/ergo/do-the-human-right-thing-ypsonoyme-ti-foni-mas-gia-ta-dikaiomata-ton-prosfygon/
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in Social Policy at the Panteion University in 
Athens, Mr Nikos Kourachanis. This was aided 
by regular meetings with a team of refugees, 
who engage in voluntary advocacy work with 
the support of the Greek Forum of Refugees. 

Even though it proved impossible to include all 
of the information collected due to the project’s 
limited scope, the project partners wish to ex-
press their sincere gratitude to all participants 
for their invaluable contributions, which helped 
to better substantiate the current report.

2. Legal  
framework
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(1948) introduced the universal right to (ade-
quate) housing as a prerequisite for guaran-
teeing everyone’s right to an adequate stan-
dard of living for the first time post World 
War II.2 Since then, this right has been rec-
ognised in a series of international and Eu-
ropean texts which have also been ratified by 
Greece,3 and which prevail over any contrary 
provision of national/domestic law.4 Among 
these are the 1951 Geneva Convention on the 
Status of Refugees,5 which also addresses 
housing, and the European Reception Condi-
tions Directive,6 which commits EU Member 
States to provide housing to asylum seekers 
who lack sufficient resources to meet their 
basic needs as long as they remain in the 
asylum procedure.

In Greek legislation, the right to housing, with 
particular emphasis on the role of the state 
towards those who are “deprived of shelter 

or […] poorly housed”, is recognised under 
the Constitution (Article 21(4)), as well as by L. 
4052/2012,7 which introduced for the first time 
the definition of homelessness in Greek leg-
islation. But what does the enjoyment of the 
right to housing mean?

2.1. The interconnected 
nature of rights and states’ 
obligations 
First, the right to housing should not be 
narrowly perceived as amounting to hav-
ing a “roof over one’s head” and/or the ma-

terial dimension of accommodation itself.8  
Human rights are interdependent, indivisible 
and interrelated. Therefore, access to housing 
affects, but is also affected by, access to other 
rights, such as the right to employment and 
the right to healthcare,9 which will be exam-
ined in future reports.

“There is excess moisture in 
this facility; water is dripping 
[down the ceiling and walls, 
and] it has no electricity. 
Because of the circumstances, 
I have mental health problems 
too. I would like to learn 
[Greek], to know the [Greek] 
society. But I can’t do that from 
here.” 

M.A. is an asylum seeker from Syria 
who is staying in a refugee camp on 

the mainland.

https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights
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In order for housing to be ‘adequate’, it must 
be characterised by non-discriminatory access 
to necessary facilities and infrastructure (e.g. 
safe drinking water, heating, domestic ener-
gy), and protection against weather risks and 
health threats. It should also and amongst 
others allow access to essential services (e.g. 
healthcare) and employment, be affordable 
and provide security of tenure.10

In light of this, Greek legislation recognises 
a broad definition of homelessness, linking 
it both to the complete absence of housing 
and to “the precarious access to adequate 
[…] housing that meets the necessary techni-
cal specifications and has basic services such 
as water supply and electricity”.11  Accordingly 
it also recognises that “homeless people are 
particularly [i.e. but not exclusively] those liv-
ing on the street, in shelters, those who are by 
necessity temporarily hosted in institutions or 
other closed centres, as well as those living in 
unfit accommodation”.12 

This definition is also influenced by the 
European Typology of Homelessness and 
Housing Exclusion (ETHOS),13 which the Eu-
ropean Commission recognises as “the best 
European classification for homelessness”.14 
This report adopts ETHOS’ classification, 
which identifies four forms of housing ex-
clusion: 1) rooflessness (e.g. living rough or 
in night shelters), 2) houselessness (e.g. liv-
ing in women’s shelters and temporary ac-
commodation/reception centres, including 
those for people seeking asylum), 3) living 
in insecure accommodation (e.g. occupation 
of dwelling with no legal tenancy or under 

threat of eviction) and 4) living in inade-
quate/unfit shelter  (e.g. living in extreme 
overcrowding, in shipping containers or 
makeshift shelters).

2.2. Obligations of states
The right to housing creates a number of ob-
ligations on the part of states. In particular, 
states should provide (temporary) accom-
modation for asylum seekers, as mentioned 
above. They may also be obliged to provide 
housing for refugees, in application of human 
rights law.15 At the same time, states have an 
obligation to protect and actively strive for the 
gradual, non-discriminatory fulfilment of the 
right to housing and the elimination of home-
lessness, including through the implementa-
tion of social housing programmes.

In addition, states must not carry out unlawful 
forced evictions. In cases of evictions “and in 
particular those involving large groups [of in-
dividuals]”, they should examine any possible 
alternatives before the eviction, in consulta-
tion with the affected persons.16 In cases where 
eviction would create a risk of homelessness 
and/or violation of other fundamental rights, 
states should undertake such measures «to 
the maximum extent of [their] available re-
sources» in order to ensure solutions such as 
the provision of suitable alternative accom-
modation.17 In practice, decisions by the Greek 
government have not always upheld this. For 
instance, the decision to proceed with the 
mass eviction of 10,000 refugees from recep-
tion system structures on 1 June 202018 should 
be checked for the degree of compliance with 
the above.
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Furthermore, states should support all, and 
particularly vulnerable groups, in accessing 
affordable housing, through (e.g.) housing al-
lowances and other measures, in accordance 
with their economic capacity – which cannot 
in itself be used as reason for inaction. They 
should also establish effective monitoring 
mechanisms to identify the number of home-
less and/or inadequately housed people within 
their jurisdiction,19 as a prerequisite for effec-
tive policies. Yet, Greece still lacks systemati-
cally available and specialised statistics on the 
population of homeless people in the country, 
apart from occasional or local records.20 For 
example, the latest statistics available on the 
number of homeless people refer to a survey, 
accounting for only 7 of the 332 municipalities 
in Greece, which took place in May 2018.21

Lastly, notwithstanding states’ legal obli-
gations, the housing issue has increasingly 
gained political attention at the Europe-
an Union level.22 The year 2021 marked the 
launch of the European Platform on Combat-
ing Homelessness as a distinct mechanism of 
action in the context of the implementation of 
the 20 principles of the European Pillar of So-
cial Rights, of which the 19th principle relates 
to housing.23

3. The situation 
in the field 
3.1. General overview
According to the latest published data from 
the Ministry of Migration and Asylum,24 a total 

of 41,951 asylum seekers remained in Greece in 
October 2021, based on the number of pending 
asylum decisions. The number of beneficiaries 
of international protection was estimated at 
100,000, according to statements by the Min-
ister of Migration and Asylum.25 

The lack of sufficient data as regards their 
housing situation makes it impossible to draw 
sound conclusions for the whole population. 
For instance, up to October 2021, 18,147 peo-
ple lived in camps and 4,327 in Reception and 
Identification Centres (RICs) in Greece. Among 
them, 340 were unaccompanied children. In 
addition, by November, 15,477 people lived in 
apartments funded by the accommodation 
programme ESTIA, amongst whom 2,451 rec-
ognised refugees,26 while 1,791 unaccompanied 
children lived in shelters and Supported Inde-
pendent Living apartments.27 Yet lthough such 
quantitative data outlining the number of res-
idents per accommodation facility operating 
under the competence of the Ministry is pub-
lished regularly,28 with the exception of ESTIA 
residents, this does not give an indication of 
their legal status. 

The issue is further complicated by the fact 
that an unknown but significant number of 
people who have already been granted inter-
national protection status in Greece, as well 
as people whose asylum applications have 
been rejected, continue to reside in/return to 
camps and/or are forced to live on the streets 
and in precarious housing conditions, due to 
the lack of alternatives (integration or return). 

The decision by the Greek government to unilat-
erally designate Turkey as a “safe third country” 
for people from Syria, Afghanistan, Bangladesh, 
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Pakistan and Somalia in June 2021,29 despite a 
wealth of evidence to the contrary30 and the 
ongoing suspension of returns to Turkey since 
March 2020, further exacerbates this problem 
by pushing men, women (sometimes even 
pregnant women) and children into a legal 
limbo, without access to housing and/or to 
the means of satisfying their basic needs (e.g. 
medical care).31 Finally, there is also a lack of 
data on the number of people whose asylum 
requests have not yet been registered, who in 
the meantime lack access to reception condi-
tions – particularly housing.32

3.2 Housing conditions
3.2.1 Reception system for asylum 
seekers

According to the Reception Conditions Direc-
tive, Greece, like all EU Member States, must 
provide material reception conditions, includ-
ing housing, to people seeking international 
protection. These conditions must “ensure […] 
an adequate standard of living which guaran-
tees their subsistence and protects their phys-
ical and mental health”.33 However, despite 
considerable progress, Greece continues to 
fail to meet the criteria of this obligation, as 
has been highlighted several times since 2011 
including by the European Court of Human 
Rights.34 

The reasons for this failure vary and are 
clearly connected to the lack of a compre-
hensive EU-wide mechanism for sharing re-
sponsibility for protecting refugees. Howev-
er, progress is largely hampered by political 
choices at EU and national level in relation 

to the management of the issue. The most 
prominent example is the growing trend 
of housing asylum seekers in large-scale 
camps, which have for years had a negative 
impact on human rights. These camps also 
hamper integration prospects, which are 
crucially dependent on early support of both 
newcomers and receiving societies.35

Reception and Identification Centres 
(RIC) on the islands and mainland camps

In September 2020, 18 of the (then) 32 main-
land refugee camps were approaching or ex-
ceeding their hosting capacity by as much as 
40%, resulting in more than 1,300 people living 
in tents and 1,524 in makeshift shelters.36 The 
situation was worse still on the Greek islands, 
which in the first months of 2020 hosted more 
than 38,000 people in Reception and Identi-
fication Centres (RICs) designed to accommo-
date less than 6,20037 - the majority of whom 
were families with children, forced to live 
in extremely unhealthy conditions, without 
meaningful access to health care.

In recent months, overcrowding on the islands 
has been reduced. As of 18 November 2021,38 
none of the islands’ RICs were exceeding 30% 
of its planned capacity, with the sole excep-
tion of the Kos Reception and Identification 
Centre (RIC), which was close to 70% capacity. 
Similarly, on the mainland, out of a total of 26 
camps in October 2021, only Elaionas refugee 
camp continued to exceed its capacity.39 

Nevertheless, the so-called «decongestion» of 
the reception centres is the result of a number 
of factors. These include the reduced num-
ber of arrivals in the midst of a pandemic,  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32013L0033&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32013L0033&from=EN
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the transfer of thousands of people from the 
islands to the mainland – often without a plan 
to ensure their housing40 – and the speeding 
up of asylum procedures, often to the detri-
ment of their fairness.41 Against this backdrop, 
there were also a multitude of reports alleging 
violent and illegal pushbacks from Greece,42 
which endanger the life of women, men and 
children, and clearly violate the core of the 
international protection system in place since 
World War II, notably the principle of non-re-
foulement.

Despite reduced overcrowding, camp resi-
dents continue living in close proximity and 
in unsanitary conditions. Indeed, as demon-
strated in a recent study,43 the risk of COVID-19 
infection among residents in reception facil-
ities was up to three times higher than the 

general population. Low vaccination coverage, 
which did not exceed 33% in the accommoda-
tion facilities operating under the Ministry of 
Migration and Asylum at the end of October 
2021,44 also raises concerns about the health 
of residents.

There has been a mental health and protection 
crisis on the islands since the creation of the 
so-called hotspots. This has been further exac-
erbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. The dispro-
portionate restrictions that were imposed and 
continue to be enforced on refugee camps in 
response to the pandemic45 have compound-
ed the mental health challenges faced by res-
idents46 - a large number of whom have suf-
fered violence, abuse and/or exploitation in 
their country of origin, on the route to Europe, 
and after their arrival in Greece.  The resilience 
of people with additional vulnerabilities con-
tinues to be challenged in the RICs, and espe-
cially of those belonging to groups facing dis-
crimination, such as the LGBTQ community.47 

The new model of Closed-Controlled Access 
Facilities (CCFs), which have already become 
operational in Samos, Leros and Kos, and the 
walling of mainland refugee camps, are like-
ly to further undermine the wellbeing of all 
residents, making it even more difficult to ac-
cess specialised services and/or education in 
nearby communities. At the same time, their 
isolation from society, which is exacerbated by 
inadequate access to public transport,48 also 
creates barriers to the integration process of 
those who will remain in Greece.49 As the Eu-
ropean Commission points out,50 “[i]ntegra-
tion happens in every village, city and region 
where migrants live, work and go to school 
or to a sports club” and therefore clearly not 

18 
of the (then) 32 mainland 
refugee camps were 
approaching or exceeding 
their hosting capacity by 
as much as 40%
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within gated camps, away from urban areas. It 
is telling that less than two months after the 
opening of the first Closed-Controlled Centre 
in Samos, reports indicate that the residents 
are deeply anxious about their confinement.51

It is worth highlighting here the special recep-
tion system in Kos where, since January 2020, 
almost everyone arriving on the island seek-
ing protection, instead of hospitality, has been 
held in administrative detention, in highly un-
suitable conditions, without adequate access 
to medical and (in particular) psychosocial 
support.52 The recipients of this policy have 
included women, survivors of gender-based 
violence, victims of torture, members of the 
LGBTQ community, families (and single par-
ents) with young children, but also unaccom-
panied children, who were wrongly registered 
as adults at the initial registration stage.53

At the same time, both on the islands and the 
mainland, reports of disruptions to the elec-
tricity supply continue.54 Given that people are 
still living in tents and makeshift shelters in 
the refugee camps on the mainland, the drop 
in temperatures in recent months raises con-
cerns that residents will be forced to suffer yet 
another freezing winter without being able to 
keep warm.

B.  ESTIA accommodation pro-
gramme and urban accommodation

The ESTIA accommodation programme56 start-
ed operating in 2015 and has since housed 
80.000 people – mostly vulnerable families 
– in apartments within the urban fabric of 18 
Greek cities. As the Ministry for Migration and 
Asylum points out, “living in the city allows 

a sense of normality, and provides better 
access to services, including education and 
health”.57

The comparative benefits of the programme 
are confirmed by the limited number of ques-
tionnaires collected under the project up to 
the time of writing. In particular, among the 
five interviewees living in ESTIA apartments, 
only one expressed dissatisfaction when asked 

about his stay and the stay of his family mem-
bers. However, this was for reasons that related 
to the distance between his place of residence 
and Athens, and the difficulty in accessing the 
labour market, rather than housing conditions 
as such. Two people highlighted the possibility 
of meeting Greek citizens as positive. 

On the negative side, four out of the five people 

“[Here] I can integrate 
without any issue. I also have 
a very good female neighbour 
who helps me [in order to 
find] a doctor, and [gives me 
detailed instructions on how] 
to go somewhere. I’ve lived 
in this house for a year and 
a half. I don’t want to leave 
this place due to my female 
neighbour, too.” 

A.A. is a single mother, recently 
recognised refugee, who was hosted 
in an ESTIA apartment at the time of 

communication.
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questioned stressed that the conditions in 
which they initially received the apartments 
were not decent, reporting problems such as 
the existence of bed bugs and insects, dirty 
walls and mattresses. The issue should be 
further investigated, taking into consideration 
its possible connection with the serious finan-
cial cuts the programme suffered last year.58 
Meanwhile, it should not be overlooked that 
the temporary nature of people’s stay in apart-
ments under the Greek ESTIA accommodation 
programme (i.e. for the duration of their asy-
lum procedure) does not equate with access to 
the right to housing, which seems to exacer-
bate residents’ anxiety over the future.

Beyond ESTIA, people who were able to rent 
accommodation independently are no longer 
eligible to access financial assistance, accord-
ing to new rules set out by the Ministry for 
Migration and Asylum on 1 July 2021. To be eli-
gible for financial assistance, they must leave 
their homes and move to facilities under the 
supervision of the Ministry and/or its partner 
organisations. As a result, people living in their 
own homes were forced to return and live in 
a refugee camp, separated and isolated from 
their community, in order to receive financial 
assistance and to be able to meet their basic 
needs. This is another policy that prevents, 
rather than promotes integration.59

C. Homelessness and Living in Pre-
carious Conditions

The number of asylum applicants, as well as 
beneficiaries of international protection, who 
experience complete homelessness and live in 
abandoned buildings/occupations (as squat-
ting tenants) remains unknown, as is the case 

with people unable to access stable housing, 
which results in their moving from one place 
to another. However, it is clear from the ex-
perience of partner organisations that there 
is an invisible crisis affecting even extremely 
vulnerable people, who lack shelter and pro-
tection.

For instance, from early 2020 to mid-Novem-
ber 2021, the services of the Greek Council for 
Refugees received requests for support from 
1,461 people registered as homeless and/or 
squatting tenants60 – including women, victims 
of human trafficking, as well as unaccompa-
nied children. Between January and November 
2020, the overwhelming majority of these cas-
es (94%) concerned asylum seekers, including 
those whose asylum applications had not yet 
been registered, mainly in Athens (48%) and 
Thessaloniki (31%), with the remaining cases 
(5-6%) involving persons already granted in-
ternational protection status in Greece. 

“When we came here, the place 
wasn’t clean. Mattresses were 
not clean. Now I put blankets 
so that we can sleep. [However] 
I feel insecure because I don’t 
know what’s gonna happen to 
us. The security [of residence] 
here is temporary.”

A.L. is an asylum seeker, mother of 6 
children, who lives with her family in an 

ESTIA apartment. 
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Diotima Centre reports similar findings: in 
2020, almost 24% (out of a total of 785) of the 
survivors of gender-based violence (GBV) they 
supported were referred to housing agencies, 
either because they were roofless or because 
they lived in precarious conditions, such as in 
RICs and refugee camps. The corresponding 
figure for 2021 was 22%.61 In this context, it is 
important to stress the difficulties encoun-
tered when seeking to immediately remove 
people who have experienced physical and/or 
sexual violence (GBV survivors) from an abu-
sive environment into temporary accommoda-
tion facilities in Greece (e.g. RICs), also due to 
the inadequacy of the public housing system.62

Finally, living conditions of unaccompanied 
children continue to be precarious. Despite 
significant improvements in recent years, such 
as the legal abolition of “protective custody” 
(i.e. detention) and the growing emphasis on 
Supported Independent Living schemes (SILs), 
many unaccompanied children continue to 
face homelessness/unsafe living conditions. 
This is highlighted by the 1,122 housing re-
quests received by the National Emergency 
Response Mechanism between April and Octo-
ber 2021 that concerned unaccompanied chil-
dren.63 The lack of options for the provision of 
accommodation for unaccompanied children 
reaching adulthood, which has been exam-
ined in other reports,64  also remains an issue 
of concern.

3.2.2. Beneficiaries of international 
protection: limited options after 
recognition

Since March 2020, people granted internation-
al protection in Greece are required, with few 

exceptions, to leave the premises where they 
were hosted during the asylum procedure. 
Their financial allowance is also suspend-
ed within 30 days of receiving their positive 
asylum decision.65 With the implementation 
of these provisions, thousands of refugees - 
even mothers with young children, pregnant 
or single women, the elderly and patients with 
chronic health conditions - were left without 
shelter, often ending up in public squares,66 
exposed to risks to their safety and wellbeing. 
As indicatively highlighted by Diotima Centre,67 
which specialises in the support of survivors of 
gender-based violence, “homelessness causes 
or exacerbates the psychosocial problems of 
the survivors”, while one out of three survivors 
supported by the organisation between June 
and November 2019 had experienced at least 
one incident of abuse, including rape, directly 
linked to homelessness.

Many of these people and families were com-
pelled to return to and/or remain in camps 
beyond the new 30-day limit in order for their 
basic needs to be covered – water, food, shel-
ter and primary healthcare. The fact that thou-
sands of beneficiaries of protection remain in 
refugee camps, despite the substandard living 
conditions, reveals their lack of viable alterna-
tives. This is a direct result of Greece’s failure 
to develop an effective and resourced integra-
tion policy, which continues to be dependent 
on the Helios programme68 and cannot meet 
the full range of needs.

By way of illustration, a total of 33,688 ben-
eficiaries of international protection enrolled 
in the Helios programme between September 
2019, when it first started, and November 2021. 
Of those, less than 50% (15,960 people or 6,316 
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households) were able to obtain the EU-fund-
ed rent subsidy to cover (part of) their rent. 
Just 2,099 people continued to benefit from 
this subsidy in November 2021.69 For compar-
ison, between January 2019 and October 2021, 
more than 67,000 persons received interna-
tional protection status in Greece70 – twice as 
many as the total number who registered for 
Helios.  

Although the reasons for the divergence vary, 
these figures highlight a gap in the smooth 
transition of beneficiaries from the reception 
system to an autonomous life within the re-
ceiving society. This is partly due to the pro-
gramme’s requirements, which beneficiaries 
face difficulty in meeting, as well as their lack 
of opportunities for learning Greek while they 
are still in the asylum procedure.71 Other ob-
stacles include the criteria for enrolment in 
the programme, which exclude people who 
were granted international protection before 
2018, and those who were not residing in offi-
cial reception sites at the time of recognition 
of their status.72 The latter could be seen as 
promoting dependent living in structures at 
the expense of prospects of restoring a de-
gree of autonomy, excluding those who have 
managed to house themselves, but also peo-
ple who – because of the gaps in the recep-
tion system – were forced to live on the streets 
or in precarious housing conditions. Finally, 
a significant obstacle remains that access to 
the rent subsidy requires the presentation of 
a lease contract and therefore the possibili-
ty of covering at least two months of rent in 
advance, with resources that the newly rec-
ognised refugees often do not have. 

A. Challenges in accessing social 
welfare

The conflict between legislation and practice 
also exacerbates the poor housing of refugees 
in Greece. Although under national legislation 
beneficiaries of international protection have 
a right to access medical care and social assis-
tance “in accordance with the conditions ap-
plicable to Greek citizens”,73 legal and admin-
istrative barriers prevent, in practice, equal 
enjoyment of these rights.74 For example, in 
order to access the national housing allow-
ance, beneficiaries of international protection 
must have completed five years of legal resi-
dence in the country, calculated from the time 
they submitted their asylum application.75 This 
already excludes the majority of over 97,000 
people who have been granted protection sta-
tus in Greece since 2016.76 Meanwhile, as re-
flected in an increasing number of EU Member 
States’ court decisions,77 to this day refugees 
in Greece are at serious risk of inhumane or 
degrading treatment and unable to cover their 
most basic needs, such as housing.  

Finally, those who have managed to access so-
cial welfare face yet another obstacle: a long 
waiting period for the renewal of their resi-
dence permits, which could take up to a year. 
In the meantime, the attestations they receive 
from the competent authorities (Police or Asy-
lum Service) do not meet the necessary re-
quirements for accessing social rights (e.g. the 
documents do not contain a photograph of the 
person, or explicit reference to the date of en-
try into force and expiry of the validity of the 
certificate), thereby disrupting their access to 
social welfare, healthcare and the labour mar-
ket,78 making it harder to access secure housing. 
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In any case, as with other social issues, when 
it comes to addressing  the housing (or in-
tegration) challenges faced by refugees in 
Greece, social benefits can play a part, but 
the response should not be limited to such 
an approach. On the contrary, given that 
the housing challenge affects an increasing 
number of people and social groups, both 
in Greece and in the EU, core actions should 
include long-term and inclusive policies on 
social and/or affordable housing aimed at 
the benefit of society as a whole, prioritising 
those who are in a socially less favourable 
position, such as refugees. 

Conclusions
This report highlights some of the issues still 
faced by asylum seekers and beneficiaries of 
international protection when seeking to ac-
cess adequate housing in Greece. It is clear 
that, based on ETHOS’ typology, outlined in 
the second part of this report, the gaps and 
the temporary nature of housing within the 
reception system for asylum seekers, as well 
as the ongoing exposure of refugees to con-
ditions of poverty and homelessness or pre-
carious housing, have been undermining the 
right to adequate housing. In addition to legal 
obligations, which bind Greece to improving 
reception conditions, the issue should be 
considered comprehensively and inclusive-
ly, with the aim of defending the right of all 
to adequate housing - in particular the most 
vulnerable, such as single women, people 
with mental health problems, and unaccom-
panied children. 

To this end, on the basis of their programmes’ 
experience and specific fields of expertise, the 
partner organisations of the project make the 
following recommendations. 

Indicative  
recommendations 
The Greek state should: 
 �Ensure the timely and inclusive imple-

mentation of the new National Strategy 
for the Social integration of asylum seek-
ers and beneficiaries of international 
protection published on 29 November 
2021. While the partner organisations 
welcome the new Strategy, they reserve 
the right to provide more extensive com-
ments, following a full analysis.79

 �With the assistance of the European Com-
mission, make every effort to accommo-
date asylum seekers in small-scale shel-
ters, within the city, which will be staffed 
by qualified personnel, where appropriate.

 �Given the lack of sustainable housing alter-
natives, refrain from evicting refugees from 
the reception system where this would 
reasonably lead to a risk of homelessness 
and/or precarious living. In the same con-
text, every effort should be made to find 
alternatives, with the assistance of the EU 
and in consultation with refugees and local 
communities. 

 �Adopt safety and protection measures in 
the management of reception facilities 

https://migration.gov.gr/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/%CE%95%CE%B8%CE%BD%CE%B9%CE%BA%CE%B7%CC%81-%CF%83%CF%84%CF%81%CE%B1%CF%84%CE%B7%CE%B3%CE%B9%CE%BA%CE%B7%CC%81-%CE%B3%CE%B9%CE%B1-%CF%84%CE%B7%CE%BD-%CE%BA%CE%BF%CE%B9%CE%BD%CF%89%CE%BD%CE%B9%CE%BA%CE%B7%CC%81-%CE%B5%CC%81%CE%BD%CF%84%CE%B1%CE%BE%CE%B7-2021.pdf
https://migration.gov.gr/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/%CE%95%CE%B8%CE%BD%CE%B9%CE%BA%CE%B7%CC%81-%CF%83%CF%84%CF%81%CE%B1%CF%84%CE%B7%CE%B3%CE%B9%CE%BA%CE%B7%CC%81-%CE%B3%CE%B9%CE%B1-%CF%84%CE%B7%CE%BD-%CE%BA%CE%BF%CE%B9%CE%BD%CF%89%CE%BD%CE%B9%CE%BA%CE%B7%CC%81-%CE%B5%CC%81%CE%BD%CF%84%CE%B1%CE%BE%CE%B7-2021.pdf
https://migration.gov.gr/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/%CE%95%CE%B8%CE%BD%CE%B9%CE%BA%CE%B7%CC%81-%CF%83%CF%84%CF%81%CE%B1%CF%84%CE%B7%CE%B3%CE%B9%CE%BA%CE%B7%CC%81-%CE%B3%CE%B9%CE%B1-%CF%84%CE%B7%CE%BD-%CE%BA%CE%BF%CE%B9%CE%BD%CF%89%CE%BD%CE%B9%CE%BA%CE%B7%CC%81-%CE%B5%CC%81%CE%BD%CF%84%CE%B1%CE%BE%CE%B7-2021.pdf
https://migration.gov.gr/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/%CE%95%CE%B8%CE%BD%CE%B9%CE%BA%CE%B7%CC%81-%CF%83%CF%84%CF%81%CE%B1%CF%84%CE%B7%CE%B3%CE%B9%CE%BA%CE%B7%CC%81-%CE%B3%CE%B9%CE%B1-%CF%84%CE%B7%CE%BD-%CE%BA%CE%BF%CE%B9%CE%BD%CF%89%CE%BD%CE%B9%CE%BA%CE%B7%CC%81-%CE%B5%CC%81%CE%BD%CF%84%CE%B1%CE%BE%CE%B7-2021.pdf
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which promote the protection and dignity 
of residents, with a focus on the safety of 
women and persons subject to discrimina-
tion, such as members of the LGBTQ com-
munity, without prejudice to their rights 
and freedoms.

 �Make good use of and strengthen the avail-
able tools and the existing social housing 
and/or affordable housing pilot projects 
in Greece, which should be inclusive and 
could also prove beneficial for local econ-
omies.80

 �Refrain from the automated imposition of 
administrative detention, particularly in 
cases of vulnerable persons, such as GBV 
survivors. Detention is a measure of last 
resort and should only be employed in 
exceptional cases where alternative mea-
sures cannot be applied.

 �For GBV survivors requiring immediate re-
moval from their abuser, there should be 
safe temporary accommodation facilities, 
given the lack of space in public shelters.

 �Systematise the registration of the number 
of people living in complete homelessness 
and/or in extreme precarious conditions 
and regularly publicise relevant statistics 
and data. This should lead to the devel-
opment of targeted inclusive policies to 
combat homelessness, on the basis of the 
specific needs of the people concerned (e.g. 
mental health problems), including GBV 
survivors and members of the LGBTQ com-
munity who are often subject to multiple ex-
clusions. To this end, support for local gov-
ernments, as well as the assistance of civil 

society, can be crucial, given their relative 
proximity to the populations of concern.

 �Ensure that the building infrastructure 
and related logistical equipment of facil-
ities under the ESTIA accommodation pro-
gramme meet the necessary decent living 
criteria as a condition for their inclusion in 
the programme’s housing stock. 

 �Accelerate the implementation of the pro-
gramme ‘Helios Junior’ to fill the gap which 
arises during the transition of unaccom-
panied children to adulthood, also taking 
advantage of the experience gained from 
the previous operation of the Helios pro-
gramme.

 �Consider the proposals of, and consult 
with, the civil society actors implement-
ing and/or subsequently invited to imple-
ment the housing programmes (e.g. ESTIA 
accommodation programme, Supported 
Independent Living) at the stage of the 
preparation and planning of the funding of 
these programmes, in order to avoid gaps 
during the implementation phase.

 �Fill the gap that arises when renewing ref-
ugee residence permits. The issue could 
also be resolved by issuing certificates 
meeting the technical standards of the 
certificates referred to in Article 9(5) L. 
4251/2014 (e.g. photograph of the person, 
explicit reference to the date of entry into 
force, and expiry of the validity of the cer-
tificate and unique reference number), and 
with the explicit provision in the law that 
holders of such certificates have the same 
rights as if they had the residence permit. 

https://www.taxheaven.gr/law/4251/2014
https://www.taxheaven.gr/law/4251/2014
https://www.taxheaven.gr/law/4251/2014
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 �With regard to the Helios programme in 
particular, special consideration should 
be given to simplifying procedures and, in 
particular, to the separation of the allow-
ance intended to assist refugees in finding 
shelter from the need to present a lease 
contract. 

 �Review the decision to designate Turkey 
as a safe third country which, among other 
grave problems, leads to an increased risk 
of poverty and homelessness for people 
seeking asylum. 

The European Commission 
should:
 �As guardian of the Treaties, actively ensure 

that Greece complies with its legal obliga-
tions in relation to the reception of asylum 
seekers. Particular emphasis should be 
placed on ensuring that those who cross 
the Greek border are not detained by de-
fault, and that restrictions on movement, 
in law and in practice, comply with inter-
national and European human rights stan-
dards.

 �Support Greece in implementing inclusive 
social housing policies, through logistical 
and material support.

EU member states and 
the European Parliament 
should:
 �Revise the proposal for a New Pact on 

Migration and Asylum presented in Sep-
tember 2020 which, instead of solving the 
structural gaps in the European asylum 
system, such as the lack of responsibili-
ty sharing for the protection of refugees, 
continues to put pressure on host States 
and communities at the external borders 
of the EU. This inter alia has inevitable and 
negative consequences for both the rights 
of asylum seekers and the capacity of host 
societies to respond to the integration 
needs of those recognised as beneficiaries 
of international protection. 
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1.	 The questionnaire is divided into four main sections, 
covering the demographics of the participants, 
housing, employment and health. Despite the 
fact that only a limited number of completed 
questionnaires could be used up to the time 
of writing, this data gives us a good idea of the 
participants’ experience in accessing to housing. The 
collection/analysis of questionnaires will continue 
during the course of the project, when it will be 
possible to present the results more extensively. 

2.	 Article 25 (1), Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
3.	 Article 11 of the International Covenant on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights of 16 December 1966. 
(ICESCR), as ratified by Greek L. 1532/1985; Article 
5 (iii) of the International Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, as 
ratified by the Legislative Decree No 494/1970; Article 
14(2)(viii) of the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), 
as ratified by L. 1342/1983; Article 27(3) of the U.N. 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), as 
ratified by L. 2101/1992;Articles 15, 16, 19, 23, 30 and 
31 of the Revised Social Charter, as ratified by L. 
4359/2016; Article 7 of the Charter ofFundamental 
Rights of the European Union, and Article 8 of the 
European Convention on Human Rights, as ratified by 
the Legislative Decree No 53/1974

4.	 As per article 28 (1) of the Greek Constitution “[t]
he generally recognised rules of international law, 
as well as international conventions as of the time 
they are ratified by statute and become operative 
according to their respective conditions, shall be an 
integral part of domestic Greek law and shall prevail 
over any contrary provision of the law”.

5.	 Article 21 of the 1951 Convention Relating to 
the Status of Refugees, as ratified by the Greek 
Legislative Decree No. 3989/1959.

6.	 Articles 17 and 18, DIRECTIVE 2013/33/EU OF THE 
EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL of 
26 June 2013 on standards for the reception of 
applicants for international protection (Recast).

7.	 Article 29 L. 4042/2012.
8.	 UN Committee on Economic, Social and cultural 

Rights (CESCR), General Comment No. 4: The right 
to Adequate housing (Art. 11 (1) of the Covenant), 
December 1991, E/1992/23: https://bit.ly/3oqHXo7. 
At the same time, as the World Health Organisation 
(WHO) states, “Healthy housing is shelter that 
supports a state of complete physical, mental 
and social well-being”. WHO, Housing and health 
guidelines: Recommendations to promote healthy 
housing for a sustainable and equitable future, 23 
November 2018: https://bit.ly/3BPILHC, p.2

9.	 For example, lacking stable and appropriate housing 
and/or homelessness is directly linked to increased 
health risks, but also to increased mental illness 
rates (up to 100%) and mortality rates for homeless 
people. World Health Organisation (WHO), 2018, 
Ibid., and Greek Labour and Workforce Institute (ΕΙ-

ΕΑΔ), Homelessness - Α dynamic and multi-factorial 
phenomenon requiring reliable data and integrated 
national policy interventions to address it: The case 
of two vulnerable groups, February 2021: https://bit.
ly/3wyhFDR, p.16.

10.	 OHCHR, 1991, Ibid. and UN Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), Fact 
Sheet No. 21, The Human Right to Adequate Housing, 
November 2009, Fact Sheet No. 21/Rev.1/1: https://
bit.ly/3CW2W8j, pp. 3-9.

11.	 Article 29(1) L. 4042/2012.
12.	 Article 29(2) L. 4042/2012.
13.	 FEANTSA, European Typology of Homelessness and 

Housing Exclusion (ETHOS): https://bit.ly/32H32nf. 
14.	 Mr Andor’s reply on behalf of the Commission, 

E-2564/10EL, 2 June 2010: https://bit.ly/3bS8rcb.
15.	 ECRE, The Right to Housing for Beneficiaries of 

international protection, December 2016: https://bit.
ly/3CWQDbK, p. 4 et seq.

16.	 UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (CESCR), General Comment No. 7: The right to 
adequate housing (Art.11.1): forced evictions on 20 
May 1997, E/1998/22: https://bit.ly/3wqMUAM, para. 
13.

17.	 CESCR, on 20 May 1997, Ibid, para. 16.
18.	 Iefimerida, “Mitarakis: 10,000 refugees and migrants 

outside accommodation structures since today”, 1 
June 2020: https://bit.ly/2Zg5zDe.

19.	 CESCR, on 20 May 1991, Ibid., OHCHR, 2009, 
Ibid., pp. 29-34 and FEANTSA, Housing-Related 
Binding Obligations on States from European and 
International Case Law, 13 June 2016: https://bit.
ly/3BYEm5h. 

20.	 Fondation Abbé Pierre & FEANTSA, Sixth Overview 
of Housing Exclusion in Europe, May 2021, available 
at: https://bit.ly/3bZQTdW, p.17 and Evi Saltou, 
“Homeless People: The “Invisible” People Living 
Among Us”, in.gr, 28 November 2020: https://bit.
ly/303jDQr. 

21.	 Ministry of Labour, Social Insurance and Social 
Solidarity, Summary Results of Recorded Cases of 
Homelessness, May 2018: https://bit.ly/3Dt9oDV.

22.	 See also European Parliament Resolution on access 
to decent and affordable housing for all in December 
2020: https://bit.ly/2ZdQXnI. 

23.	 European Commission, “European platform to 
combat homelessness launched”, 21 June 2021: 
https://bit.ly/2ZjrXvw; “The European Pillar of Social 
Rights in 20 principles”: https://bit.ly/2ZiOsAI. 

24.	 Ministry of Migration and Asylum, International 
Protection - Annex A, October 2021: https://bit.
ly/3FnaMIO.

25.	 Ministry of Immigration and Asylum, “Key points 
of the interview of the Minister of Immigration and 
Asylum, Mr Notis Mitarakis, on the German website of 
Bild”, 1 November 2021: https://bit.ly/3FZsqCM. 

26.	 Ministry of Migration and Asylum, ESTIA 2021 
factsheet: September-October-November, https://
bit.ly/3n3g3OS. 
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27.	 National Centre for Social Solidarity (EKKA), Situation 
Update: Unaccompanied Children (UAC) in Greece, 15 
November 2021: https://bit.ly/32zb6G7. 

28.	 See the relevant section “Statistics” and “National 
situation on the refugee/migration issue” on the 
Ministry of Migration and Asylum website: https://
bit.ly/3E68Sfr. 

29.	 Joint Ministerial Decision 42799/2021, Designation of 
third countries qualified as safe, and establishment 
of a national list as defined in Article 86 of L. 
4636/2019(A’ 169), 7 June 2021, available at: https://
bit.ly/3cr2dA3; 

30.	 Including the sources which, paradoxically, 
accompany the otherwise positive recommendation 
of the competent Asylum Service Director, to the 
definition of Turkey as ‘safe’. Ministry of Immigration 
and Asylum, Recommendation on the designation 
of Turkey as a Safe Third Country, 14 May 2021: 
https://bit.ly/3FLAPK3.For more details, see among 
others: HIAS & Equal Rights Beyond Borders, 
“The Greek Asylum Service shall at last notify the 
“recommendation” according to which Turkey has 
been designated as a safe third country and appears 
to be supporting the contrary”, 23 July 2021: https://
bit.ly/3oLKkSe; Greek Council for Refugees & Refugee 
Support Aegean (RSA), “Action for annulment of the 
Decision which identified Turkey as a safe third 
country”, 7 October 2021: https://bit.ly/3x2V4zp; 
Greek Council for Refugees et.al., “Greece deems 
Turkey “safe”, but refugees are not: The substantive 
examination of asylum applications is the only safe 
solution for refugees” (see also relevant sources), 14 
June 2021: https://bit.ly/34h00Xk. 

31.	 Refugee Support Aegean (RSA), “The 1951 Refugee 
Convention is under threat: Europe is turning Greece 
into an anti-refugee policy workshop”, June 2021: 
https://bit.ly/3nwJM3q.

32.	 AIDA, Country Report on Greece (2020 update), June 
2021: https://bit.ly/3rt7AaZ, pp. 54-56.

33.	 Article 17(2) DIRECTIVE 2013/33/EU. 
34.	 ECtHR, Case M.S.S Against Belgium and Greece, 

Appeal no. 30696/09, 21 January 2010: https://bit.
ly/3cYSi51. 

35.	 European Commission, Action Plan on Integration 
and Inclusion, 24 November 2020: https://bit.
ly/3G1m71g, p.7.

36.	  International Organization for Migration (IOM), SMS 
Factsheets, September 2020: https://bit.ly/3GOHvYV. 

37.	 For example, Greek Council for Refugees & Oxfam, 
Lesbos Bulletin (January-February 2020): https://bit.
ly/3qVbokK. 

38.	 National Coordination Centre for Border Control, 
Immigration and Asylum, National situation on 
refugee/migration issue, 18 November 2021: https://
bit.ly/3x8gxHm. 

39.	 International Organization for Migration (IOM), SMS 
Factsheets, October 2021: https://bit.ly/3nD8bnT.

40.	 For example, EfSyn, “Kara Tepe is shutting down 
permanently while the wretchedness of the living 

conditions in Elaionas Refugee Camp is a fact”, 7 
May 2021: https://bit.ly/3dfU2r2. It was observed 
that there was no plan for the evacuation of squats. 
Greek Council for Refugees “Christmas, the journey 
through homelessness continues: from the refugee 
journey to the streets of Athens”, 23 December 2019: 
https://bit.ly/3Ijsgba.

41.	 For more, amongst others, see ECRE, Asylum in 
Greece: a situation beyond judicial control?, June 
2021: https://bit.ly/3q56NeU. 

42.	 Among many others, ARSIS, Greek Council for 
Refugees and others, “Joint Declaration of 6 
organisations on the practices of illegal pushbacks in 
Greece”, 15 February 2021: https://bit.ly/3FBs5G1 and 
Refugee Support Aegean (RSA), Timetable for illegal 
pushbacks and violations of human rights at sea, 29 
December 2020: https://bit.ly/30RuFc8. 

43.	 Kondilis, H., et al., The impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on Migrants, Refugees and Asylum Seekers 
in Greece: A Retrospective Analysis of National 
Surveillance Data (February-November 2020), 18 
February 2021: https://bit.ly/3nzZSJz.

44.	 Information collected at a meeting of the Health 
Working Group on 27 October 2021. 

45.	 Since the beginning of the pandemic, residents of 
all reception and hosting facilities of third-country 
nationals have been subject to severe restrictions on 
their movement. For example, pursuant to the latest 
relevant Joint Ministerial Decision, with exceptions, 
only family or group representatives can move, 
only to satisfy their basic needs and only within a 
specified timeframe (7:00-21:00). Joint Ministerial 
Decision D1 a/General Register No/off. 69136/2021 
- Government Gazette 5138/B/5-11-2021: https://bit.
ly/3pcJhuT.

46.	 International Rescue Committee (IRC), The Cruelty 
of Containment: The Mental Health Toll of the 
EU’s ‘Hotspot’ Approach on the Greek Islands, 
17 December 2020: https://bit.ly/3qMjivh and 
MÉDECINS SANS FRONTIÈRES, “One year after Moria 
fires, Europe continues to deprive refugees, migrants 
and asylum seekers of their dignity on the Greek 
Islands”, September 2021: https://bit.ly/3cz8yJR. 

47.	  International Rescue Committee (IRC), 17 December 
2021, Ibid.

48.	 For example, until October 2021, 5 of the mainland 
refugee camps continued to be inaccessible to public 
transport. International Organization for Migration 
(IOM), October 2021, Ibid.

49.	 See also Action for Education, Amnesty International 
and 43 other organisations, Walling off welcome: 
New reception facilities in Greece reinforce a policy 
of refugee containment and exclusion, September 
2021: https://bit.ly/3cBQONW. 

50.	 European Commission, 24 November 2020, Ibid, p. 7.
51.	 Greek Council for Refugees, “The New Closed and 

Controlled Access Centre in Samos: An isolated 
“Modern Prison?”, 18 November 2021: https://bit.
ly/3x9hi2K.
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52.	 For example, AlJazeera, “Prisons in paradise: 
Refugees detentions in Greece raise alarm”, 22 
October 2021: https://bit.ly/3qTeJ3X. 

53.	 Fortunately, families with young children were 
released in April 2021. However, it remains to be seen 
whether that marked the dawning of a new, different 
era for refugee reception or a temporary exception. 
Equal Rights Beyond Borders, Detained and Forgotten 
at the Gates of the EU: Detention of Migrants on the 
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Refugee Support Aegean (RSA), Et.al, The Workings of 
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International Rescue Committee (IRC) et.al, Joint NGO 
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https://bit.ly/3nHew1y. 
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October 2021, Ibid.
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111. L.4674/2020 and the relevant Joint Ministerial 
Decision 13348, Greek Official Gazette B’ 1190/7-4-
2020.

66.	 For example, euronews, “Refugees in Victoria Square: 
“We have nowhere to go, no one cares about us”, 16 
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