
GREEK ECONOMIC OUTLOOK 2018/35 85

Migration and refugee flows 
into Greece during the period 
2015-2017: A descriptive analysis

Evangelia Kasimati*1,

Roy Panagiotopoulou**

1. Introduction

From the middle of 2015 Greece started to receive an 
unprecedented volume of refugee and migrant flows,2 
which peaked during the year and continued thereaf-
ter, albeit on a smaller scale. In 2015 the largest num-
ber of refugees and migrants arrived by sea via the 
Aegean islands situated near the Turkish coast.

This article aims to provide a historical description of 
migrant flows and their characteristics.3 We focus, in 
particular, on the expansion and development of this 
phenomenon from 2015 to 2017. Subsequently, we 
present the findings of Greek and international stud-
ies which analyse the ways refugees and migrants 
affect the economy through public expenditure, the 
labour market, economic developments and welfare 
programmes. Despite the fact that the majority of ref-
ugees is unwilling to remain in Greece,4 the oppor-
tunities to relocate to other European countries have 
been reduced, thus a large number of newcomers are 
forced to remain in the country. This calls for a speedy 

assessment of the situation and the timely application 
of economic and social integration policies (see also 
Cavounidis 2017: 45-46).

Applying this framework, attitudes and perceptions of 
the Greek society are examined with regard to oppor-
tunities for the public acceptance and social integra-
tion of migrants, while xenophobic reactions of a sig-
nificant part of the population are also reviewed. The 
latter have improved slightly, showing signs of human-
itarian solidarity, mainly due to the increased presence 
of migrants after the closure of the northern borders 
and the unintended entrapment of the migrants in 
Greek territory.

In the current article, we also examine the financial 
support provided to Greece by the EU, as well as pres-
ent data on refugees and migrants who stay in Greece 
in closed camps or in other forms of hospitality accom-
modations. Finally, this article presents data related to 
the applications for international protection and oppor-
tunities for the movement/relocation of refugees and 
reunifications with their families, aiming to present an 
inclusive review of the developments of migrant move-
ments in the country and the effect that they have on 
local communities. 

Given the continuing arrival of refugees and migrants 
to Greece and the unsatisfactory system of repatria-
tion of those who are not eligible for asylum (result-
ing in direct negative effects for island communities), 
it is imperative that 1) the data and documentation of 
the efforts of the Greek state to deal with this unprec-
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as an east gate to enter the EU declares the country as 
a very attractive migrant destination either for perma-
nent residence or as a transit land allowing permanent 
settlement in a North European country. 

After the war, population movements in Greece have 
been shaped by considerable changes concerning their 
destination and their nationalities and migration motiva-
tions. In brief, migration flows in Greece can be distin-
guished in the following time periods (see Table 1):

• 1951-1970: Net migration of the Greek population 
was rather negative due to the massive migration 
of Greeks to Northern European countries (mainly 
Germany, Belgium, Sweden and France).

• 1971-1990: Net migration diminished and gradual-
ly became positive because many Greeks, espe-
cially from European countries, decided to return 
to Greece. In parallel, a small number of foreign 
migrants started to migrate to the country.

• 1991-2000: Net migration was clearly positive be-
cause many foreign migrants (mostly from Alba-
nia, Palestine, Kurdistan, Bulgaria, Romania, etc.) 
came in braves to Greece to seek employment and 
permanently reside in the country or move towards 
other EU countries or, finally, after some years of 
stay, return to their home country. 

• 2001-2011: Net migration gradually declined be-
cause many foreign migrants decided to leave the 
country. 

edented phenomenon be further analyzed, and 2) the 
official policies regarding immigration and the actions 
of other EU countries be reviewed. Immigration-related 
challenges do not merely represent policy issues for 
the country accepting migrant flows; in the long run, 
they develop into a phenomenon of social integration 
and acceptance of foreigners to the national social net 
and, as such, demand complicated political initiatives 
and decisions with long duration. It seems that neither 
EU states nor Greece are yet adequately prepared to 
effectively deal with new long-term migration flows or 
redesign economic and social policies to foster the de-
velopment and prosperity of their societies. Addition-
ally, the local population is not sufficiently informed of 
the advantages that migrants and refugees are able to 
bring, resulting in a wave of nationalism in many EU 
countries during recent years which expresses itself 
through the absolute rejection of any efforts to inte-
grate a large number of migrants into these societies. 

2. Historical overview of migration flows 
from and to Greece

After the Second World War, Greece witnessed rigor-
ous migration activity over many years, first as a mi-
grant sending country, then as the destination of re-
turning Greek migrants from Europe and the former 
Soviet Union countries, and finally, as a migrant receiv-
ing country, with flows coming mainly from the Bal-
kans, Africa and Asia.5 Greece’s geographical position 

5. For a detailed analysis regarding the various migration waves, their duration and their socio-economic composition during the 20th cen-

tury from and to Greece, see Lianos and Cavounidis, 2012.

TABLE 1  Natural population growth and migration flows per decade from 1951 to 2011

Period Births Deaths Natural 
population 

growth

Migration flows

Greeks Foreign Total

1951-1960 1,533,249 577,212 956,037 - 244,450 24,165 - 220,285

1961-1970 1,532,475 693,050 839,425 - 497,169 37,832 - 459,337

1971-1980 1,338,877 801,509 637,368 265,552 78,856 334,408

1981-1990 1,183,634 911,193 272,441 251,190 - 4,148 247,042

1991-2000 1,021,361 999,764 21,617 52,746 629,817 682,563

2001-2011 1,098,440 1,062,785 35,654 -267,620 150,187 -117,433

Sources: Hellenic Statistical Authority, Population and Housing Census 1928-1984. KEPE, Population of Greece, Athens 1978 and 
<http://www.inade.gr/forum/Klimis.htm>.
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2014 to a historic high of 1.3 million applications in 
2015 and stabilized at 1.2 million in 2016 for 28 Eu-
ropean countries.9 

The main countries of entry for the recent migration 
and refugee flows into the EU are Greece and Italy; Bul-
garia, Hungary, Serbia, Croatia, Slovakia and FYROM 
are the main countries of transit. On the contrary, the 
three main countries of destination for asylum seek-
ers are Germany, Austria and France, with Germany 
accounting for 34% of migrants and 60% of asylum 
seekers in 2016, according to Eurostat (data as of 
6/6/2017). The following figures show increased mi-
gration and refugee net flows10 into the EU (Chart 1) 
and to Greece (Chart 2).

Migration into Europe is not a recent phenomenon. 
To approach the continent, migrants traditionally use 
three Mediterranean routes: the Western, the Central 
and the Eastern Mediterranean route.11 Depending on 
the reason for migration, the most appropriate route 
is chosen, taking into consideration border controls 
and the level of border protection, the availability of 
public transport and the legal regime towards migrants 
in each country of destination or transit. (Alexandridis 
and Dalkiran 2017: 11-14).

The West Mediterranean route that connects Moroc-
co with Europe (via Spain and France) is a tradition-
al path for the populations of northern and western 
Africa. 

The Central Mediterranean route starts in Egypt, or 
more often in Libya, and leads to Malta or Italy. Tak-
ing into consideration the long nautical distances be-
tween the coast of Africa and the coasts of Italy or 
Malta, this route is considered exceptionally danger-

However, from 2010 onwards a new migration phe-
nomenon of the Greek population has been observed 
which is closely related with the fiscal crisis and the 
difficulties encountered by young, educated people to 
find an appropriate job.6 It is estimated that accord-
ing to the data of the General Secretariat for Greeks 
Abroad of the Foreign Affairs Ministry, the number of 
Greeks who migrated from 2010 to 2015 is approxi-
mately 332,000.7 

Despite the various fluctuations of migration flows to-
wards Greece, the country displays remarkably high 
citizenship cohesion. In 1981 only 1,8% of the total 
population had foreign citizenship; in 1991 the cor-
responding percentage decreased slightly to 1,6%,; 
in 2001 it increased considerably, reaching 7% due 
to incoming economic migrants, and in 2011 the ris-
ing tendency continued and reached 8,4%.8 From 
mid-1990 onwards the foreign person’s percentage 
has been about 8-10% of the total population and is 
slightly above the EU average (Kontis: under publica-
tion p. 22).

3. Migration and refugees flows 

The migration flows into the EU countries –refugees, 
economic migrants, asylum seekers and illegal mi-
grants– increased drastically starting from the sec-
ond half of the 2010s. According to the data pub-
lished by Eurostat, 4.5 million people arrived into the 
EU in 2015, the highest annual inflow of migrants in 
history. During the previous year 3.8 million people 
arrived, while until then annual migration flows had 
never exceeded 4 million people. The number of 
asylum applications increased from 626 thousand in 

6. Concerning the difficulties in finding employment due to the unprecedented increase of unemployment (26,5% for 2014), and especially 

of youth unemployment (about 52,4% for the age group 15-24 years of age), in addition to the unfavorable working conditions and low 

wages, see Cavounidis 2016: 29-31 and Lazaretou 2016: 37-41.

7. The figure derives from records of Greek Embassies abroad and is provided in an official report addressing the Greek Parliament in 

September 2016. As noted in the report’s introduction, the data figures approximate the real numbers because there is no obligatory reg-

istration procedure (Mouriki: under publication).

8. Hellenic Statistical Authority’s population census. Stateless persons with unknown citizenship are not included; however, citizens from 

other EU countries are counted.

9. Eurostat (6/6/2017), available at: <http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Asylum_statistics>. For comparison 

reasons it is worth mentioning that asylum applications in 1992, after the fall of Berlin Wall, were 672,000, and in the years 1996-2001, 

during the war in former Yugoslavia and the Kosovo crisis, the respective asylum applications exceeded slightly 400,000 persons 

annually.

10. Net flow is the difference between outgoing and incoming.

11. According to Frontex three other secondary migratory routes exist which are used less frequently. Precisely, the Western Balkan route, 

which is used by refugees/migrants from Greece, Turkey and Bulgaria to reach Central or Northern European countries, the Eastern Bor-

ders route connecting Russia and Ukraine with Romania and Hungary and the Circular route by Albania to Greece which is used mainly 

by Albanian economic migrants for seasonal work but also by a small number of migrants from Asian and African countries (http://frontex.

europa.eu/trends-and-routes/migratory-routes-map/).
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economic migrants realised that the roads to northern 
Europe were closed and the controls for legal transit 
and settlement have been intensified. Starting from 
April 2016, the majority of migrants and refugees en-
deavoured to pass to Europe via Italy.13

During the last years, when choosing transit routes to 
Greece, migrants/refugees have shown preference to 
sea over land routes, as transit from the Turkish coast 
to Greek islands is safer and quicker, and also due 
to the fact that since 2012 the borders of Evros have 
been protected with fence, making the illegal entrance 
of people via the land route difficult.

The effectiveness of border controls is presented in 
Chart 4, showing the number of arrests of illegal mi-
grants during the first 10 months of 2016 and 2017. 
In 2016, 196,659 people were arrested, while in 2017 
only 56,351. This difference (-71.35%) is crucial and 
demonstrates improvements in sea border controls 
as well as declines in migration flows via the Eastern 
Mediterranean route. Additionally, in 2015 and 2016 
the bulk of illegal migration passed through the islands 
of the Eastern Aegean, mainly Lesvos and Chios. The 
islands of Kos, Samos, Leros and Rhodes also suf-

ous (3,200 deaths in 2014; 2,900 in 2015; 4,581 in 
2016 and 2,832 in 2017).12

The Eastern Mediterranean route is traditionally used 
by the population of Asia and North Africa; it connects 
Central Europe with Turkey, Greece, Bulgaria and oth-
er Balkan countries. However, after 2014 (when 50,830 
people chose this route to migrate) it became the main 
transit route to Europe with an estimated 1 million peo-
ple choosing this path in 2015 (more than 885,000 
crossed the Greek borders, 17 times more than the year 
before). After the EU-Turkey Statement was signed on 
the 18 March, 2016 and the borders with FYROM were 
closed, the bulk of the migration flows were diverted to 
the Central Mediterranean route. 

Throughout 2015 Greece received 84% of the total mi-
gration flows via the Mediterranean. Monthly inflows 
of arrivals during the years 2015–2017 are shown in 
Chart 3. 

It is obvious that the number of arrivals of migrants 
and refugees dramatically reduced after the EU-Tur-
key Statement was reached; however, it is also obvi-
ous that migration continued despite the fact that the 

12. IOM (2015a), Addressing Complex Migration Flows in the Mediterranean: IOM Response Plan, Spotlight on South-Eastern Europe, avail-

able at: <https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/country/docs/seeeca/SEE-Adressing-Complex-Flows-in-the-Mediterranean.pdf>; IOM 

(2015b), Response Plan for the Mediterranean and Beyond, Addressing complex migration flows in the countries of origin, transit and desti-
nation, October 2015; available at: <https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/press_release/file/IOM-Response-Plan-for-the-Mediterranean-and-
Beyond-Oct2015.pdf>; and ΙΟΜ (2018), Mediterranean Migrant Arrivals Reached 171,635 in 2017; Deaths Reach 3,116, available at: <https://

www.iom.int/news/mediterranean-migrant-arrivals-reached-171635-2017-deaths-reach-3116>. 

13. In 2015, 155,842 migrants refugees arrived in Italy, in 2016 there were 181,436, and in 2017 the number decreased (119,310 persons), 

however it still remains the highest number in comparison with other EU countries that receive migrant/refugee arrivals. See IOM (2017) 

and IOM (2018).

CHART 1
Migration and refugee net flows to the EU, 
2005-2015

5,000,000

4,500,000

4,000,000

3,500,000

3,000,000

2,500,000

2,000,000

1,500,000

1,000,000

500,000

0

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

Immigrants Refugees

Source: Eurostat.

CHART 2
Migration and refugee net flows to Greece, 
2005-2015
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the biggest part (34%) are provided various accommo-
dations (e.g. flats, hotels) that are rented for this pur-
pose by the High Commission for Refugees of the UN 
and NGOs. 

The distribution of refugees/migrants who entered 
Greece in 2015, according to their origin, is: 56% Syrian, 
25% Afghan, 10% Iraqi and 9% who belong to other na-

fered significant difficulties from migration flows. This 
trend holds even after the EU-Turkey Statement was 
reached. 

As of August 2017, there were 62,206 refugees/mi-
grants in Greece (see Annex, Table Α). Approximately 
23% of those are hosted in reception facilities in the 
Aegean islands, 12% in reception facilities in Attica and 

CHART 4
Migrants arrested by police and port authorities for illegal entry and residence
(Jan.-Oct. 2016 and Jan.-Oct. 2017)
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CHART 3
Monthly flow of arrivals of refugees and migrants in Greece (2015-2017)
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According to the OECD (2015), during the first stages 
of the refugee crisis, public expenses incurred by Ger-
many –cost of support and integration into the job mar-
ket– were estimated at 0.5% of GDP in 2016 and 2017. 
Corresponding figures for Austria and Sweden were 
0.3% of GDP and 0.9% of GDP, respectively. Conse-
quently, rising public expenses to address immigration 
issues were estimated to increase total demand in the 
European economy by 0.1% - 0.2% of GDP. Addition-
ally, the same study estimates that for Jordan total 
public expenses in dealing with Syrian refugee flows 
were 1.8% of GDP in 2013 and 2.4% in 2014 (Nasser 
and Symansky, 2014).

The IMF (2016)17 also estimated additional budget-
ary strains for European economies. Specifically, 
higher budget expenses, compared to 2014, took 
place in 2015 and 2016 in Austria (0.08% and 0.23% 
of GDP, accordingly), in Finland (0.04% and 0.28% 
of GDP), in Sweden (0.2% and 0.7% of GDP) and in 
Germany (0.12% and 0.27% of GDP). For Greece an 
estimated increase was 0.17% of GDP in 2015. Thus, 
GDP-weighted average public expenses for asylum 
seekers of the EU member states were estimated to 
have risen by 0.05% and 0.1% of GDP in 2015 and in 
2016, respectively, compared to 2014. The same study 
estimated that in the medium term the present value of 
budget contributions of migrants is positive for those 
who reached the country of destination, and were 10 
to 45 years of age, with the aim of permanent reloca-
tion. Greece, a country hosting and providing transit to 
migrants, is unlikely to benefit from migration, as due 
to high unemployment (20.5% in September 201718) 
Greece is not a country of final destination, except for 
0.8% of the asylum seekers. 

4.2. The labour market

The European labour market is estimated to experi-
ence a minor positive shock from the entrance of a 
new workforce.19 The number of asylum applications 
compared to the EU workforce represent around 0.5% 
of the total, while asylum applications made for Ger-
many represent 1% of the workforce of the country. 
For Greece, the percentage is significantly lower as 

tionalities. Among them, 45% are men, 20% are women 
and 35% are children. The main nationalities applying 
for asylum to remain in Greece (data from 2013 until the 
first quarter of 2017) are Syrians (38%), Afghans (12%), 
Pakistanis (12%), Iraqis (8%) and Albanians (4%). Of 
those who applied for asylum, 32% are below 18 years 
of age, 48% belong to the 18-34 age group, 19% to the 
35-64 age group and only 1% is above 65 years of age. 
Finally, gender distribution is 49% men, 20% women 
and 31% children (Asylum Service, 2017).

The 2016 distribution of migrants/refugees according 
to nationality is not significantly different from that of 
2015: 46.5% Syrian, 24.2% Afghan, 15.2% Iraqi, 4.9% 
Pakistani, 3.1% Iranian and 6.0% who are not identi-
fied.14 It is notable that in 2016 the asylum applications 
of Syrians represented 52% of total asylum applica-
tions in Greece. 

4. The impact of the migration flows 
on the economy

4.1. Public accounts

According to the Bank of Greece (2016, p. 79) a mi-
gration crisis mainly impacts three general areas: 
economic development (fiscal parameters, the labour 
market and the economic growth rate), the sustainabil-
ity of the social security system, and, on social and 
political levels, the integration and acceptance of for-
eigners by local communities. 

To address the humanitarian crisis, the EU approved 
the support programme totaling €9.2 billion for the 
period 2015-16, which was directed at countries 
providing transit and hosting migrants.15 In addition 
to those funds, every country that is involved in the 
transit and hosting of migrants deals with the cost 
of examining asylum applications and transporting 
refugees to other EU countries. The average cost 
for a European state for processing asylum seekers 
was estimated at 0.08% of GDP in 2014, increased 
to 0.14% of GDP in 2015 and for 2016 is estimated 
to be 0.22%. In Greece, such costs for 2015 were 
slightly higher than the European average, totaling 
0.17% of GDP.16 

14. <http://migration.iom.int/docs/2016_Flows_to_Europe_Overview.pdf>.

15. OECD (2015), Migration Policy Debates No 8, November 2015.

16. IMF (2016), The Refugee Surge in Europe: Economic Challenges, January 2016.

17. Ibid.

18. Hellenic Statistical Authority (ELSTAT) <https://www.statistics.gr/el/statistics/-/publication/SJO02/->.

19. IMF (2016), The Refugee Surge in Europe: Economic Challenges, January 2016.
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ment conditions and more money. Similarly, migrants 
with high educational attainment transfer to the country 
of destination know-how and skills which, in combina-
tion with those of the domestic population, increase pro-
ductivity. According to Credit Suisse (2015)24 migrant 
employment is expected to increase the productivity of 
the EU from 0.2% to 1.3% per year from 2015 to 2023, 
while the study does not examine whether this occurs 
regardless of the migrants’ education and vocational 
training. The sectors with the highest demand for the 
employment of migrants with high educational attain-
ment are engineers in Germany and Sweden and doc-
tors in the United Kingdom. According to an OECD sur-
vey (2016), the cost of vocational training for a refugee 
doctor in the United Kingdom is calculated at around 
25,000 GBP; namely, it amounts to approximately 1/10 
of the cost of training of a new doctor.25

The population of the EU is ageing, which is mainly due 
to the low fertility rate (1.55 births per woman26), which 
is well below the population’s reproduction rate (ap-
proximately 2 births per woman), and to the increase in 
life expectancy. The ageing of the population leads to 
fiscal problems, forcing governments to pay more mon-
ey for the provision of pensions and social benefits to 
the older generations, without, however, collecting the 
corresponding taxes and insurance contributions from 
the younger generations. Statistically, the economically 
active population in the EU is expected to decrease by 
3.5% over the period 2015-2020.27 Given that the mi-
grants’ are relatively young (29% minors, 53% from 18 
to 34 years old),28 their presence is expected to have 
a positive impact on the demographic characteristics 
of the country of destination. As a consequence, the 
economically active population increases and the tax 
base is respectively expanded, despite the lower wag-
es. Moreover, due to the different culture, migration 
increases births, temporarily boosting the population, 
while, at the same time, it increases diversity, which is 
also mentioned by Legrain (OECD 2016: 20-41) as be-
ing one of the 7D benefits. According to his research, 

10,000 asylum applications in 2015 corresponded to 
only 0.2% of the workforce.20 According to the High 
Commission of the UN,21 45% of Syrian refugees in 
Greece (representing 30% of all asylum applicants in 
2015) are high school graduates and 29% have a uni-
versity degree (data as of January 2016).

The integration of refugees into the labour market is 
slow, mainly due to the following reasons: 1) the insuf-
ficient knowledge of the language of the destination 
country, 2) the absence of starting capital for the cre-
ation of business (self-employment) and 3) the insuffi-
cient preparation for relocation to the new country, re-
sulting in a lack of recognition of high qualifications.22 
According to Eurostat (2008), migrants who are under 
the international protection regime face bigger difficul-
ties integrating into the job market. Although around 
75% of those who migrate to study or work succeed 
in finding employment during the second year in res-
idence, the above-mentioned migrant group needs 6 
years to achieve a 50% employability rate and 15 years 
to achieve a 75% rate of employment. 

Additionally, IMF research (2016)23 concerning the in-
tegration of migrants into the German labour market 
shows a 30% difference between the compensation of 
local workers and migrants who do not speak German. 
This difference in compensation decreases after mi-
grants learn German and qualify at German technical 
institutions. Yet, even then, a 12% difference in remu-
neration remains, which tends to disappear after a 20-
year residence in the country. 

4.3. Economic growth

Another sector which is affected by migration is eco-
nomic growth. Migrants without sufficient work experi-
ence usually occupy lower-paid employment positions 
which the domestic population is unwilling to undertake. 
Therefore, domestic employees are upgraded and usu-
ally occupy employment positions with better employ-

20. Hellenic Statistical Authority (ELSTAT), <www.statistics.gr/statistics/-/publication/SJO01/->.

21. UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), Profiling of Syrian arrivals on Greek islands in January 2016, 23 February 2016.

22. Migration Policy Center, From Refugees to Workers, Mapping Labour-Market Integration Support Measures for Asylum Seekers and 
Refugees in EU Member States, various authors, 2016, page 16.

23. IMF Staff Discussion Note (2016), The refugee surge in Europe: Economic Challenges, January 2016, various authors.

24. Credit Suisse (2015), Can migrants boost European growth, ease labor constraints?

25. OECD (2016), Refugees are not a burden but an opportunity, available at: <www.oecd.org/social/refugees-are-not-a-burden-but-an-op-

portunity.htm>. Thus, they attempt to cover medical specialties that are scarce.

26. Credit Suisse (2015), Can Migrants boost European growth, ease labor constraints?

27. European Commission Report (2016), Employment and social developments in Europe 2015.

28. European Commission (2016), An Economic Take on the Refugee Crisis, July 2016. 
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4.4. The welfare state 

The services offered by the welfare state to migrants 
and refugees obviously incur a cost. The OECD (2015) 
estimates that each person spends around €8,000–
12,000 in his/her first year of stay in the new country, 
which is decreasing due to the implementation of fast-
track procedures.31 The cost is mainly allocated to the 
accommodation of these persons in rented homes or 
reception facilities, social benefits, language educa-
tion and policies for integration into society and the 
labour market.32 

A study by Rowthorn (2008) on the United Kingdom 
estimated that immigrants paid, in tax year 2003-04, 
41.2 billion GBP in taxes and used 41.6 billion GBP for 
services and social benefits. Thus, their financial con-
tribution was -0.4 billion GBP. Through the appropriate 
adjustments (asylum support, multicultural relations 
and specially adjusted education, additional medical 
costs, defense costs as well as adjustment of the bud-
get) there is a resulting positive financial contribution 
of 0.6 billion GBP.33 The example of Sweden, which is 
set out in the study of Ruist (2015),34 shows a signifi-
cant variation in the allocation of fiscal costs between 
the domestic population and refugees. Social support 
programmes and integration policies incur a tenfold 
cost per person, whereas the employability cost is 
fourfold. On the other hand, the domestic population 
uses 4.5 times more money for pensions, an additional 
67% for education and around 35% for the health sys-
tem (Ruist, 2015).

On the basis of Eurostat calculations, 23,150 unac-
companied children (apart from the refugees’ chil-
dren) entered the EU in 2014, their number soaring to 
96,465 in 2015 and decreasing to 63,290 in 2016. This 
unprecedented number of unaccompanied children 
requires social care both at the level of basic needs 
and at the level of education. In Greece, around 2,500 
refugees’ children obtained access to education (Eu-
ropean Commission, 2017), a figure which is very low 
as compared to the number of school-age minors, but 

the potential benefits (7D dividends) of the migration 
flows to the local societies are:

•  Boost of demand (demand dividend);

•  Refugees work on jobs that locals avoid (4D divi-
dends): dirty, difficult, dangerous and dull jobs;

•  Higher-skilled refugees fill gaps in labour market 
(deftness dividend);

•  Increased productivity and enhanced entrepre-
neurship and innovation (dynamism dividend);

•  Contribution in culture (diversity dividend);

•  Age renewal of ageing societies (demographic div-
idend);

•  Contribution in public finances and especially in 
public health and social welfare system (debt divi-
dend).

A study of the European Commission (2016) esti-
mates that migration is expected to have a positive 
impact on the GDP of the country of destination, in-
creasing it by 0.1-0.2% per year by 2020, decreas-
ing, however, the real wage by 0.1% due to the lower 
remuneration of migrants as compared to the native 
population.29 Nevertheless, a significant increase of 
employment by 0.2-0.3% is projected for the same 
period. Moreover, in the long term, there is a qualita-
tive improvement in Greece’s human capital, which 
drives the domestic population to improve its skills.30 
At the same time, it is observed that, in the medium 
and long term, the immigrants’ rate of entrepreneur-
ship improves investments and international trade. 
Finally, the economy of the countries from which the 
migrants originate also benefits both through the re-
mittances sent to their families and through the com-
mercial transactions carried out between their coun-
try of origin and country of residence. A characteristic 
example is Ethiopia, one of the countries with strong 
migrant flows abroad, which, over the last decade, 
has rates of growth from +8.8% to +12.4% of the 
GDP per year.

29. European Commission (2016), An Economic Take on the Refugee Crisis, July 2016. 

30. Foged M. and Peri G. (2016), Immigrants’ Effect on Native Workers: New Analysis on Longitudinal Data, American Economic Journal: 
Applied Economics, Vol. 8, No 2, April 2016.

31. OECD (2015), Migration Policy Debates No 8, November 2015.

32. Ruist, J. (2015), The fiscal cost of refugee immigration: the example of Sweden, Population and Development Review, December 

2015.

33. Rowthorn, R. (2008), The fiscal impact of immigration on the advanced economies, Oxford University Press, Table 2, data from the 

Institute for Public Policy Research.

34. Ruist, J. (2015), The fiscal cost of refugee immigration: the example of Sweden, Population and Development Review, December 2015, 

Table 4.
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citizens of other European countries and they fear that 
their quality of life will be downgraded. An explana-
tion of this attitude could be the frequent fluctuations 
of the economy and the labour market, but as well 
the state’s negligence to set up and follow a consis-
tent policy for permitting migrants to reside legally in 
the country and forbidding illegal residence and work 
for a great number of migrants (Kontis: under publi-
cation). The unprecedented growth of migrant flows 
from 2014 onwards has exacerbated these xenopho-
bic perceptions.

A Eurostat pilot research (2011) aimed to record the 
economic and social situation of migrants in compar-
ison to the entire EU population and to build indices 
of integration, which take under consideration cer-
tain basic variables of employment, education, social 
integration and active citizenship.37 The main results 
of the research regarding Greece are summarized as 
follows: 

• There is a huge difference between the percent-
age of self-employed migrants to natives (-19%, by 
far the biggest difference in the EU), which seems 
to follow the corresponding high percentage of 
self-employed natives,

• There were discrepancies between qualifications 
and work position in the age group 20-64 for mi-
grants (66% for Greece, which is by far the highest 
percentage, while the EU average was 33%), 

• There is a considerable deficit in the educational 
levels of migrants who reside in Greece, which was 
estimated at 11%, 

• Extreme income disparities concerning the aver-
age available income of migrants in comparison to 
the native population were detected. For the age 
group 25-54, the difference was 75% less income 
than the native population. Consequently, there are 

is justified by the fact that these children’s families are 
constantly on the move.35

4.5. Social acceptance and inclusion

A negative stance of the Greek society regarding the 
social acceptance and/or inclusion of migrants/refu-
gees is not a new phenomenon. It appears as an ever-
lasting stance which reveals the anxieties and uncer-
tainties of a great part of Greek society. The results of 
the European Social Survey 2009,36 which examined 
the stances and perceptions of Greeks regarding mi-
grants and their residence in Greece, has, in brief, 
revealed the following results (Varouxi & Sarris 2012: 
24-26): The entry and residence of migrants in Greece 
should be allowed only for a few migrants (46.5%) or 
to no one (13.5%), even if they belong to the same 
race or are of Greek origin. More specifically, 83% of 
the respondents would not accept the entry and res-
idence of migrants in the country if they come from a 
different race or ethnic group. This percentage (from 
which 54.6% wants entry and stay to be allowed only 
to very few, while 28.5% believes that no one should 
be allowed to enter or reside) is nearly twice as high as 
the corresponding percentage of all responses from 
all European countries, which was 48.6%. 

More than half of the respondents (51.7%) stated that 
the presence of foreigners “is harmful for the econ-
omy” (also the highest percentage in comparison to 
the European average, which was 26.2%). One in two 
Greeks (50.4%) feels that the country’s cultural life (co-
hesion and homogeneity) is “threatened” by migrants 
and believes that it gets downgraded. Additionally, 
53.5% of the Greek sample stated that the presence of 
migrants in the country makes it a worse place to live. 

It is obvious that Greeks feel threatened by the pres-
ence of migrants in a clearly higher grade than the 

35. In May 2016, 40 camps-hotspots all over the country hosted 36,890 persons. Registered minors (0-18 years of age) made up about 

37% (13,677 persons) of the total population. According to the registration data, children 4-15 years of age (compulsory and preschool 

education) numbered about 8,000-8,500. The data of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees confirm that about 37% of arriving foreign-

ers (January-August 2016) were minors. Available at: <https://www.minedu.gov.gr/publications/docs2017/16_06_17_Epistimoniki_Epitro-

pi_Prosfygon_YPPETH_Apotimisi_Protaseis_2016_2017_Final.pdf>.

36. European Social Research (ESR) is being conducted at regular intervals in most European countries to capture the attitudes and per-

ceptions of European citizens on major issues and to allow for the identification of developments and comparisons on a time-scale basis. 

The National Center of Social Research conducts the respective research for Greece. The 4th round was held in 2008/2009. See European 

Social Survey Data, Rounds 1-4, <http://ess. nsd.uib.no>, and Papliakou, B., Stathopoulou, Th., Stratoudaki Ch. (eds.), (2011), Institutions, 
Values, Behaviours: Study on the results of European Social Research (2008-2009), Athens, National Center of Social Research.

37. The variables composing these indicators contain: participation in economic activity, unemployment, employment rates, self-employ-

ment, relation between job qualifications and employment, educational attainment, school leavers, median annual equalized disposable 

income, poverty risk, self-reported health status, immigrants who acquired citizenship or immigrants who acquired permanent or long-term 

residence. Available at: <http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3888793/5849845/KS-RA-11-009-EN.PDF/9dcc3b37-e3b6-4ce5-b910-

b59348b7ee0c>. 
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and refugees and try to provide dignified living con-
ditions in the receiving countries, but there are others 
who do not want their presence either in their neighbor-
hood or in tourism destinations which they plan to visit. 
Eurobarometer, the annual opinion poll of EU citizens 
conducted by the European Commission, indicates a 
shift in public opinion of the European citizens regard-
ing the problems they rank as the most important in 
recent years (see Charts 5 and 6). The economic situ-
ation together with immigration top the most important 
problems for the EU citizens after 2012.

Research conducted by Dianeosis (2016)39 asks the re-
spondents to evaluate the recent migration waves which 
came to Greece from 2014 onwards. Furthermore, be-
sides perceptions and attitudes of Greek citizens con-
cerning refugees, it examines also the actions taken to 
deal with the problems arising from their presence in 
Greek territory. Additionally, it examines whether Greek 
citizens are aware of the dimensions and intensity of the 
migration phenomenon and whether they believe that 
it is a transitory or a permanent situation. The results, 
briefly, are the following:40

Greeks believe almost unanimously (92%) that the EU 
“does not support Greece” in receiving refugees in the 
Aegean islands. From those, almost half (47%) consider 
that the EU “does not at all support Greece”. The ma-

a high percentage of migrants who are at risk of 
poverty or social exclusion.38 

According to PEW research (Wike R., Stokes B. and K. 
Simmons, 2016) in 10 EU countries, 59% of the respon-
dents believe that refugees will raise terrorism in the 
receiving country. Furthermore, 50% consider refugees 
as a burden for the labour market, while another 30% 
assumes that refugees are more prone to criminality 
than the native population. In Greece the attitudes ex-
pressed are clearly more the negative regarding the la-
bour market since 72% of Greeks believe that refugees 
and migrants will influence negatively the possibilities to 
find a job. This may be associated with the rapid rise of 
unemployment and with labour uncertainty in the years 
of economic crisis. Forty-three percent of the total sam-
ple maintains a negative image regarding Muslims, who 
make up the majority of refugees. The corresponding 
percentage for the Greek sample is 65%. This obvious 
negative attitude can be explained by the sudden arrival 
of such a big number of refugees and migrants, which 
instantly overturned traditional habits of local commu-
nities, causing an atmosphere of economic and social 
uncertainty. Of course, this negative attitude can be ex-
plained by other preexisting prejudices. 

Among EU citizens, opinions concerning the migration 
crisis differ. There are citizens who welcome migrants 

38. <http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3888793/5849845/KS-RA-11-009-EN.PDF/9dcc3b37-e3b6-4ce5-b910-b59348b7ee0c> and 

Varouxi X., & Sarris N., 2012: 21-22.

39. The research was conducted by the Organisation Dianeosis in a sample of 1,220 people covering all of Greece, from 7 to 15 January 

2016, using a questionnaire and under the title The refugee problem and the Greeks. Available at: <http://www.dianeosis.org/wp-content/

uploads/2016/02/immigration_04.pdf>.

40. <http://www.dianeosis.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/immigration_04.pdf>.
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Greek’s attitude towards allowing a work permit for ref-
ugees is positive (81%), in comparison to those who 
consider “it should not be allowed to give a work per-
mit” who make a lower percentage of 14%. Referring 
to the demographic problem, half of the respondents 
(51%) do not agree that refugees can help with solv-
ing the problem, in contrast to those who believe that 
they can (32%). Furthermore, almost half of the sam-
ple (49%) considers that refugees will burden public 
health and educational systems (41% disagree). Re-
garding cultural issues, half of the respondents do not 
believe that refugees can enrich Greek culture (36% 
agree that they can enrich national culture). About two 
out of three Greeks (66%) believe that refugees “could 
be integrated into Greek society because the majority 
of them are heads of families and peaceful people” 
and that “they can make Greece their second home” 
(61%). The results of this research deliver, for the first 
time, a slightly positive attitude of the native population 

jority of respondents (66%) is against the closing of the 
borders as a way to deter entry–transit. This is remark-
able if one considers that Greece has received, and is 
still receiving, considerable pressure from the migrant/
refugee flows. Two out of three Greeks (67%) express 
positive feelings towards refugees (compassion 38%, 
sorrow 29%, etc.) referring to the humanitarian problem 
they face. However, 29% of respondents express nega-
tive feelings (anxiety 16%, fear 4%, suspicion 3%, threat 
3%, etc.). Eighty-four percent declare sympathy for ref-
ugees and 66% have a positive impression of them, but 
have a less positive stance for migrants (59%). However, 
the issue of permanent residence for refugees in Greece 
is not accepted by the majority of the respondents. Re-
garding the highest number of refugees that Greece 
should host, 53% consider that it should not exceed 
10,000 people, a point of view that differs considerably 
from reality. More than sixty thousand refugees migrants 
were hosted in the country at the time of the research. 

TABLE 2  International arrivals to Airports in Greece

Airport 2016 2015 2014 % Change 
2016/2015

% Change 
2016/2014

Kos 848,682 970,662 1,011,367 -13% -16%

Lemnos 10,492 12,266 9,804 -14% +7%

Mytilene 31,480 75,475 75,139 -58% -58%

Samos 96,830 126,830 122,392 -24% -21%

Chios 2,266 7,224 8,228 -69% -72%

Total 989,750 1,192,497 1,226,930 -17% -19%

Total Greece 18,634,235 17,160,024 16,286,717 +9% +14%

Source: Hellenic Civil Aviation Authority, <http://www.ypa.gr/profile/statistics/yearstatistics/>.

TABLE 3  Cruise arrivals

Port 2016 2015 2014 % Change 
2016/2015

% Change 
2016/2014

Kos 19,222 18,227 42,040 +5% -54%

Lemnos 4,072 15,787 7,657 -74% -47%

Mytilene 13,923 24,894 34,150 -44% -59%

Samos 43,659 10,893 24,865 +301% +76%

Chios 21,933 25,229 16,963 -13% +29%

Total 102,809 95,030 125,675 +8% -24%

Total Greece 5,197,118 4,957,743 4,932,373 +5% +5%

Source: Hellenic Ports Association, <https://www.elime.gr/index.php/deltia-typou>.
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crisis in neighboring Turkey, arrivals of cruise passen-
gers to the majority of islands, with the exception of 
Samos, were most probably influenced by the migra-
tion crisis.

Regarding the above-mentioned research results, it be-
comes obvious that the tourism sector of islands that are 
close to Turkey has suffered a considerable decrease 
regarding tourist arrivals. Most probably this has conse-
quences, like a decrease of income deriving from tour-
ism activities, for the local population. This development 
may also explain the increase in the percentage of the lo-
cal population with a negative attitude towards migrants.

5. EU financial support to Greece, the creation 
of closed camps and the possibilities of relocation 
and family reunification for the refugees 

5.1. EU funding extended to Greece

As mentioned before, Greece is a main entrance gate 
and host country for refugees and migrants. Thus, 
and also taking into account the economic difficulties 

towards refugees and less so towards migrants, which 
does not mean that long lasting anxieties for social in-
clusion and the consequences for the socio-economic 
development of the country have been expunged.

Other research by the Greek Tourism Confederation 
(SETE) conducted in 2016, reports dissent mainly by 
German and British tourists regarding the Greek tourism 
market because of the migrant crisis. Specifically, the 
perception that their holidays would be negatively affect-
ed by refugees was enhanced in the second trimester of 
2016, compared to the previous trimester. Fifty-two per-
cent of the German and 55% of the British respondents41 
have declared this opinion. Examining the arrivals from 
abroad to the airports of islands that were affected by 
the migrant flows, a remarkable decrease of arrivals 
has been witnessed for the years 2015 and 2016, in 
comparison to 2014. For the country as a whole, total 
passenger arrivals from abroad have shown an increase 
of 9% and 14%, respectively (see Table 2 above).

A similar stance was adopted by cruise passengers 
traveling to the respective islands. As shown in Table 
3 above, despite the islands’ efforts to profit from the 

41. INSETE Intelligence (2016), Research Report, refugees/migrants, April, 2016.

CHART 7
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• Registering and screening irregular migrants;

• Debriefing migrants to gather intelligence regard-
ing smuggling networks;

• Channeling asylum seekers into the appropriate 
asylum procedure;

•  Coordinating the swift return of migrants with no 
right to international protection;

• Providing interpreters in order for the above func-
tions to take place.

These tasks were to be executed by a joint force of 
three EU agencies —Frontex, Interpol and European 
Asylum Support Office (EASO) officers— in coordina-
tion with the Greek local authorities and a represen-
tative officer of the Turkish authorities. In this sense, 
these camps simultaneously function as reception/re-
location centers and removal centers to the countries 
of previous residence. This is a safe procedure to dis-
tinguish refugees who have the right to apply for and 
receive asylum from economic migrants who do not. It 
is worthwhile to mention that often the right to apply for 
asylum is transgressed under the pressure of the huge 
numbers of applicants and the few places available in 
the closed camps (Amnesty International, 2016).

Evidently, the concept of hotspots as selection cen-
ters among economic migrants and refugees causes 
problems to the Greek authorities who are obliged to 
undertake the task of sending back those who entered 
the country illegally and do not want to be repatriated. 
Although the migrant/refugee flows have diminished 
considerably, their arrivals continue and therefore the 
closed camps have long surpassed the capacity to host 
them. The result is that housing and living conditions 
have become very problematic, even inhuman. Despite 
all kinds of concerns to move refugees from the islands 
to the mainland, especially vulnerable social groups, fi-
nally the Greek government could not avoid the strong 
pressure of the islands’ local authorities and allowed 
the moving of 5,701 persons to various camps on the 
mainland.43 In the hotspots, more and more people who 
have no right to apply for relocation but do not want to 
go back to their home countries aggravate the situa-
tion, causing tension and violent outbursts, ultimately 
creating a humanitarian and social problem44 that puts 

of the country, the support from the European Union 
was necessary as regards technical knowledge on 
dealing with crisis, funding and workforce. Out of total 
EU funding, €561 million is long-term financing from 
the European Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund 
(AMIF) and the Internal Security Fund (ISF). These 
funds are intended for the improvement of living con-
ditions of refugees/migrants, their integration into the 
society, the harmonization of the asylum system and 
the enhancement of border controls. In addition to the 
long-term financing, in the beginning of 2015, emer-
gency funding of €385.3 million was approved to sup-
port Greek authorities and international organisations 
dealing with the refugee crisis. As of 22/12/2017, from 
€946.3 million, only €405 million has been disbursed. 
In March 2016 a new financing tool was approved for 
Greece for 2016–2018, with a credit limit of €700 mil-
lion; up to 22/12/2017 programmes worth €401 million 
were approved, raising the total EU financing support 
to €1,347.3 million (see Chart 7 above).

5.2. The creation of closed camps (Hotspots) 

In accordance with the EU-Turkey Statement of 18 
March 2016, a new problem has appeared –that of the 
stranded refugees and migrants in the Greek territory. 
These stranded refugees include not only those who 
arrived before the EU-Turkey Statement and were dis-
persed all over the country, but also those who came 
after it and are hosted in closed installations (hotspots) 
created on the islands or who live outside those 
camps. From the Statement’s signing up to the end 
of 2016, 22,659 persons have arrived to Greece, while 
before the signing of the Statement (10.3.2016) the 
stranded numbered just 42,688 persons. At the end of 
the same year (31.12.2016) their number increased to 
62,784 persons, an increase of 47%.42 

Hotspots were created on the five islands that receive 
refugees or migrants (Leros, Lesvos, Chios, Samos and 
Kos) by using either already-existing open camps or by 
building new closed camps which were designed to 
discourage auspicious migrants to cross EU borders. 
Additionally, the scope was to restrict migration flows 
to EU countries. In brief, the main functions of closed 
camps are (Alexandridis & Dalkiran 2017: 15-16): 

42. ΙΟΜ (2017), available at: <http://migration.iom.int/docs/2016_Flows_to_Europe_Overview.pdf>.

43. More specifically, from October 16 to December 10, 2017, 5,701 persons were moved to the mainland from which 3,589 were asylum 

seekers settled on Lesvos island, see Georgiopoulou (2017), available at: <http://www.kathimerini.gr/938979/article/epikairothta/ellada/

metafer8hkan-5701-aitoyntes-asylo-apo-ta-nhsia-se-dyo-mhnes>.

44. Many NGOs, like Médecins Sans Frontières, Amnesty International and the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR), have expressed their con-

cerns regarding the function of hotspots and some organizations stepped back from the camps trying to actually demonstrate their denial 

of this policy (see Amnesty International 2016: 18-20).



98 GREEK ECONOMIC OUTLOOK 2018/35

reduced the number of those that will finally be able to 
relocate, whereas the procedure for transferring refu-
gees has been carried out very slowly (Amnesty Inter-
national, 2016). Of a total of 63,302 persons, 21,729 
persons, namely 1/3 of the applicants (34.3%), had 
relocated from Greece by 31.1.2018.47 Moreover, the 
return to Turkey of migrants without a right to asylum 
is also problematic.

It is indicatively mentioned that the persons who were 
returned under the voluntary return programme of the 
International Organisation for Migration in March 2017 
(Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration [AVRR]) 
amounted to 740 and mainly came from Pakistan, Iraq 
and Algeria; whereas those who were returned follow-
ing final lawful procedures amounted to 600 persons 
and mainly came from Albania (400 persons) and 
from Pakistan (approximately 30 persons).48 These 
data show a gradual change in the composition of 
the population of migrants/refugees who have been 
stranded in Greece. This population has changed and 
transformed from persons entitled to seek asylum into 
purely economic migrants, whose movement to anoth-
er country is not ensured by the EC.49 

Consequently, the selected relocation procedure proves 
to be not only time-consuming but also ineffective for 
the countries of entry of migrants/refugees since it 
does not adequately solve the issue of their accumu-
lation, and their number continuously increases. This 
results from the reluctance of most countries of the 
EU to accept refugees and to justify to the native pop-
ulation their contribution to the economic growth of 
each country. Finally, this policy called into question 
the solidarity between member states and their will to 
assist partners thereof who face an unexpected risk. 

increasing pressure on the Greek government and the 
local communities. Consequently, the problem is that 
the burden for the five islands with closed camps has 
become insurmountable regarding the infrastructure 
(electricity and water supply, drainage system, public 
transportation, schools, etc.) but also regarding the in-
come losses from tourism or agricultural activities. 

5.3. The possibilities of movement/relocation

In order to ease the pressure from the situation of 
unrest that resulted from the unprecedented influx of 
migrants/refugees into Greece and Italy in 2015, the 
Justice and Home Affairs Council prepared and adopt-
ed, upon the proposal of the European Commission, 
a programme for the relocation of refugees to other 
EU countries. In May 2015 the Council issued a pro-
posal for the relocation of 40,000 asylum seekers. In 
September of the same year, a new proposal was pre-
sented, which provided for the relocation of 106,000 
asylum seekers from Greece and Italy, plus 54,000 
from an unspecified country, mainly from Hungary, the 
total number amounting to 160,000 persons.45 Those 
entitled to relocate must have been identified and must 
have filed an asylum application which may be finally 
decided on in the host country. 

The policy for the movement/relocation and return of 
migrants and refugees from the Greek islands to ei-
ther Europe or Turkey entered into force upon con-
clusion of the statement of 18 March 2016. Utimately, 
relocations were limited only to Syrian nationals. The 
disagreements46 and backtracking on the issue con-
cerning the number of refugees which the member 
states of the EU committed to accept have drastically 

45. These propositions were based on article 78(3) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, which enables the Justice and 

Home Affairs (JHA) Council, after consulting the European Parliament, if a member state is confronted by an emergency situation charac-

terised by a sudden inflow of nationals of third countries, to adopt provisional measures for the benefit of the member state(s) concerned. 

Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union. Available at: <http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:12012E/TXT>. 

The decisions were taken in two special meetings on 14 and 22 September 2015 by the Justice and Home Affairs (JHA) Council. Council 

Decision (EU) 2015/1523 of 14 September 2015 establishing provisional measures in the area of international protection for the benefit of 

Italy and of Greece; and Council Decision (EU) 2015/1601 of 22 September 2015 establishing provisional measures in the area of interna-

tional protection for the benefit of Italy and Greece.

46. Forerunner indicating the commitment dissent of some member states to accept refugees was the closing of the boarders of certain 

countries belonging to the Schengen treaty trying to control the entry of migrants. Countries like Austria, Germany, Denmark, Norway and 

Sweden implemented border controls abolishing the Schengen treaty for free circulation of persons but not for commodities to stop illegal 

migrant arrivals. Border controls have also adopted France for security reasons after repeated terrorist attacks as well as Malta.

47. The process of relocation was initially designed to last until September 2017.See Annex, Table B for those countries who agreed to 

receive refugees.

48. The results of research conducted by IOM between January and November 2016, in receiving countries of the front line (Greece and 

Italy) as well as in countries of transit (Hungary, Bulgaria, Serbia, Croatia, FYROM and Slovenia), in a sample of 13,159 migrants demon-

strate that Pakistani migrants declare that their main reason for migration is the economic situation in their country, in other words they are 

mainly economic migrants and not refugees (IOM Analysis: flow monitoring surveys, Reporting period January 2016 - November 2016: 6). 

49. <http://fra.europa.eu/en/theme/asylum-migration-borders/overviews/april-2017>.
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tive hosting facilities, while 952 were on a waiting list 
expecting a placement in accommodation facilities. It 
is obvious that the infrastructure to meet the needs of 
unaccompanied children in Greece is insufficient, al-
though there are 54 facilities of long or short-stay ac-
commodation throughout the country.53

Out of all unaccompanied minors, 39% were aged be-
tween 0 and 4, 52% were aged from 5 to 14 years old 
and 18% were aged from 15 to 17 years old. Eighty-
four percent of the unaccompanied children in Greece 
were boys aged 15 to 17 years old.54 Many unaccom-
panied children either lost their parents or relatives 
during the trip or ventured the trip with groups of 
known adults with the intention to reach their final des-
tination and then bring their family through the process 
of family reunification. This practice explains the partic-
ularly high proportion of boys aged 15-17 traveling un-
accompanied. Forty-two percent of these boys came 
from Pakistan, a country whose population migrates 
mainly for economic purposes, while 19% of the boys 
were from Afghanistan.55

The June 2017 figures reveal that 2,616 people56 in 
Greece fall into the category of family reunification 
and the relevant procedures are expected to be car-
ried out. The number of people who have the right to 
reunify with their families is not negligible; however, 
the issue can hardly be satisfactorily resolved since 
the host countries are not always willing to accept 
them, and reunification conditions are not easy (for 
example, diaspora of their family members into many 
EU countries). 

6. Conclusions 

In 2015, the mass flows of refugees and migrants to 
Europe created unprecedented challenges in host 
and transit countries as well as in the EU in general. 
Studies of Greek and international literature depict a 

Such solidarity is based on the statutory conventions 
governing the EU. As stated in the report of Amnes-
ty International, even though many measures have 
been taken to close borders to and from Greece, not 
many solidarity measures have, in fact, been taken to 
improve refugees’ living conditions in Greece and to 
distribute responsibility for the refugees and asylum 
seekers arriving in Greece (Amnesty International 
2016: 12).

5.4. Family reunification

When travelling to Europe from their country of ori-
gin or first refugee establishment, the journey of the 
displaced people may last from two weeks to three 
months, considering that half of them take the Eastern 
Mediterranean route.50 During this journey, families are 
often separated from one another and arrive at differ-
ent final destinations. This is why the process of family 
reunification is being implemented in order to enable 
refugees to start a smoother transition into their new 
life in the host countries and to experience a faster in-
tegration into societies. The conditions for reunification 
concern children and spouses who existed as a family 
prior to leaving their homeland. Children must be un-
der the age of 18 years when applying for reunification 
and spouses must already have completed one year 
of marriage.51

In 2016, 63,920 children entered Greece (this being 
37% of all migrants/refugees) out of whom approxi-
mately 8% were unaccompanied minors. About 21,000 
unaccompanied children were housed in either spe-
cially designed temporary shelters, foster families, or 
hotspots.52 According to data (3 April 2017) by the 
National Center for Social Solidarity (EKKA), a total of 
6,189 unaccompanied children were referred to its su-
pervision. In April 2017, out of about 2,000 reported 
unaccompanied children, 1,382 (69%) were in protec-

50. According to the aforementioned IOM research, the Eastern Mediterranean Route is generally used by migrants and refugees travelling 

with a group (84% of respondents), and 65% of these travel with their families. The rest travels alone. Almost half of the migrants (47%) left 

their country of habitual residence between two weeks and three months prior to the survey. The other half reported that it had been more 

than three months since they left their country (21% mention between three and six months and 25% mentioned more than six months 

before the survey) with exception of 6% of migrants who had been travelling for less than 2 weeks (IOM (2016b), Analysis: flow monitoring 
the surveys, Reporting period January 2016 - November 2016: 3).

51. <https://www.freemovement.org.uk/refugee-family-reunion-a-users-guide/>.

52. <http://fra.europa.eu/en/theme/asylum-migration-borders/overviews/april-2017>.

53. <https://data2.unhcr.org/fr/documents/download/55998>.

54. <http://fra.europa.eu/en/theme/asylum-migration-borders/overviews/april-2017>.

55. <https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/55971>.

56. Press Release European Commission 6.6.2017, Migration management Greece: key figures. 
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closed camps. Asylum procedures have been greatly 
accelerated, but their handling is unsatisfactory due 
to procedural obstacles or legal ambiguities, and the 
staffing of the Asylum service with competent people 
is still incomplete.

It is a fact that the Statement of March 2016 brought 
relief to Greece regarding the arrival of migrants/ref-
ugees, but it is also obvious that their flow has never 
been completely stopped. Smaller numbers of people 
still arrive and remain in closed camps on the islands 
until they are recorded and submit the asylum appli-
cation for refugees. Economic migrants are returned 
to their countries of origin or to Turkey; however, the 
return rates are extremely slow and often ineffective 
since many of them prefer to remain in the country 
illegally. Gradually we observe a qualitative differen-
tiation in the composition of migrants who remain in 
the country. Economic migrants, who have no chance 
to legally relocate to another EU country but do not 
wish to return to their countries of origin, increase in 
numbers. This inevitably creates tension in local com-
munities that have already experienced significant 
income losses (mainly from tourism) and other activi-
ties. If migration influx trends continue, even with low-
er arrival rates, there is a perceived danger of a strong 
humanitarian crisis. The humanitarian crisis would not 
just occur amongst migrants in those islands where 
people have been forced to offer hospitality, taking 
into account that hospitality settings are overcrowded 
and living conditions are dreadful, but it would also 
affect those migrants who live on the mainland. Finan-
cial aid from the EU does not seem to be able to cover 
that loss of income for the indigenous population. It 
also does not heal the fears of economic and cultural 
deterioration of these areas, where in some cases the 
number of refugees/migrants approaches or exceeds 
that of the local population.

In conclusion, the issue of integrating migrant flows 
is a political issue that concerns most EU countries 
that have not yet found how to face it adequately. 
Most countries have retreated from their initial com-
mitments under the pressure of the xenophobic ten-
dencies prevailing in many of them. Solidarity of the 
EU member states also falls short of expectations 
towards the humanitarian issue of migration and the 
countries that have been called upon to cope with the 
flow due to their geographical location. What remains 
unchanged is the predominant problem of migration 
flow management and the development of a policy 
of integration that will revitalize the national economy 
and relieve both the displaced population and the lo-
cal host societies.

variety of findings on how migrants/refugees affect 
an economy in terms of budgets, labour markets, 
economic growth and product produced. Due to its 
geographical location, being the EU’s external bor-
der and directly opposite Turkey, Greece has borne 
the burden of this crisis as no other EU country has. 
In its effort to confront this humanitarian crisis and 
to meet the needs of refugees and migrants arriv-
ing in its territory, it has spent and will need to keep 
spending considerable resources. All this during a 
time that means are very limited due to the economic 
crisis and the budgetary adjustment programme that 
Greece implements.

The unexpectedly large number of migrants and refu-
gees who originally entered Greece in order to travel 
to Northern European countries, but then remained 
for an indefinite time until convenient relocation op-
portunities appeared, changed the facts regarding 
the policy of dealing with the phenomenon. It also 
changed the economic and social care practices of 
new populations.

Although Greece followed a migration policy that put 
bigger or smaller barriers to the integration of migrants, 
the country was finally driven to a policy of tolerance 
and partial rights, nevertheless without providing an 
easy and meaningful possibility of legalization and 
integration of foreign residents (Triantafyllidou A. and 
Mantanika R., 2016). This endeavor strikes against the 
Greeks’ long-standing defensive stance towards the 
ever-increasing number of migrants/refugees. Xeno-
phobic tendencies outweigh the ongoing economic 
and political crises and create a variety of fears and 
insecurity for many social classes, on both a personal 
and a societal level; however, tendencies of sympathy 
and solidarity for the suffering faced by these popula-
tions is also noticed.

These attitudes were reinforced by the Statement with 
Turkey (18 March 2016) and the ultimate closure of 
the border in FYROM that occurred a few days ear-
lier, resulting in the stranding of more than 60 thou-
sand migrants and refugees in Greek territory. Their 
number is gradually rising while their relocation to 
other EU countries is either delayed or the relocation 
spaces are reduced due to the reluctance of countries 
and the negative attitude of their citizens to welcome 
refugees who they initially stated they intended to in-
tegrate. In essence, this means that those migrants/
refugees who had entered Greece prior to the EU-Tur-
key Statement are dispersed in various forms of hos-
pitality or apartments throughout the country, while 
those who came after the Statement are housed in 
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TABLE A  Refugees and migrants in Greece per structure and hosting facility (as of 1/8/2017)

Structures & hosting facilities Guests Capacity

Eastern Aegean Islands Structures Hosting facilities*

Lesvos 4,843 0 3,500

Chios 2130 1,369 1,100

Samos 2,562 0 850

Leros 685 125 1,000

Kos 1,830 1,072 1,000

Other islands 642

Total islands 11,146 3,208 8,685

Northern Greece

Polykastro (Nea Kavala) 418 4,200

Serres (Former KEGE) 343 600

Pieria (Iraklis Farm) 14 200

Veroia (Armatolou Kokkinou Camp) 204 400

Alexandria Imathias (G. Pelagou Camp) 274 1,200

Diavata (Anagnostopoulou Camp) 372 2,500

Derveni-Alexil (Thessaloniki) 188 850

Kordelio – Softex (Thessaloniki) 296 1,900

Sinatex-Kavalari (Thessaloniki) 114 500

Derveni-Dion AVETE 0 400

Drama (Industrial Zone) 148 550

Kavala (Perigiali) 345 270

Konitsa (Municipality) 83 200

Doliana Ioannina 66 400

Preveza – Filipiada (Petropoulaki Camp) 165 700

Lagadikia 157

Total Northern Greece 3,187 14,870

Central Greece

Larisa Koutsoxero (Efthimiopoulou Camp) 1,096 1,500

Volos (Magnesia Prefecture) 109 200

Trikala – Atlantik 166 360

Oinoi (Oinofyta) Voiotia 600 600

Evoia-Ritsona (A.F. Camp) 712 1,000

Thiva (Former Textile Factory Sagiroglou) 356 750

Fthiotida – Thermopylae 360 500

Total Central Greece 3,029 4,910

Annex
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TABLE A  (continued)

Structures & hosting facilities Guests Capacity

Southern Greece Structures Hosting facilities*

Andravida (Municipality) 146 300

Total Southern Greece 146 300

Attiki

Eleonas 2,038 2,500

Schisto 715 2,000

Skaramagas Dock 3,101 3,200

Merchant Marine Academy (Elefsina) 261 346

Malakasa 700 1,500

Rafina 91 120

Lavrio (Hosting Area for Asylum Seekers) 373 600

Lavrio (Min. Agr. Summer Camp) 270 400

Total Attiki 7,549 10,666

UNCHR & Other NGO Accomondation Places

Apartments 9,039

Hotels 2,125

Host Families 21

Places for UASC 415

“Ag. Eleni” Ioannina 234 508

Civil Society Organizations – NGO 8,672 2,800**

UNHCR & Other NGO Accomondation Places – 
Mainland

20,506 17,192

UNHCR Accomondation Places – Islands 904 1,235

Non-Oficial Structures

Hockey Court 0 1,400

Arrivals Area 0 1,400

Baseball Court 0 1,300

Total Non-Official Structures 0

Other State-Run Facilities

Reception & Identification Centers – Mainland 235 240

Pre-Removal Centers 3,676 2,661

Self-Stated (EST.) 8,250

Total Throughout the Greek Territory 62,206

Functioning Official Structures – Nominal Capacity 64,067

Source: Ministry of Digital Policy, Telecommunications and Media, 1/8/2017.

Notes:
* Hosting, facilities capacity refers to UNHCR and other state-run facilities on the islands.
** Formal briefing on the final capacity of civil society organizations is pending.
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