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This article explores how Greece’s refugee reception system
has evolved into a form of institutionalised exclusion. Since 2021,
massive EU-funded camps known as “Closed Controlled Access
Centers” have physically and symbolically isolated non-European
asylum seekers under the guise of improved conditions. Agapi
Chouzouraki and Spyros-Vlad Oikonomou outline how these
securitised spaces resemble prisons more than humanitarian
shelters, reflecting a racialised logic of containment.

The last decade’s refugee influx to Europe has placed signif-
icant strain on border countries, with Greece becoming a
central node in the reception of asylum seekers. While ongoing
reports on the

,highlight persistent systemic challenges, the model
of reception employed by Greece, particularly since the start
of 2023;! constitutes a one-way housing prospect with no
available alternative.

Massive reception structures, based on the principle of

, seem to promote a simple message
forrefugees arriving in Greece: you are welcome to stay while
your asylum case is examined, as long as you stay “somewhere
else”. This not-in-my-backyard syndrome heavily underpins
the current racialised refugee management system.

Could this be considered a form of institutional racism and
systemic discrimination towards non-European refugees and
migrants? An examination of the UN Committee’s on the Rights
of Persons with Disabilities *

' certainly seems to highlight that the Greek reception
system employs quite a few of the “defining elements” of in-
stitutionalisation,2which in itself is a form of discrimination.
According to the

), which has been termed by the
European Commission as “[t]he best European classification
ofhomelessness™, people in accommodation for immigrants
such (e.g. reception centres) are also considered to experience
homelessness; additionaly, thereis a close connection between
homelessness and racialised people.*

Nevertheless, the answer cannot be a simple yes or no. In-
stitutional racism refers to systemic policies and practices
within institutions or states that, intentionally or uninten-
tionally, produce unequal outcomes for racialised groups.’ It
operates not through overt individual prejudice, but through
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laws, procedures, and norms that disproportionately affect racialised
groups. Applying this framework to refugee management, camps can
be analysed not just as spaces of asylum seekers’ temporary reception
facilities, but as institutional structures that embody and reproduce
racial hierarchies.

Greece'’s geography situates it as a primary entry point for migrants cross-
ingthe eastern Mediterranean and Aegean Seas. Following the 2015 great
refugee influx towards Europe, the European Union (EU) implemented
the , effectively outsourcing migration control to
Turkey, in exchange for financial incentives and political support.° This
deal (in reality, a press release with no binding legal value) resulted in
thousands of asylum seekers being trapped on Greek islands in squalid,
overcrowded camps for prolonged periods of time. The reluctance of most
other EU member states to share some of the responsibility through a
meaningful number of relocations, as one would expect in a Union of
solidarity, certainly has not helped either.

Yet, excluding this reluctance which remains embedded in the EU’s
to-be-implemented Migration and Asylum Pact, things have since
changed, even if not really for the better.

In the aftermath of the 2020 fire that burned down the notorious Moria
camp in Lesvos, the EU had to invest in improving reception conditions in
Greece. And invest, it did. Some five(ish) years and

later, the new (from 2021 onwards) EU-funded facilities on the
Aegean Islands, aptly named “Closed Controlled Access Centers” (CCACs),
are a stark reminder of the political rules of the game: better to sweep
the issue under the carpet, by “penning” asylum seekers “somewhere
else”, out of sight, rather than addressing the fundamental causes that
to this day expose them to undignified and unsanitary living conditions.

Part of the issue? A preconception seemingly shared by high level policy
makers that improving conditions might serve as a dreaded “pull factor”
for more to arrive, even though a track record of at the

borders and (an approach shared by
more member states than just Greece), imposing

or , seem to have failed to
convince those forced to flee their homes from just staying put.’

Of course, these institutional choices and failures disproportionately
impact on non-white, non-European asylum seekers, revealing an un-
dercurrent of racialised exclusion.

Greek refugee camps, such as Moria and its successor Mavrovouni camp,
in Lesvos, or Vathy camp in Samos and its successor, the “model” Closed
Controlled Access Center (CCAC) of Samos, have been widely criticised
for inhumane conditions. Overcrowding, lack of sanitation, limited
access to healthcare and medication, and exposure to adverse weather
conditions are just a few of the more visible common complaints.® Less
visible is the impact on the psychosocial well-being of asylum seekers,
in what (MsF) have identified as a “mental
health crisis”. These conditions are not incidental but symptomatic of a
system that normalises the degradation of racialised bodies.

Refugees are routinely subject to containment policies that spatially seg-
regate them from the general population, effectively creating racialised
zones of exception?®, by state decision. The camps, surrounded by barbed
wire,° are heavily securitised, resembling carceral spaces -something
also acknowledged by the in 2022- more than spaces
for the reception of those fleeing persecution, war, and severe material
deprivation. This physical marginalisation mirrors the symbolic margin-
alisation of non-European others in Europe’s racial imaginary.

The Greek asylum system’s inefficiencies are compounded by EU poli-
cies that disproportionately place the burden of refugee management
on frontline states. This unequal distribution reflects a racialised logic
wherein Southern and Eastern European countries, often depicted as
peripheral within the EU, become the main “gate-keepers” for non-
white migrants that inlack of alternative, safe and legal pathways, arrive
irregularly at Europe’s borders.

Greek and European media often portray refugees through alens of se-
curity and threat, reinforcing racialised narratives and divides. Refugees
-i.e. unarmed civilians- are depicted as invaders or burdens (the foe
as opposed to the friend), rather than individuals fleeing violence and

HOMELESS IN EUROPE: MIGRATION AND ASYLUM

12


https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/03/18/eu-turkey-statement/
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies/migration-and-asylum/migration-management/migration-management-greece/financial-support-eu_en
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies/migration-and-asylum/migration-management/migration-management-greece/financial-support-eu_en
https://gcr.gr/wp-content/uploads/EN-GCR_-Pushback-Report.pdf
https://wearesolomon.com/mag/format/investigation/the-great-robbery-during-illegal-pushbacks-in-greece-refugees-are-robbed-by-border-guards/
https://gcr.gr/en/news/press-releases/item/o-neos-charaktirismos-tis-toyrkias-os-asfaloys-tritis-choras-gia-prosfyges-synista-proklitiki-arnisi-symmorfosis-me-tin-apofasi-toy-symvoylioy-tis-epikrateias/
https://gcr.gr/en/news/press-releases/item/o-neos-charaktirismos-tis-toyrkias-os-asfaloys-tritis-choras-gia-prosfyges-synista-proklitiki-arnisi-symmorfosis-me-tin-apofasi-toy-symvoylioy-tis-epikrateias/
https://gcr.gr/en/news/item/2121-ek-neou-paranomi-i-kratisi-aitoynton-asylo-stous-opoious-to-ypourgeio-metanastefsis-asylou-den-anagnorizei-tin-idiotita-tou-aitoyntos/
https://www.msf.org/mental-health-crisis-among-refugees-and-migrants-greece
https://www.ombudsman.europa.eu/el/decision/en/170792

persecution.” The fact that the theoretical underpinning of this foe and
friend approach, of securitisation, lie in the work of ,ajurist
and political theorist that in 1933 joined the Nazi party, just reinforces
the tragic irony of the situation.

This framing, in turn, legitimises harsh policies and fosters conditions
for public indifference —at the end of the day, if “they” are a danger, why
should “we” care if they are mistreated. It also reinforces a “Fortress
Europe” mentality and approach that equates non-white migration with
crisis and chaos. The fact that non-white refugees and migrants are fre-
quently, in countries such as Greece, the reason why the rest of “us” can
enjoy at our tables, seems to be forgotten in the equation
-unless, of course, “they” dare to demand what is owed for their work.

Public discourse in Greece has, at times, mirrored these narratives, fuelled
by far-right rhetoric and anti-immigrant sentiment. While solidarity
movements exist, they are often overshadowed by nationalist discours-
es that portray refugees as incompatible with Greek cultural identity,
as Greeks mostly tend to believe that immigrants do not contribute to
the country’s development (neither economically nor culturally).”2 This
discursive exclusion validates the mechanisms of institutional discrim-
ination, as the “other” is to be placed “somewhere else”, out of sight, as
they are not part of “us”.

Despite these challenges and despite the cutting of US-based funding
for human rights NGOs, including those in Greece, there are still voices
pinpointing institutional racism. Organisations such as the Greek Coun-
cil for Refugees (GCR) provide free legal aid and psychosocial support,
document abuses, and advocate for policy change, regarding reception
conditions, among others. Our work exposes the contradictions between
thelegal obligations ( ) and the lived realities of
camp residents.

However, such efforts are often constrained by limited resources and
political hostility. In recent years, Greek authorities have introduced laws
that restrict NGO activities and criminalise humanitarian aid, framing

these actors as complicit in irregular migration.!* These developments
reflect a broader trend of shrinking civic space and institutional en-
trenchment of discriminatory practices.

Greek refugee camps are not merely logistical responses to a humanitari-
ancrisis but are also sites where people live and where institutional racism
is enacted and becomes normalised. Through poor living conditions in
massive reception facilities, inconsistent access to basic services and an
unwelcoming public discourse, the camps function as tools of exclusion
for non-white migrants. Understanding these dynamics is essential for
developing just and equitable refugee policies that dismantle, rather than
reproduce, systems of racial inequality. This also entails recognising refu-
gees not as passive victims but as rights-bearing individuals

. Policies must move beyond securitisation and containment
towards inclusion, participation, and justice. This does not mean “open
borders” as scaremongering politicians frequently profess, but rather
treating people in accordance with their rights and the EU’s legal edifice.

Times are pressing for the Greek Council for Refugees and other human
rights and humanitarian NGOs. Your support is invaluable for the contin-
uation of our work, which consists of free legal and psychosocial services
to asylum seekers and refugees. Please visit our website if you wish to
support our work.
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