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Since 2015, over 25,000 vulnerable refugees and asylum seekers, including 
unaccompanied children, have been relocated from Greece to other European 
countries. These relocation programmes – the result of Decisions of the Council of the EU 
establishing an emergency mandatory relocation scheme, bilateral agreements between 
EU Member States and Greece, and a voluntary EU scheme established in 2020 – have 
transformed the lives and prospects of these people. 

�·�Ø�æ�ã�Ü�ç�Ø���Ô���æ�Ü�Ú�á�Ü���Ö�Ô�á�ç���×�Ø�Ö�å�Ø�Ô�æ�Ø���Ü�á���Ô�å�å�Ü�é�Ô�ß�æ���Ü�á���¥�£�¥�£���Ô�á�×���¥�£�¥�¤�Ÿ���ç�Û�Ø�å�Ø���Ü�æ���æ�ç�Ü�ß�ß���Ô���Ö�â�à�ã�Ø�ß�ß�Ü�á�Ú��

need for continued relocation from Greece. Reception conditions, and access to 
essential services and asylum procedures still fall short of international standards1. A 
lack of adequate support means that those who do receive refugee status or subsidiary 
protection are at risk of homelessness, remain trapped in the camps or do not have 
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https://reliefweb.int/report/portugal/portugalgreece-bilateral-agreement-relocation-asylum-seekers
https://reliefweb.int/report/portugal/portugalgreece-bilateral-agreement-relocation-asylum-seekers
https://reliefweb.int/report/portugal/portugalgreece-bilateral-agreement-relocation-asylum-seekers
 Migration: Commission takes action to find solutions for unaccompanied migrant children on Greek islands, European Commission, 6 March 2020  https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_406
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 Migration: Commission takes action to find solutions for unaccompanied migrant children on Greek islands, European Commission, 6 March 2020  https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_406
 Migration: Commission takes action to find solutions for unaccompanied migrant children on Greek islands, European Commission, 6 March 2020  https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_406
 Migration: Commission takes action to find solutions for unaccompanied migrant children on Greek islands, European Commission, 6 March 2020  https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_406
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32015D1601
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32015D1601
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2017/583132/IPOL_STU%282017%29583132_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2017/583132/IPOL_STU%282017%29583132_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2017/583132/IPOL_STU%282017%29583132_EN.pdf


4

Under the EU voluntary scheme, children and 
families who did not have the possibility to 
�å�Ø�è�á�Ü�ç�Ø���ê�Ü�ç�Û���Ù�Ô�à�Ü�ß�ì���Ù�â�å���å�Ø�è�á�Ü���Ö�Ô�ç�Ü�â�á���ç�Û�å�â�è�Ú�Û��

a Dublin application and who had arrived 
before 1 March 2020 were eligible.10 

A coordination mechanism was established 
by the European Commission that included 
Greek authorities under the Ministry of 
Migration and Asylum (Special Secretary for 
the Protection of Unaccompanied Minors, 
Greek Asylum Service, the Reception and 
�¼�×�Ø�á�ç�Ü���Ö�Ô�ç�Ü�â�á���Æ�Ø�å�é�Ü�Ö�Ø�œ�Ÿ���Ü�á�ç�Ø�å�á�Ô�ç�Ü�â�á�Ô�ß���Ô�Ö�ç�â�å�æ��

(EASO, IOM, UNHCR, UNICEF, FRA and UNHCR 
partners), and the involved Member States. 



https://metadrasi.org/en/our-activities/
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involved more cumbersome and led to 
delays. For example, Switzerland agreed 
to voluntarily accept 20 unaccompanied 
children from Greece, but it took a long 
time before a list was submitted to 
Switzerland13. 

Data management and maintenance 
of up-to-date databases have been 
challenging, especially because the 
situation of vulnerable children is dynamic 
�Ô�á�×���Ö�Û�Ô�á�Ú�Ø�Ô�Õ�ß�Ø�¡�����Â�á�Ø���æ�Ü�Ú�á�Ü���Ö�Ô�á�ç���×�Ü�Ù���Ö�è�ß�ç�ì��

was tracing children living in camps or in a 
homeless situation, which led to delays in 
the relocation procedure. 

13	  Response to email request for information, 
Embassy of Switzerland in Greece, 16 June 2021

�À�¡�����Ø�×���ç�Û�Ø���Ö�â�á���Ü�Ö�ç���Ü�á���Æ�ì�å�Ü�Ô���Ô�á�×���Ô�å�å�Ü�é�Ø�×���Ü�á���Æ�Ô�à�â�æ���Ü�á���¥�£�¤�¬���ê�Û�Ø�á���Û�Ø���ê�Ô�æ���¤�©���ì�Ø�Ô�å�æ���â�ß�×�¡

“I spent almost a year in Samos. Life in the camp was terrible. I ended up in Athens with 
one of my cousins. The shelter was not great, but shortly after I was chosen for the 
relocation program to Ireland.

Relocation took a long time…when we were ready, Covid-19 hit so we had to wait until 
summer 2020 to actually travel. 

Arriving in Ireland was great. In Samos I attended Still I Rise’s youth centre, so when 
I arrived to Ireland, I took an online test and my English was good enough to go to a 
public school directly. 

I’ve been in school ever since and I’m taking exams next week. After I turned 18, I stayed 
in the shelter a little longer and then I was offered to move to an apartment. I decided 
instead to go live with a family.

I’ve always wanted to be a nurse, but if that doesn’t work out, I’m also taking workshops 
in school on photography and videomaking and I would love to make that my career in 
the future.

What I like about the system in Ireland is that it is personalised: depending on your 
situation there is a different plan. When you turn 18, you may live alone, or they might 
���á�×���ì�â�è���Ô���ã�ß�Ô�Ö�Ø���ê�Ü�ç�Û���Ô���Ù�Ô�à�Ü�ß�ì���â�å���Ô���æ�Û�Ô�å�Ø�×���Ô�ã�Ô�å�ç�à�Ø�á�ç���ê�Ü�ç�Û���â�ç�Û�Ø�å���ã�Ø�â�ã�ß�Ø���Ù�å�â�à���ì�â�è�å��

�Ö�â�è�á�ç�å�ì�¡�á

Case study

the children. 

2.3 Improve coordination, 
transparency and communication

The coordination needed to relocate 
unaccompanied children is resource-
intensive and complex, given the need 
for appointment and involvement 
of guardians, the completion of an 
assessment of the best interests of the 
child, (Best Interest Assessment or BIA), 
the need for special accommodation 
in Greece, and commitments and 
preparation in the destination country. The 
unclear criteria highlighted above made 
the coordination of the numerous actors 
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The unclear and changing eligibility 
criteria and a lack of transparency, 
including on possible future relocations 
made communication efforts towards 
civil society organisations, and more 
importantly to the asylum seekers and 
refugees themselves, more complicated. 
In addition, those who were not selected 
were left in considerable distress, as 
it could not be properly explained by 
organisations taking care of children 
in camps and shelters why some were 
selected for relocation and many were not. 
Even the guardians, whose role is to inform 
the children on the reasons 00.4 (n t (a)-15.01 k)6-12 (n o.4 (h)i-10.5 (,a)-15-11.1 (e w)-1.2 (e)-12.1 (r)3.k)6-12 (n)-13.3 (h)141 (l)-l J
0.01 Tc 0 Tw 0 s95.3 (a)1 (t)28.s 

https://metadrasi.org/en/thousands-of-unaccompanied-children-left-without-representation/
https://metadrasi.org/en/thousands-of-unaccompanied-children-left-without-representation/
https://metadrasi.org/en/thousands-of-unaccompanied-children-left-without-representation/
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Challenges due to COVID-19

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic created new challenges for authorities and 
had a direct impact on relocations. Flights were cancelled and movement restrictions 
�Ô�ã�ã�ß�Ü�Ø�×�Ÿ���à�Ô�Þ�Ü�á�Ú���Ü�ç���à�â�å�Ø���×�Ü�Ù���Ö�è�ß�ç���Ù�â�å���À�Ø�à�Õ�Ø�å���Æ�ç�Ô�ç�Ø�æ���ç�â���â�å�Ú�Ô�á�Ü�í�Ø���à�Ü�æ�æ�Ü�â�á�æ���ç�â���º�å�Ø�Ø�Ö�Ø�¡��

In some cases, children could not be transferred and had to be put in quarantine 
because they tested positive for COVID -19. 

The pandemic also caused delays in destination countries, as governments sought 
to adapt relocation procedures to new public health measures, in particular following 
outbreaks in initial reception centres, as authorities introduced social distancing, 
measures to reduce crowding, sought alternative accommodation or halted new 
arrivals entirely.16   Although for understandable reasons, COVID-19 related delays 
meant that many children had to wait for months in desperate conditions, especially 
those in camps on the Aegean islands, before being relocated.

COVID-19 posed challenges beyond initial reception, with lockdowns, school closures 
and suspension of extracurricular activities negatively impacting the well-being and 
integration of relocated children, while preventing on-site support visits to them. 
Invest in reception and support services

16	  See for example Guidance on infection prevention and control of coronavirus disease (COVID-19) in migrant 
and refugee reception and detention centres in the EU/EEA and the United Kingdom, European Centre for Disease 
Prevention and Control 15 June 2020, pages 9-10  �Û�ç�ç�ã�æ�­�¢�¢�ê�ê�ê�¡�Ø�Ö�×�Ö�¡�Ø�è�å�â�ã�Ô�¡�Ø�è�¢�æ�Ü�ç�Ø�æ�¢�×�Ø�Ù�Ô�è�ß�ç�¢���ß�Ø�æ�¢�×�â�Ö�è�à�Ø�á�ç�æ�¢�¶�Â�É�¼�·� �¤�¬� 

guidance-refugee-asylum-seekers-migrants-EU.pdf 
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https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/COVID-19-guidance-refugee-asylum-seekers-migrants-EU.pdf
https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/COVID-19-guidance-refugee-asylum-seekers-migrants-EU.pdf
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Adopt best practice 
in destination 
countries

3.
Relocation is also a complex process in the country of destination. As long as children are 
afforded adequate support and assistance, the different approaches of various countries 
�Ô�å�Ø���á�â�ç���á�Ø�Ö�Ø�æ�æ�Ô�å�Ü�ß�ì���ã�å�â�Õ�ß�Ø�à�Ô�ç�Ü�Ö���Ô�á�×���ç�Û�Ø�å�Ø���Ü�æ���á�â���â�á�Ø� �æ�Ü�í�Ø� ���ç�æ���Ô�ß�ß���Ô�ã�ã�å�â�Ô�Ö�Û�¡���Ç�Û�Ø�å�Ø���Ô�å�Ø�Ÿ��

however, opportunities to learn from best practice.

country of relocation.

3.1 Invest in reception and support 
services

Some Member States made pledges as 
part of the voluntary EU scheme but were 
unaware of the preparation needed to 
appropriately receive and host relocated 
refugees and asylum seekers. In one 
instance, a Member State was unable 
�ç�â�����á�×���Ô�Ö�Ö�â�à�à�â�×�Ô�ç�Ü�â�á���ç�â���Û�â�æ�ç���ç�Û�Ø��



10

can also aid acceptance of the 
admission process amongst receiving 
communities, including by informing 
local authorities/administrators in 
advance about the details of the 
process and people being relocated, 
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https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/pressemitteilungen/DE/2020/04/verteilung-kinder-nach-quarantaene.html
https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/pressemitteilungen/DE/2020/04/verteilung-kinder-nach-quarantaene.html
https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/pressemitteilungen/DE/2020/04/verteilung-kinder-nach-quarantaene.html
https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/pressemitteilungen/DE/2020/04/verteilung-kinder-nach-quarantaene.
https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/pressemitteilungen/DE/2020/04/verteilung-kinder-nach-quarantaene.
https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/pressemitteilungen/DE/2020/04/verteilung-kinder-nach-quarantaene.
https://eu.boell.org/sites/default/files/e-paper_a_local_turn_for_european_refugee_politics.pdf
https://eu.boell.org/sites/default/files/e-paper_a_local_turn_for_european_refugee_politics.pdf
https://eu.boell.org/sites/default/files/e-paper_a_local_turn_for_european_refugee_politics.pdf
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In Greece, government authorities 
and other actors involved in 
relocation should: 

Ensure adequate time is allocated 
for proper preparation for relocation 
candidates and individualized best interest 
assessments for children, where the child’s 
views are taken into account, ahead of the 
transfer;

Increase transparency through clear 
communication of eligibility criteria, overall 
process and timeframe; 

Include guardians, local authorities, NGOs 
and legal representatives throughout the 
process, from selection to ongoing support 
in destination countries. This should include 
the involvement of civil society who work 
with the target population on a daily basis, 
and can assess vulnerability and identify 
who is most in need of relocation; 

Establish an effective permanent 
guardianship system and appoint 
guardians for unaccompanied children as 
soon as possible upon arrival in Greece, 
tasked with supporting them in all aspects 
of their lives, including throughout the 
relocation process; 

Recommendations 4.

The government of Greece, 
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Ensure that families and children have 




