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Introduction 

The report attempts to outline the migrant and international protection beneficiaries and applicants 

integration issues in Greece during the period 2010-2019. It has been a pressing decade with  

increased mixed migration flows arriving mostly from Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, Palestine and 

Somalia and fleeing to Europe to escape wars, conflicts and political persecution and hoping that 

Greece would be just the transit country. This mostly due to the breakout of the Greek economic 

crisis in 2010 and the subsequent measures of severe austerity which dramatically altered the living 

conditions throughout the country, particularly the living conditions of families with a migrant 

background which, for the period 2011-2015,  became quite harsh. 

Beginning from 2010, the centre-left government of PASOK showed a positive approach 

and proactiveness regarding migrant integration issues as regards citizenship policies and migrant’s 

political participation (Law 3838/2010). The Law adopted facilitated the naturalisation of first and 

second migrant generations and introduced local and regional political rights for TCNs who had 

been living in Greece for 5 years or more. According to Triandafyllidou (2011: 4)., “this law 

constituted a breakthrough in the Greek migration policy”. Unfortunately, later on, this Law would 

be abolished as some of its articles were judged to be unconstitutional. 

The 2012 New Democracy-led coalition focused on combating irregular migration while at 

the same year, the government introduced a bill which returned the citizenship law back to the basis 

of the jus sanguinis (right of blood). Moreover, it introduced Operations such as Aspida (Shield) at 

the Greek - Turkish land border and Xenios Zeus in mainland Greece in order to combat informal 

entry and stay of third-country nationals (hereafter TCNs) and the construction of a 12.5 km-long 

barbed wire fence was completed at the Greek - Turkish land border  (Petracou, 2018: 25). Overall, 

during this period, there was not any political will for integration actions and programs except those 

implemented with EU Funding. Even the 2013 “National Strategy for the Integration of Third 

Country Nationals” emerged in response to a request by the EU institutions. 

In 2015, Greece was faced with the biggest migration crisis since the second world war. The 

mixed migration flows made migration management an extremely important issue for the EU and 

its member states. However, EU policies focused more on securitisation and borders rather than 

integration issues. The 2015 humanitarian crisis resulted to the agreement of the so-called ‘EU-

Turkey Statement’ in March 2016 which aimed at ending the unprecedented refugee and migrant 

flows to Europe.  



 

5 
 

In Greece, this crisis shifted the political discourse and channelled most of the human and 

financial resources towards “first” reception measures. In 2017, it was mostly for UNHCR and 

other local and international NGOs which started investing in ‘the self-reliance of asylum seekers 

and integration of refugees in Greece, so that they can better contribute also in the Greek state and 

build a new life in the host country. Long-term migrant integration plans found no space through 

these years till 2018 when the a National Integration Strategy was adopted. The Strategy stated that:  

“Ensuring that all those who enter rightfully and legally in the Greek territory, 

irrespectively of their length of stay, can participate and contribute (in the Greek society) is 

crucial to the future prosperity and the cohesion of Greek society. Given that this 

conjuncture comes both at a time of economic recession and on the rise of xenophobic and 

racist cases, the successful integration of TCNs is a matter of utmost importance in order to 

defend the moral requirements and the democratic spirit that characterizes and runs 

through the Greek State” (Ministry of Migration Policy of Greece, 2018: 33). 

Unfortunately, after the Greek general elections of July 2019 and the victory of New Democracy 

party, there was once again a clear shift to security issues. Migration governance competencies were 

moved from the former Ministry of Migration Policy to the Ministry of Citizens’ Protection, which 

is also responsible for public order and security (Police, Coast Guard, Civil Protection, etc.). 

Moreover, among the main priorities announced by the new government, in terms of migration 

policy, have been, on the one hand, strengthening the protection of the common Greek and 

European borders, especially the maritime by making a better use of Frontex forces, more frequent 

Coast Guard patrols and improvements in its equipment and means and, on the other, increasing the 

cooperation with IOM in order to speed up migrant returns. It is undeniable that the new 

government intends to keep a hard stance in various migration fields in order to discourage migrants 

and refugees to come to or transit through Greece. On this base, the future of 2018 National 

Integration Strategy or other integration programs and measures seems to be at least blurred. 

During the last years, Greece’s integration actions have been mostly dependent on EU 

funds. To that end, the role of EU and UN funding (as regards the international protection 

beneficiaries and applicants) for the implementation of these programs  has been indispensable and 

should be acknowledged. Small-scale project based initiatives have been largely implemented by 

NGOs, migrant associations and faith-based organisations. (food, housing, legal consultancy, health 

assistance, elderly and child care services, school homework, fight against discrimination). These 

projects have been developed for short-term periods and been rather unsystematic (Mancheva and 

Ivanova, 2015: 68-70) due to lack of funding or of a long-term planning by the calls for funding.  
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1. The Migrant Population in Greece 

The main source of data on regularly staying migrants in Greece is the stay permit database of the 

Ministry of Citizens Protection, General Secretariat for Immigration Policy, Reception and Asylum, 

which provides a reliable but not accurate estimation of the regular migrant stock in the country. 

As we can see in the table 1, the highest number of TCNs residing regularly in Greece are 

Albanians, while all the rest national communities represent by far lower numbers. Based on the 

recent data of August 2019 by the Ministry of Citizens Protection, General Secretariat for 

Immigration Policy, Reception and Asylum, it can be argued that the gender structure of the 

migrant population in Greece is relatively balanced. However, there are some significant 

imbalances in the gender composition which vary among the different national groups. It can be 

noted a large prevalence of women among the Eastern European nationalities (Georgians, 

Ukrainians, Russians) and Philippines while Pakistanis, Indians, Egyptians and Bangladeshis are 

mainly men. 

Table 1. Third Country Nationals by Nationality and Gender in Greece. 2019 

Country of Origin Males Females Absolute Number 

Albania 200243 163033 362276 

Georgia 5820 16458 22278 

Pakistan 17943 1226 19169 

Ukraine 3282 15207 18489 

China 7451 7732 15183 

Russia 2770 12084 14854 

India 10298 3376 13674 

Egypt 9134 2812 11946 

Philippines 3172 8012 11184 

Bangladesh 8312 893 9205 

Rest Third Countries 23916 31428 56344 

Total 292.341 262.261 554.602 

Table compiled by author based on data of the Ministry of Citizens Protection, General Secretariat for 

Immigration Policy, Reception and Asylum. Number of valid stay permits by country of origin (top 10 countries 

of origin), 17.09.2019. 
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Figure 1. Age Distribution of TCN population in Greece. 2019 

 
Graph compiled by author based on data of the Ministry of Citizens Protection, General Secretariat for Immigration 

Policy, Reception and Asylum. Total number of valid stay permits by age group, 17.09.2019. 

As the figure 1 illustrates, most of the TCNs who live and work in Greece belong to the most 

productive age groups in contrast to the local native population (ageing among Greek native 

population is a well known issue). TCNs who are 60 years or older account just for 9% of the total 

TCN migrant stock in Greece. 

 

Figure 2: Evolution of the Size of TCN population in Greece, 2010-2019. 

Graph compiled by author based on data of the Ministry of Citizens Protection, General Secretariat for Immigration 

Policy, Reception and Asylum. Total number of valid stay permits. Data refer to 31 December of each year. 

Important note: Data for the period December 2010 – June 2015 were provided by the Ministry of Interior, database of 

permits for TCNs, upon request for a 2015 ELIAMEP report edited from Prof. Anna Triandafyllidou With the 

assistance of Dr Eda Gemi and Ms Michaela Maroufof 

 

Looking at the figure 2 and the evolution of stay permits data for the period 2010-2019, we would 

presume that the TCN population in Greece is undergoing a period of stabilisation and long-term 

integration, ranging from 500 to 600 thousand TCNs staying regularly in Greece.  

14%
4%

4%

5%

20%
27%

17%

5%
4%

00_14

15_18

19_24

25_29

30_39

40_49

50_59

60_65

66_MAX

602 599

549
529 524

543

578

526
551 556

450

500

550

600

650

Dec 2010 Dec 2011 Dec 2012 Dec 2013 Dec 2014 June 2015 Dec 2016 Dec 2017 Dec 2018 Aug 2019

Total number of valid stay permits in thousands 



 

8 
 

Figure 3. Evolution of the size of the Foreign-born TCN population in Greece, 2014-2019. 

 
Source: Eurostat Data Explorer, Size of total foreign-born TCN population residing regularly in the country. Data refer 

to 1st January of each year. 

Similar conclusions derive from the figure 3 and the evolution of the total size of the foreign-born 

population in Greece (including TCNs and EU citizens) for the period 2014-2019 as the variation of 

the absolute numbers is not really high, excluding the fall registered in the year of 2016. 

International protection beneficiaries and applicants 

Since 2016 there has been a shark increase in asylum applications lodged in Greece. It is 

remarkable how low is the number of application lodged in 2015, the year of the humanitarian 

crisis, when almost a million of migrants and asylum seekers passed through the country. This has 

changed as moving on after 2016 was no longer an option beginning with the closure of the Balkan 

route in March 2016. This resulted to an ever before number of asylum applications in 2018. 

Particularly, the number increased by 14.1%, reaching 66,966 applicants. The majority of applicants 

were from Syria (13,388), Afghanistan (11,925) and Iraq (9,731). Of the 30,747 decisions taken in 

2018, 49.4% were positive, out of which 41% refugee status and 8.4% subsidiary protection 

(Ministry of Citizen protection, 22/09/2019). 

Figure 4. Absolute number of Asylum applications by year. 2013-2018 

 

Source: Graph compiled by author based on data by Greek Ministry of Citizen Protection, Asylum service. 22/09/2019 
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The main challenge thus for both government and society in 2018 has been to relocate or integrate 

those in the mainland while also processing those in the islands with the aim of returning them 

under the fast track asylum procedure (Triandafyllidou, 2018: 25). 

 

1.1 Migrants Labour Market Participation 

As illustrated in the figure 4 below regarding the unemployment of foreigners working in Greece 

(TCNs and EU citizens included) until 2009, Greece presented relatively low levels (below 11%) of 

migrant unemployment. However, since 2009, following the disastrous economic crisis, the 

situation started to worsen significantly with a pick in 2013 when the unemployment levels 

skyrocketed, reaching the awful number of 40% for foreigners. Since 2014, unemployment rates 

have started to decline again, they still remain though in very high levels comparing to other EU 

member states. It has to be noted that in the 2nd and 3rd quarters of each year, the share of 

unemployed foreign population is much lower since a big share of the population finds a job in 

tourism related sectors. 

Figure 5. Evolution of the unemployment rate by group of citizenship in Greece, 2009-2019 

 

Source: Graph compiled by author based on Hellenic Statistical Authority (EL.STAT.), Labour Force Survey. Data 

refer to the 1st Quarter of each year.  
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temporary rather than permanent due to the short term goals of their employees as they prefer to 

keep the labour cost as low as possible (De Marco, 2014:13-14). Furthermore, labour exploitation 

and abuse in the workplace of migrants by employers and intermediaries is not really an unusual 

phenomenon. 

Recent official data obtained from EFKA (the National Social Security Agency) show that the most 

popular sectors of occupation are constructions, manufacturing, hotels and restaurants, wholesale 

and retail trade.  

Figure 6. Occupational sectors of TCN population in Greece. 2019 

 
Source: Graph compiled by author based on monthly data from National Social Security Agency (EFKA). February 

2019 

On the other hand, there is also a high number of domestic workers who work in the wide 
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migrants working in the domestic services sector in Europe (Angeli, 2016: 1). Upper, middle but 

even also lower income households have favoured the employment of migrant domestic workers as 
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has also important implications for welfare systems, particularly in southern European countries 

where assistance of elderly or ill people at home is generally not provided by the State or where 

public nurseries are scarce and migrant women have come to fill important gaps and to actually 

substitute for services that are not there (Triandafyllidou, 2013a: 1). 

1.3 Educational qualification and attainment in Greece 

According to data from the Labour Force Survey (2018, 4rth trimester), regarding the educational 

level of TCNs in Greece (Figure 7), TCNs have mostly a less than primary, primary or lower 

secondary education. In general, TCNs are less educated than native-born population, particularly 

the share of highly educated TCNs which is much lower than that of the native-born population. 

Figure 7. Educational Level of Greek Citizens and TCNs, 2018 

 

Source: Graph compiled by author based on Eurostat Data Explorer. The data shown are calculated as annual averages 

of quarterly EU Labour Force Survey data (EU-LFS). The classification of educational activities is based on the 

International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED). 

As regards the educational attainment of young people with a migrant background, Greece shows 

one of the best improvements in the attainment rates among all the EU member states. The gaps 

between the shares of foreign-born early school leavers and shares of early school leavers of the 

respective total population groups used to be more than 25% until 2013, registering the biggest gap 

in 2011 (nearly 35%), and among the highest rates among EU member states. However, during the 

last years, important improvements have been made in the attainment levels. In the figure 8, this is 

illustrated clearly (See figure 8).  
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Figure 8. Evolution of the drop-out rate by country of birth in Greece, 2010-2018. 

 

Source: Graph compiled by author based on Eurostat Data Explorer. The data shown are calculated as annual averages 

of quarterly EU Labour Force Survey data (EU-LFS). 
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and neighbourhoods de facto rather than following a plan”. To cope with the increasing 

immigration since the beginning of 1990s and the large labour demand, Greece migration policies 

during this period have largely been based on regularisation programmes1 and administrative issues 

concerning entry and residence rather than on their efficient integration. 

The first comprehensive law (No.2910/2001) on migrant integration was adopted by the 

Greek Parliament in 2001 and included both migration management and migrant integration 

measures. However, as regards exclusively the integration measures, in 2002 the Greek government 

introduced the National Action Plan for Social Integration for the period 2002-20052. This plan 

included measures for their integration in the labour market, their access to health services, 

promotion of cultural dialogue and combating racism and xenophobia within the receiving society. 

Some of the measures specifically targeting migrants were information campaigns and support 

health and cultural services (IOM, 2010: 98). However, this plan was never implemented due to 

                                                             
1 Greece implemented regularisation programmes in 1998, 2001 and 2005, with a total of more than 900,000 applicants. 

However, no new regularisation programme has been implemented since 20051. Greece followed the example of several 

EU member states, which, during the 1990s, had adopted similar procedure such as Italy and Spain. 

2 Programmes through the National Action Plan for Social Inclusion amounted to approximately 260 million Euros from 

2003-2006. The Ministry of Employment co-funds, together with the European Social Fund, the Operational Program 

“Employment and Vocational Training”, which – among others – addresses the needs for (unemployed and legal) 

migrants as regards their social and labor integration (IOM, 2010:102-103). 
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serious economic constraints on the Greek GDP due to the completion of the extremely costly 

works for the Athens Olympic Games of 2004 (Magliveras, 2011:34).  

After that, a new law was passed in 2005 (Law 3386/2005: “Codification of Legislation on 

the Entry, Residence and Social Integration of Third Country Nationals on Greek Territory”) aiming 

to simplify the management (issuing and renewal) of stay permits, family reunification and long 

term residence status. Practically, the Law incorporated the EU Directive 2003/109/EC regarding 

the status of long-term residents, starting the calculation of the five-year period from 2001; it 

incorporated the EU Directive 2003/86/EC regarding family reunification; forbade expulsion in the 

case of pregnant women up until six months after birth; raised the income requirements for family 

reunification; dealt with integration of immigrants and unified the work and residence permits into a 

single residence permit, with a two-year minimum duration, issued by the regional authorities. 

Moreover, the Law 3386/2005 contained provisions for victims of human trafficking3, as the right 

to obtain residence permits, right to accede to the labour market, vocational training, education and 

healthcare.  

Further amendments to the 2005 Law were voted by Greek parliament with the Law 

3536/2007 mainly aiming to regulate the processing of applications for the renewal of stay permits 

and for allowing migrants who had previously been previously residing regularly and who had in 

the meantime lost their status due to the inability to prove their employment status (Triandafyllidou, 

2011). Moreover, as regards integration policies, under the 2007 Law, a National Committee for the 

Social Integration of Migrants was established. Among others, Committee’s mission was to prepare 

an annual report recording developments in the social integration of migrants at national and 

international level, which should be submitted to Parliament and the Interministerial Committee 

referred to in article 3 of Law 3396/2005, along with its recommendations for necessary measures 

to coordinate the preparation and implementation of the Integrated Action Plan ‘HESTIA’ 

(article 66) for the social integration of TCNs, refugees and persons under international protection. 

The Plan included programs for the provision of information and facilitation, promotion of 

employment, learning of the Greek language, cultural support, provision of social services, and 

rising awareness of public opinion (IOM, 2010, 98-101).   

The first substantial and coordinated effort to integrate migrant residing in the territory, 

(apart from the scattered and ad hoc integration actions of different ministries of Education or 

Labor), started with the co-funded European Integration Fund (ETF) (2007-2013 period), in which 

                                                             
3Greek authorities incorporated the Directive 2004/81/EC on residence permits issued to third-country nationals who 

were victims of human trafficking in the national legislation. 
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the Responsible Authority, the Social Integration Directorate of the Ministry of Interior, designed, 

coordinated and funded a series of actions. Although these actions partially replaced the absence of 

a comprehensive business integration plan, they were fragmented, short-lived and non-sequential 

(Ministry of Migration Policy of Greece, 2018: 31). 

In 2010, another Law (No.3838/2010) adopted by the new government of PASOK which 

constituted a significant change in the state’s approach regarding migrant integration and citizenship 

policies as it facilitated the naturalisation of first and second migrant generations and introduced 

local and regional political rights for TCNs who had been living in Greece for 5 years or more. 

Later, this Law would be abolished as some articles were judged to be unconstitutional. 

Next year, Law 3852/2010 (generally known as the “Kallikratis Programme”, Greek Law 

n.3852/2010) entered into force aiming at transfering an important part of the administrative 

management and power to the seven established Decentralised Administration Structures, among 

them the implementation of the migrant integration policy-making. In particular, the reform 

instructed the creation of Migrant Integration Councils4 in each municipality of the country. The 

Councils are entrusted with a consultative role on migrant integration and are formed by elected 

municipal counsellors, representatives of migrant communities and representatives of NGOs. 

Moreover, Kallikratis programme also increased the competencies of municipalities, above all in 

the sphere of social policy. The provision of social services is at the center of reform such as day 

care, the protection of elderly people, support for families and vulnerable groups, the 

implementation of public health programs, and the tackling of social exclusion and marginalization 

of the poor, migrants and the uninsured (Skamnakis, 2011: 8). However, according to evaluation 

reports, unfortunately the role of the Councils remained “limited and incomplete due to the limited 

vision, power, specialised personnel and financial resources available for Local Governments 

interventions and initiatives”(Desiderio and Weinar, 2014:12), even though some Councils of 

various municipalities have proved to be very active (e.g. Athens, Thessaloniki, Heraklion).  

The same year, Law 3996/2011 foresaw that the Labour Inspectorate would be responsible 

for providing information to employers and employees on the most effective means for the 

fulfilment of its provisions (Article 2). This was a general measure which was established for the 

supervision and control of the implementation of the provisions of labour law, the investigation of 

the insurance cover and the illegal employment of workers and not just to tackle illegal 

                                                             
4 After the approval of Law 4555/2018 ‘Programme CLEISTHENES I’, Art. 79, which amended the previous “Kallikratis 

Programme”, the MICs are now called as Migrant and Refugees Integration Councils.  
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employment. Thus it did not distinguish between illegally staying and illegally working TCNs and 

legally staying and illegally working TCNs but covered all workers in Greece. 

In 2013, the “National Strategy for the Integration of Third Country Nationals” was 

adopted. However, the Strategy emerged in response to a request by the EU (after the Declaration 

adopted in the European Ministerial Conference on Integration in 2010 that took place in Zaragoza) 

to design national integration strategies from all member states in order to confirm the relevance 

between the strategic objectives and the actions of the European Integration Fund, and the 

identification of policy axes of the forthcoming Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund (AMIF) 

for 2014-2020 (Ministry of Migration of Greece, 2018: 31) and not after a strong political will from 

the Greek government. As a result, once again, the Strategy was not implemented and remained 

mostly on the paper. In the next subchapter, some more details about the Strategy will be found. 

In 2014, an important legal reform was introduced by the “Code of Migration and Social 

Integration”(Law 4251/2014, hereby Code) which aimed to take measures for protecting migrant 

families, and especially their children, give incentives to long-term residents of Greece and 

facilitate the procedure of applying for the Greek citizenship (till that time, Law 3386/2005 had 

been the most important in force). In particular, the 2014 Code brought the issue of integration at 

the forefront. Even though only two articles (128-129) in this law directly referred to migrant 

integration, the mention of it in the title reflected the significant attention given to the issue. Within 

the framework of the new Code, family members (mainly women and children) have equal rights 

with the sponsor in regard to education and access to vocational training. Within a year following 

family reunification they have full and free access to paid employment and self-employment. 

Residence permits for reasons of family reunification are granted for one year and they are 

renewable every two years. Five years following family reunification, or upon reaching adulthood 

in the case of children, the family members acquire an autonomous right to long-term residence 

(Anagnostou and Gemi, 2015:19).  

Furthermore, the Code regulated matters of entry, stay and social integration of third country 

nationals in Greece, integrating previous laws and bringing the Greek legislation fully up to date 

with EU law5. By converting the national long-term permits to EU long term resident permits has 

aimed to further promote the integration of the people concerned as this type of permits provides for 

increased rights and equal treatment with nationals in important areas of social and economic life 

                                                             
5 The Code incorporated into national law the relevant EU directives for family reunification (Council Directive 

2003/86/EC), migration for study or vocational training, migration of researchers (Directive 2005/71/EC) and the Blue 

Card directive (Directive 2009/50/EC). 
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(Article 97 Law 4251/2014) offering advantages not granted to national long-term regimes of ten 

years or indefinite duration. Professedly, the only advantage of national long-term permits is the 

validity period. However, the EU long-term resident status is a permanent status. If, for example, it 

is not revoked or lost for specific reasons, the person concerned does not have to prove every five 

years that he or she is entitled to it. The residence permit is renewed every five years, but the status 

granted does not cease to apply as a result of expiry of the residence permit. On the other hand, it 

strictly criminalised provision of public services by Greek public services (article 26), local 

authorities, and organizations of social security to irregular migrants. 

Regarding the rights of second generation migrants, the Code introduced a new stay permit 

category for the second generation. It offered a five-year duration stay permit of migrants who were 

born in Greece or have successfully attended a minimum of six years in a Greek school by the age 

of 21. The rights granted to the second generation stay permit holders (Article 97, rights and 

obligations of long-term residents), match all the rights that apply to the EU long-term residence 

status, with the exception of the right of mobility within the EU. Finally, the Code foresaw the 

establishment of a Committee for the Coordination of Migration policy and Social Inclusion to 

promote the integration of TCNs (Anagnostou & Gemi, 2015: 38-39).  

In 2015, the left government of SYRIZA (in alliance with the right wing ANEL), 

reintroduced a reform to facilitate nationality acquisition for second generation migrants. Children 

of migrants that were born in Greece or attended Greek school for a number of years could be 

granted the Greek nationality. The Law (adaptation to the EU directive 2011/98/ΕΕ) increased the 

length of parents’ residence along with making more stringent the related requirements (i.e. type of 

residence permit). It also increased the required years of school attendance (from 6 years to 9 years) 

in Greece, for second generation immigrants to obtain Greek nationality (Anagnostou, 2016: 31). In 

particular, a child of parents of non-Greek nationality may acquire Greek nationality under the 

following conditions: a. Registration at the 1st class of a Greek primary school and continuous 

attendance at the time of declaration of nationality acquisition b. Continuous lawful residence of 

one of his or her parents for a minimum of five years before birth. If the child is born before the 

lapse of the five years’ residence, Greek nationality may be acquired after a period of 10 years of 

continuous lawful residence of the parent c. Lawful residence of both parents at the moment of 

nationality declaration in addition to one of them holding one of the following residence permits: i) 

long-term residence permit, ii) ten-year or indefinite residence permit, iii) certificate of permanent 

residence of an EU citizen, iv) refugee residence permit or status of subsidiary protection, v) special 

identity card of Greek ethnic origin (Homogenis), and vi) ‘Second generation’ residence permit. 
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According to Article 1A of the above Law, a minor TCN permanently and lawfully residing in 

Greece may acquire Greek nationality if he/she has successfully attended nine years of primary and 

secondary education or six years of secondary education. Kindergarten preschool attendance does 

not count. Furthermore, a non-Greek citizen who lawfully and permanently resides in Greece and 

has graduated from a Greek University or Technical School may acquire Greek nationality within a 

period of three years following graduation. If nationality acquisition is requested on the basis of 

school or university attendance after reaching majority age and until the age of 23, the third country 

national who continues to reside lawfully and permanently in Greece may submit the declaration 

within a period of three years upon graduation. 

Moreover, Law 4332/2015 (article 19) strengthens the 2014 Code provisions concerning 

stay permits on exceptional and humanitarian grounds. The exceptional grounds include TCNs who 

have lived in Greece for at least three years before the submission of their application and who had 

a valid entry visa to the country, or can prove to have lived in the country for at least the past seven 

years, or to have held a stay permit in the past ten years, or to prove that s/he has long lasting ties 

with the country. Thus the law casts a wide net to cover all people who were at that moment 

undocumented and particularly those who had fallen to irregular status because of unemployment or 

other problems in renewing their permits.  

The large influx of refugee arrivals from 2015 onwards made the debate on migrant and 

refugee integration more pressing. The need to act facilitated the introduction of the Ministry of 

Migration Policy in 2015, superseding a general Secretariat for Migration Policy within the 

Ministry of Interior. The inauguration in 2016 of a Ministry of Migration Policy was based on 

the idea of building a holistic and effective approach to migration management and migrant 

integration issues 6 . The Ministry for Migration Policy was set up incorporating, under an 

autonomous portfolio, the units responsible for non-EU citizens’ entry and residence in Greece, 

reception - identification, asylum and integration issues, which previously belonged to the Ministry 

of Interior. The Ministry was tasked to manage the different aspects of migration, including the 

emergencies related to the humanitarian crisis, as well as migrants’ residence and integration 

(OECD, 2018: 34). Among different Directorates of which is composed the Ministry, the most 

relevant to integration issues is the Social Integration Directorate which was re-established with 

the Law 4375/2016 and which aims at studying, planning and implementing the integration policy 

                                                             
6 It is worth mentioning that Until February 2015, at least five Ministries (Interior, Labour, Health, Foreign Affairs and 

Public Order) were directly involved in the design of immigration policy and three other services in its implementation 

(Petracou, 2018: 60). 
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of beneficiaries of international protection and migrants in the Greek territory (Ministry of 

Migration Policy of Greece, 2018: 20).  

In 2016, Law 4368/2016 established the ‘Community Centers’ at the municipal level, funded, under 

the framework of Regional Operational Programs by the European Regional Development Fund 

(ERDF) 2014-2020. Under the Community Centers, Migrant Integration Centers are foreseen for 

municipalities in which they have settled more than 2,000 migrant residents permanently, but as of 

November 2018, only 11 had been created, due mainly to lack of funding. The Centers are staffed 

with a Social Worker, a Cultural Mediator, a Lawyer and a Psychologist. The Migrant Integration 

Centers aim to organise and implement activities to integrate migrants and refugees, record data, 

evaluate social needs of the targeted population, receive and manage cases, refer cases where and 

when needed, develop/use volunteer support, promote social work, act in order to activate the 

Council of Integration of Migrants, legal counselling, refer cases to the Children’s Ombudsman and 

other relevant authorities for victims of human trafficking and violence, support and counselling for 

the creation of associations of migrants/refugees. (Ministry of Migration Policy, 2018: 33-37). 

Processing and integrating those tens of thousands of asylum seekers and migrants already 

transferred to mainland Greece advances slowly and with significant challenges in terms of capacity 

of the public services and civil society organisations as well as the willingness of the asylum 

seekers themselves to stay in Greece (Triandafyllidou, 2018: 5). The result of this was a new 

National Integration Strategy on the integration of migrants, beneficiaries of international 

protection and asylum seekers formulated by the Ministry for Migration Policy approved by the 

Greek government in June 2018. The Strategy was opened for a public consultation in the beginning 

of 2019 and its final draft was adopted in July 2019. The strategy was strongly supported and 

promoted by UNHCR too.  

The 2018 National Integration Strategy foresees the cooperation and involvement of all 

policy levels (central, regional and local) and actors (national authorities, local authorities, 

organisations, NGOs, public and private sector), while it highlights the role of local authorities, 

which have a crucial role to play in diversity management and migrant integration. At local level 

the increase in new arrivals deepened the relation between the municipality and non-state actors 

establishing a much more active interaction in formulating, funding, implementing and evaluating 

reception and integration policies in the city (OECD, 2018: 11). In July 2018, the new national 

strategy on the integration of migrants, beneficiaries of international protection and asylum seekers 

was approved by the Government Council and was opened to public consultation in January 2019. 
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1.5 Institutional Documents encouraging migrant social integration at the national 

and local levels. 

In April 2013, Greece introduced a National Strategy for the inclusion of TCNs. The Strategy 

placed emphasis on vocational training and empowerment, on the access to social and health 

services, reception and introductory courses, combating informal employment by fostering 

legitimate employment, combating discrimination and the promotion of equal treatment 

(Karantinos, 2016: 5). Moreover, the Strategy included provisions for the promotion of regular 

migration with Country of Origin (CoO) pre-departure measures, enhancement of TCNs’ language 

skills, improvement of educational attainment, labour market participation, promotion of access to 

social security programs, institution and participation in migrant organisations (active citizenship), 

promotion of inter-culturalism and combating racism and xenophobia.  

In reality, the above National Strategy has only been partially implemented so far, mainly 

due to budgetary constraints and delays in the implementation of Asylum, Migration and Integration 

Fund (AMIF) related actions (Petracou, 2018: 61). The Strategy was more a “roadmap” with 

integration proposals rather than an explicit commitment of the state to implement the suggested 

policies. It did not contain any commitment or action plan for the implementation of the integration 

policies described. As a result, the Strategy “remained a little known text which has not even been 

read by decision-makers or civil society organizations {...} Interviews in the Ministry of Interior 

revealed that the strategy was drafted by a few individuals without any prior consultation with the 

relevant ministries, whose involvement is necessary in order to implement it {...} There was also no 

consultation with other stakeholders among civil society or immigrants’ associations.” 

(Anastasopoulou & Iliadis, 2015: 79). 

As it was seen in the previous chapter, in 2018, a new National Integration Strategy was 

drafted aiming at providing a coherent approach across levels of government through coordination 

of services, initiatives and projects on migrant-related issues. The new Strategy foresees the 

cooperation and involvement of all policy levels (central, regional and local) and actors (national 

authorities, local authorities, organisations, NGOs, public and private sector), while it highlights the 

role of local authorities, which have a crucial role to play in diversity management and migrant 

integration (OECD, 2018: 11). 

The Strategy stresses the necessity of guidance, financial and human resources support that 

must be given to the local government bodies in order to achieve their active participation in the 

implementation and formulation of targeted reception and integration policies tailored to the profile 
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(eg. gender, age, marital status, country of origin, status of residence, educational background, 

professional qualifications and skills, the level of linguistic proficiency of Greek and other 

languages spoken) of the individuals living in their administrative unit. Moreover, each 

municipality is expected to draw a three-year Integrated Action Plan for the integration of migrants 

and beneficiaries of international protection, which will outline the political and strategic goals of 

the municipalities in terms of their integration policies and the financial resources needed to 

implement it. The Plans should be later approved from the Ministry of Migration Policy on the base 

of its established goals and priorities. As the Plan should capture the individual profiles of migrants 

residing in the municipal territory, it could create a detailed migrant population “Register” for this 

group of population that could help to the tailored policies and actions mentioned before  (Ministry 

of Migration Policy of Greece, 2018: 35-38; 46). 

An innovative measure of the 2018 Strategy is the “1.2.1: Creation of a regional 

mechanism for the distribution of the migrant population”. The creation of the mechanism for the 

allocation of the new migrant and refugee population to the different administrative regions and 

municipalities of the country was proposed on the basis of, first, the over-concentration of migrants, 

applicants and beneficiaries of international protection in the country’s large urban centers, which 

often leads to ghettoisation and the inability to design effective integration policies and actions; and, 

second, the increased pressure on 'first reception' municipalities, which necessitates their immediate 

deconciliation. The logic of the allocation mechanism would be based on a criteria model on the 

basis of which the qualitative characteristics of the migrant population would be matched with that 

of the host society. Indicative criteria can be the qualitative characteristics of the population such as 

(gender, age), the acquired professional skills, the local market’s strengths and weaknesses of the 

municipality, local’s population average income, the possibility of ensuring suitable 

accommodation, etc. The mechanism would be supervised by the Ministry of Migration Policy, 

coordinated by the regions in cooperation with representatives of the social services of the 

municipalities (Ministry of Migration Policy of Greece, 2018: 47) 

Within the national highly-centralised governance system, municipalities have limited 

competences in sectors related to migrant integration. Nevertheless different municipalities decided 

to act to ensure better reception and integration by complementing national government policies 

that contribute to socio-economic inclusion of migrants and refugees through reinforced local 

coordination. An example of this is the former local government of the municipality of 

Thessaloniki developed in the last years an Integrated Action Plan, which promoted the inclusion 

and integration of all locally residing immigrants, including people in a condition of irregularity. 
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Along with other measures, the local authorities planned to introduce innovative human rights-

based policies, providing support towards social inclusion and eventual regularization of stay. The 

objective of this Action Plan is to develop the necessary administrative structures and services that 

fall within the mandate of the Municipality of Thessaloniki; bolster these services through 

coordinating with other key national and international actors and deliver a robust framework that 

can allow for the integration and inclusion of refugees in the city and society in Greece with respect 

for diversity and in collaboration with civil society actors. The Action Plan is not solely service 

focused. It aims to adopt and mainstream a rights-based approach where old and new communities 

can enjoy their fundamental rights and thus be empowered to contribute to the city everyday life. 

However, the sustainability of these Plans cannot be guaranteed and they could gain in 

efficiency through more coordinated action with other levels of government and stable funding. 

Greece has a highly-centralised system in comparison to other OECD countries, with only 7.1% of 

public expenditure spent at sub-national level, against an OECD average of 40.4%. (OECD, 2018: 

12). This limits municipalities’ ability to play a decisive role in migrant integration. 

Municipalities do not have de jure competencies in the area of migrants’ integration. In 

2006, there was the Code for Municipalities and Communities (Law 3463/2006, Art. 75: e7) which 

did not expand municipal competences, but gave them the possibility to implement extra 

programmes aiming at the integration of Roma, returning Greeks, migrants and refugees to the 

social, economic and political life of the community. Crucial aspects of integration – most notably 

education and employment – are the competence of national government and the relevant 

ministries. The only competence related to migrant integration (education in particular) that is 

entirely executed, by law, at municipal level is day care for children (Vrefokomeio) (OECD, 2018: 

35).  However, they strongly shape the local environment within which it takes place, promoting or 

conversely undermining the prospects of integration. Greek municipalities can do so a) through the 

way in which they implement general policies, and how actively they seek to reach and bring in 

TCNs so that they equally benefit from general policies that target the population at large (i.e. such 

as social policy, education and urban regeneration, among others), and b) through projects, 

programs and initiatives that are specifically designed for TCNs, and which often have to allocate 

national or European funding (EIF and later AMIF) outside of the municipal budget. Even though 

they do not have an explicit mandate to promote the integration of migrants, Greek municipalities' 

de facto influence how favourable or conversely detrimental the local environment is to the 

prospects of integration (Anagnostou et al., 2016: 7-8).  

                                                             
7 https://www.eetaa.gr/apps/kodikas/k_arthra.jsp?arthro=75  

https://www.eetaa.gr/apps/kodikas/k_arthra.jsp?arthro=75
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Finally, Greek regions have no competences related to migrant integration (OECD, 2018: 

33). However, the regions of the country are responsible for managing the Regional Operational 

Programs (ROP) funded by the European Regional Development Fund. Among others, ROPs aim to 

strengthen the ability of regional and local authorities to implement a full range of actions, 

including actions aimed at boosting employment and combating various forms of social 

marginalisation. Indeed, under the ROPs framework, Migrant Integration Centers were funded 

and established, demonstrating how significant role involvement the local government bodies as a 

whole can play in the promotion of integration-oriented actions (Ministry of Migration of Greece, 

2018: 38). 

2. Labour Migration Policies in Greece 

The first Greek migration law (Law 1975/1991), adopted in 1991,  foresaw that the only way for a 

foreign worker to acquire a residence permit with the purpose of employment has been through the 

so called ‘invitation system’ (“metaklisi”), a procedure still in place today. This policy for labour 

migration is a rather complex procedure that allows migrants to work in Greece, for a specific 

employer and for a specific type of work, but only if there is an available position for them which 

cannot be filled by the Greek labour force or the migrant labour force that already resides in Greece.  

Later in 2005, Law 33868 on ‘Entry, residence and social integration of third country 

nationals into the Greek territory’ had sought to advance the invitation system for foreign workers 

to Greece. It foresaw the preparation of an annual review regarding the domestic labour market 

needs in specific sectors of work. On the basis of this report, the Ministry of Employment, 

determined ‘the highest number of stay permits for work purposes that can be issued each year to 

TCNs, per prefecture, per nationality, per type and length of employment (article 14, paragraph 4) 

(Triandafyllidou, 2013:57-59). 

Law 3863/2010 (Article 20) introduced an insurance coupon system (“ergosimo”) as a way 

for paying the salaries and the social security contributions of workers employed in the domestic 

service sector which offered the chance for the formalisation of irregular domestic work 

(Anagnostou and Gemi, 2015:19). 

Law 4052/2012 obliged employers to notify immediately the competent authorities of the 

start of employment of a TCN. The Law approach was to combat irregular migrants’ employment . 

                                                             
8The law had been revised by complementary provisions of the Presidential Decree 150/2006 and the laws Ν. 
3536/2007, 3731/2008, 3772/2009, Ν. 3801/2009 and was a result of the obligation of Greek legislation to adapt to 
the relevant EU Directive 2003/109/EC.  
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As regards the sanctions imposed on employers for illegal employment of both illegally and legally 

resident TCNs, it should be noted that these include high fines and imprisonment. Especially for 

irregularly residing and illegally employed TCNs, employers face sanctions such as ineligibility for 

public contracts, temporary or permanent closure of the enterprise, exclusion of some or all public 

benefits, aid or subsidies, including EU funds as well as criminal sanctions. 

Law 4071/2012 incorporated Directive 2009/50/EC (EU blue card Directive: ‘Conditions of 

entry and residence of third-country nationals for the purposes of highly qualified employment'), a 

specific migration scheme for highly qualified non-EU workers. Fast-track procedure and common 

admission criteria (a work contract, professional qualifications and a minimum salary level) were 

introduced for issuing a special residence and work permit. To apply for a EU blue card a TCN 

should hold a passport and a visa for the purpose of highly-qualified employment and have a valid 

work contract for a highly-qualified post for at least one year, guaranteeing that the remuneration 

corresponds to the minimum remuneration for highly-skilled employment, amounting to 1.5 of the 

average gross annual remuneration in Greece based on the Greek Statistics Authority data. 

Moreover, in case of a regulated profession, s/he should fulfil the relevant prerequisites while in 

case of unregulated professions, s/he should to prove highly-specialized professional qualifications 

either through studies or through a minimum of professional experience, if provided by national 

law. 

As it was seen before in this report, at present, the invitation system in Greece is still in 

force. Triandafyllidou in a past report (2014) shed light to a series of problems regarding the system 

of invitation. Firstly, frequently, the system of invitation for medium term jobs (not seasonal) can 

be really time consuming (up to 18 months) and too complicated to be selected by employers and 

migrants. Moreover, the acquisition and renewal of a stay permit comes usually after a long period 

of actual residence of the irregular migrants through the labour market. This can be reflected in the 

current increase of unemployment rates of migrants and the rise on the number of migrants staying 

irregularly in Greece. However, this does not create problems and challenges only to migrant 

workers. Unfortunately, it creates also difficulties and high risks to migrant families as often the 

entire family’s legal status depends on the male worker and the TCN women usually work in the 

domestic sector without a proper contract and without health insurance. 

As for refugees’ and asylum seekers employment and access to the labour market, Law 

4375/2016 established that all international protection beneficiaries and applicants have access to 

wage employment, self-employment and attendance of vocational training programs on the same 

terms as Greek nationals, provided that they have a valid residence permit (it was for the first time 
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the Presidential Decree 141/2013 (State Gazette 226Α' /21.10.2013 to recognise these rights which 

adapted the Greek law to the provisions of Directive 2011/95/EU of the European Parliament and 

the Council of the European Union).  However, while Law 4375/2016 allows asylum seekers access 

to the Greek labour market, in 2019, the newly elected government of New Democracy decided to 

suspend the issuing of National social security numbers (AMKA). As a result, all asylum seekers 

that had not obtained AMKA prior to that moment, as well as all those who arrived afterwards, are 

currently denied a number of rights and excluded from various services, among others inability to 

start legal employment. 

In June 2017, to respond to the need of the labour market participation of the recently 

arrived migrants in Greece, the Greek Ministry of Finance published an invitation for two pilot 

training programmes and professional orientation counselling available to refugees, aged between 

15-18 years-old and residents in the area of Attica or Central Macedonia. Both were related to rural 

activities and included themes such as different types of soil, cultivation of land, crop collecting, 

irrigation, pest control, etc in order to support refugees in acquiring the necessary technical skills in 

the agricultural sector. Such training programmes showed a focus on future migrant and refugee 

integration in the Greek rural areas. In addition, a pilot programme of agricultural vocational 

training for refugees over 18 years old is being currently being carried out (European Website on 

Integration, February 2019, “Governance of migrant integration in Greece”). 

One more positive evolution should be mentioned here: Law 4384/2016 added an additional 

provision to the provisions of the Immigration Code (Law 4251/2014) concerning employment of 

irregularly staying third country nationals in the rural economy (Article 13a which was added by 

article 58 of the 2016 Law). According to this, a work permit and insurance can be granted to 

irregularly staying TCNs in order to be employed in farms as an emergency response, if the 

positions within the invitation procedure for employment and seasonal work labourers, shepherds 

and beekeepers are not covered. This provision essentially addresses the severe phenomenon of 

illegal employment of TCNs without residence permit in the rural economy and is expected to have 

a positive impact on the fight against illegal employment and protection of workers' rights.  

As for today, in Greece, in principle, legally residing TCNs enjoy equal access to the labour 

market as Greek nationals. As regards the validation of technical and vocational training 

qualifications acquired abroad, the competent authority in Greece is EOPPEP (National 

Organisation for the Certification of Qualifications and Vocational Guidance, while as regards 

tertiary education diplomas, DOATAP (Hellenic National Academic Recognition Information 
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Center) is the responsible Organisation for the recognition of university or technological degrees 

that are awarded by foreign Higher Education Institutions. 

A recent positive evolution towards equal opportunities in terms of labour participation was 

the Article 47 of Law 4604/2019 which abolished the distinction in public employment on the 

grounds of origin. 

3. Social and Welfare Policies 

The current economic crisis affecting both countries over the past few years has visibly affected the 

welfare policies in Greece where significant budget cuts in welfare provisions, health and education 

has worsened the situation both for the migrant and the native-born population. 

TCNs and international protection beneficiaries and applicants are entitled to, at least in principle, 

access social security and welfare services. For instance, if a refugee loses his/her job, s/he may 

contact the Manpower Employment Organisation (OAED). The Organisation provides its 

beneficiaries with other benefits too, such as family allowance, maternity allowance or access to the 

its day nurseries. In practice, however, “only a limited number of international protection 

beneficiaries and applicants make use of these provisions, since lack of communication by the 

Ministry of Migration Policy about availability of social security mechanisms limits their prospects 

to access social welfare provisions”. To worsen the situation, “international protection 

beneficiaries and applicants also face difficulties in registering in the unemployment register due to 

the fact that they don’t always possess official rental contracts, while they occasionally encounter 

the refusal of public services to issue them social security and tax registration numbers, which 

constitute additional prerequisites to access social welfare provisions” (Skleparis, 2018: 4). 

Municipalities in Greece have a wide range of competencies in the social domain. They 

provide an extensive network of social services in the area of social security, health care (social 

health clinics and pharmacies), food (social groceries), the protection of elderly people, support for 

families (municipal kindergartens) and vulnerable groups and social housing. 

Finally, the social policy action plans in favour of international protection beneficiaries and 

applicants are implemented by NGOs as well with support by EU funding and UNCHR through 

different small scale projects. 

4. Health Policies 
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Greece’s health system is a combination of both insurance and a tax-based health system. In our 

view, it is a generally overwhelmed and underfunded health system with a number of practical 

obstacles which limit access to healthcare and social welfare services. The long waiting lists and 

limited services and access constitute major problems which, many times, derive by lack of funding 

too. 

Regarding the health systems’ provisions, Greece provides health care to minors regardless 

of legal status and to other migrants who are in need of emergency care or of medical services 

which, if not provided, would lead to a medical emergency situation. However, in Greece, till to 

date, unemployed migrants or those who do not possess a Social Security number and irregular 

migrants have to pay the full costs of medicines and laboratory tests. Health services to regular 

migrants are provided on an equal level to natives.  

In 2016, as for a good practise implemented by SYRIZA government, Law 4368/2016 

foresaw the presence of cultural mediators in the public hospitals of the country in order to assist 

the interaction and collaboration between foreign citizens and public hospitals staff.  

In principle, international protection beneficiaries and applicants are entitled to free access 

to pharmaceuticals and healthcare in medical centres and hospitals. In practice, however, 

accessibility remains an important challenge as there is a lack of female medical staff, cultural 

mediators are not always available in healthcare facilities, drugs and medical examinations are not 

provided for free, hospital personnel are not always informed, and transportation to hospitals from 

remote sites is virtually non-existent (Actionaid et al, 2016: 5). As a result, mainly NGOs together 

with some municipal authorities and volunteers provide basic health services and medical and 

psychological support (Skleparis, 2018: 4). 

As mentioned before, in 2019, the newly elected government of New Democracy decided to 

suspend the issuing of National social security numbers (AMKA). As a result, all asylum seekers 

that had not obtained AMKA prior to that moment, as well as all those who arrived afterwards, are 

currently denied a number of rights and are excluded from various services, among others inability 

to access the Greek healthcare system. 

5. School and Education Policies 

TCN children’s access to Greek public education system is guaranteed regardless of their parents’ 

legal status for the mandatory nine-year period (regulated by Greek law 2910/2001). All refugees 

have the right to access public education in Greece too. However, since July 2019 and the election 
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of the new Greek government which decided to suspend the issuing of National social security 

numbers (AMKA), all asylum seekers that had not obtained AMKA prior to that moment, as well as 

all those who arrived afterwards, are currently denied a number of rights and excluded from various 

services, among others inability to enrol one’s children in a local school. 

Historically, Schools of Intercultural Education for TCN children, (designated as 

intercultural schools after the enactment of Law 2413/1996 and its amendment with the Law Ν. 

4415/2016 ) titled ‘Greek education abroad, intercultural education and other regulations’, laid the 

foundations for intercultural education in Greece. In intercultural schools, the curriculum of state 

schools is applied and it can be adjusted to the needs of pupils. As regards the teaching staff, it 

needs to have the appropriate qualifications in order to work in intercultural schools. On the other 

hand, the Second Chance Schools (Law N. 2525/1997) for TCN adults who have not completed 

the compulsory education (including migrants). Among other courses, in the Schools, migrants can 

follow a Greek language course for free. The schools are relatively distributed proportionally in the 

national territory. As a result it could be argued that all TCN adults residing in different parts of the 

territory have equal opportunities as regards to access to the public secondary education.  

In 2010, support classes for migrant students and returning Greeks were established with Law 

3879/2010 (Priority Zones of Education). Primary Schools can develop training programs and 

support classes regarding the improvement of Greek language and other integration activities. Also, 

the training program for foreigner and returning nationals students” is implemented by the Aristotle 

University of Thessaloniki in all primary and secondary schools with migrant or returning Greek 

students above 10% of the total. However, no further information was provided by the competed 

ministry regarding the number of support classes established, the total funding, their location, 

duration, frequency, numbers of beneficiaries, entitlements and limitations for accessing courses. 

One of the most important policies to be promoted for the education of refugees and asylum 

seekers concerns the introduction of preparatory classes. A special educational programme targeting 

these children was launched in 2016. It concerns the establishment and operation of 

“Reception/Preparatory Classes for the Education of Refugees” (DYEP) in certain public schools 

(during afternoon hours) in the mainland of Greece. These classes are part of the mandatory formal 

educational system (primary and lower secondary education), and are operated by teachers selected 

from the list of “substitute teachers” of public schools appointed by the Ministry of Education; and 

are geared towards refugee and migrant children (aged 6-15 years) who live in the official refugee 

sites. It provides for pre-schoolers to be educated through schemes organised in the refugee camps 



 

28 
 

(as parents might feel uncomfortable sending them away to pre-schools) while children of primary 

and secondary school age will be integrated into local schools.  

Other integration measures focusing on children include the UNHCR’s program for learning 

English and their native language aimed at helping children adapt to life in Greece. UNHCR and 

UNICEF also supports Greek institutions fostering collaboration between prosecutors and social 

workers aimed at placing unaccompanied children in foster care within the scope of family 

reunification. (Triandafyllidou & Maroufof, 2017: 31). UNHCR’s non-formal education centres on 

the islands and Athens offer opportunities for learning, skills-building as well as legal and 

psychosocial support to children at risk. UNHCR also works with teachers and students to increase 

awareness about forced displacement and human rights and to support the inclusion of refugee 

students in school through experiential learning techniques. Finally, various NGOs continue to play 

an important role in the education of migrants, refugees and asylum seekers by implanting projects 

of formal and informal education programs. 

More recently, in 2018, the government announced a pilot programme on language and 

cultural education for adult refugees, asylum seekers and migrants and for those aged 15-18 years 

(Ministry of Migration Policy Press release, 23/01/2018). The strategy aims to reach 10 000 

refugees a year; children will undertake fast-track language courses to ensure a smoother transition 

into formal education. 

 

6. Home and Housing Policies 

Standard of housing can have an important impact on general migrant integration as the location 

where they live can provide migrants with greater or lesser opportunities for economic, social and 

political integration.  

Both national and municipal authorities are in charge of the distribution of national benefits 

related to social housing. All people with a residence permit enjoy equal access to social housing 

structures. In order to be eligible for social housing, beneficiaries must prove that they are at risk of 

eviction, homeless or enrolled with the National Employment and Manpower Agency. Overall, the 

entry into the social housing scheme provides integrated access to social services for vulnerable 

people, including migrants. 

In 2018, more than half (53.8%) of TCN population lived in overcrowded dwellings which 

is a really worrying trend while the overcrowding rate differences between TCN and Greek 

population (24.6%) was slightly under 30% (Data Explorer, Eurostat, 18/09/2019). 
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As regards the asylum seekers’ housing, it has been a really pressing topic for the Greek 

government since 2015. UNHCR in 2016 implemented a EU-funded (ECHO) project titled 

“Accommodation scheme for relocation candidates” in cooperation with municipalities in order to 

house 20 000 persons in Greece before their relocation to other EU member states. Today, this 

program is known as “Emergency Support to Integration and Accommodation” – ESTIA. The 

programme, implemented by UNHCR, in cooperation with the Greek Government, local authorities 

and NGOs9, accommodation and cash assistance is provided to refugees and asylum seekers. 

Under this programme, Greece has been currently leveraging existing empty flats from public and 

private social housing, left by the housing boom and financial crisis, to accommodate refugees. 

 

7. Networks promoting integration processes 

Considering it a good practice, the "Cities Network for Integration" was established in January 

2018 with a Memorandum of Understanding between the municipalities of Athens and 

Thessaloniki. The Network expanded rapidly and at the moment includes the major Greek 

municipalities such as Athens, Thessaloniki, Trikala, Tripoli, Livadia, Karditsa, Herakleio, Larisa, 

Piraeus, Nea Philadelfia, and Ioannina. The municipalities receive support measures such as the 

development of integration plans and ad-hoc studies for policy design and project development. 

Municipalities are also offered training fort community engagement and two-way communication 

with TCNs. 

The Network acts as a forum for consultation, ideas exchange, partnerships, and the promotion of 

coordinated actions to develop policies for the social integration of refugees and migrants into the 

life of cities. These new plans aim to encourage the employment of refugees, contribute to reducing 

barriers to secondary education, implement training programs for local government on the provision 

of services to migrants and refugees, as well as strengthen legal support and information. These 

guidelines will be used as the basis for future talks at the central and regional level. 

 

                                                             
9 As for August 2019, in Greece, UNHCR worked through 34 partners: ARSIS, Iliaktida, INTERSOS, NOSTOS, 

Praksis, Solidarity Now, Catholic Relief Services, the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Societies, METAdrasi, the Greek Council for Refugees, the Network for Children’s Rights, Doctors of the World, the 

Association for Regional Development and Mental Health (EPAPSY), Diotima, Faros, KEAN - Cell Of Alternative 

Youth Activities, International Rescue Committee, International Catholic Migration Commission (ICMC), Hellenic 

Theatre/Drama & Education Network (TENet), UNOPS, Perichoresis, OMNES, UNICEF and the Local Authorities of 

Athens, Piraeus, Thessaloniki, Livadia, Herakleion, Trikala, Nea Filadelfia – Nea Chalkidona, Karditsa, Larissa, Tripoli 

and Tilos. 
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8. Good practices: Administrative services management procedures by local actors 

and authorities  

Various NGOs in Greece (ARSIS, Iliaktida, INTERSOS, NOSTOS, Praksis, Solidarity Now, 

Catholic Relief Services, the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, 

METAdrasi, the Greek Council for Refugees, the Network for Children’s Rights, Doctors of the 

World are just some of those) have been highly active during the last years after the mixed 

migration flow crisis and have carried out a number of projects that could be considered as good 

practises in terms of both migrant and refugee integration. However, also the Greek State has 

presented a heightened interest in addressing integration issues and in our view established a really 

important service that has played a crucial role (this results also from author’s empirical research in 

the Migrant Integration Center of the municipality of Heraklion of Crete region). Hoping not to 

undermine the important value of small scale various projects implemented by the NGOs mentioned 

above, among many good practices implemented, a selection of two has been made, mostly on the 

base of the “continuity” element that can show in the future (a really important element in our view 

for a successful migrant integration process) and the impact these two have had till to date. 

A. Athens Coordination Centre for Refugees and Migrants: Benefitting from external 

funding, the city was able to establish the Centre as a coordination platform between various 

stakeholders active in the provision of services in Athens city. The Centre structures its 

work in five committees, that each serves a specific sector dealing with migrant and refugee 

integration (housing, employment, health, education and legal support). Through these 

committees the municipality formulated a Strategic Action Plan for the Integration of 

Migrant and Refugees, approved by the local former Mayor in April 2018 and designed new 

municipal activities. All actions, while being led by the city’s Deputy Mayor for Migrants 

and Refugees, are built on funding availability and engagement of partners from other levels 

of government as well as international and national NGOs and foundations. This is an 

important constraint in devising a local integration strategy, yet ensures that important 

stakeholders are continuously included in the process. In practice, while the actions were 

clearly developed with the aim to facilitate refugee integration, they also concern other 

categories of migrants as well as vulnerable members of the host community. The ACCMR 

also plays a key role in coordinating with other eight Greek municipalities (see Objective 1) 

with whom Athens works to transfer capacity including the set up of evaluation systems 

(OECD, 2018: 14). The Centre has introduced a community-based approach that envisions 
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to support – in terms of practices and tools – other municipalities in Greece in addressing 

migrant and refugee needs, and inspires them to develop similar mechanisms. 

B. Migrant Integration Centers: The Migrant Integration Centres function as a local point of 

reference (integration service hub / one-stop-shop) for the provision of specialized services - 

psychosocial support, legal counselling and information on social rights to migrants and 

refugees in order to improve their living standards, access to labour market and social 

integration of the respective populations. The Centres aim to offer the following specialised 

services to migrants and refugees: Orientation and information services relevant to migrants 

and asylum seekers in different languages; interpreting and translation in facilitating access 

to mainstream services for migrant groups; guidance towards other services according to the 

need of the beneficiaries such as accommodation, job advice, job hunting, financial aid, etc.; 

initial support as required and direction to social services for newcomers; synergies with 

other public organisations, NGOs, migrant and refugee associations directed towards 

immigrant communities; language courses and acquiring computer skills; workshops with 

an intercultural character that will involve immigrants and local citizens, young people and 

parents with their children that will add to social and cultural integration (OECD, 2018: 43). 

Among other practical services offered by the Centers are: the provision of information in 

relation to administrative procedures (for example in relation to issuance of AMKA, VAT, 

OAED card, etc); submission of applications for social benefits, such as: Social Solidarity 

Income (KEA), rent allowance, disability allowances etc.; Greek language courses for 

beginners and Greek language courses and elements of Greek history and Greek culture 

preparing for Greek language certification exams; English language courses for beginners 

and advanced learners; computer courses and preparation for the basic computer skills 

certification exams (Windows, Word, Excel and Internet); individual professional 

counselling sessions.  

According to the new 2018 National Strategy on integration, the role of the Migrant 

Integration Centers should be enforced and extended. It is such a pity that till to date there 

are few Centres functioning in the various municipalities, mainly due to lack of extra 

funding. 
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Concluding Remarks 

This paper has attempted to map out the processes, policies, demographics and challenges on 

migrant integration that took place during the last ten years in Greece. Throughout the last decade, 

the migrant integration governance policies that have been applied in Greece are closer to a civic, 

functional and work-based integration processes as they are based on the expectation that the 

precondition for migrant integration is the acquisition of the Greek language, history and civil rules 

on the one hand, and an employment mainly in the sectors that the native-born population does not 

want to undertake.  

Greece has developed a more reactive rather than proactive framework for migration management. 

However, even when there is an integration strategy in place, it is not taken seriously by the 

national government bodies while a major problem remains the will of each government to 

implement it (e.g. the newly 2018 National Strategy on Integration). In practice, most integration 

initiatives have been implemented by civil society actors, including refugee and migrant 

communities, which have undertaken a key role for TCNs’ inclusion in Greece.  

Greek legal framework incorporates international protection provisions and treaties and seems to 

compliance with the international standards. Greece has also transferred relevant European Union 

regulations, directives and acts into national legislation. However, experience and European Court 

for Human Rights (ECHR) convictions for repeating violations of human rights show that there are 

serious discrepancies between what laws and regulations foresee and what happens in reality. 

On the subject of TCN children education, Greek policies have sought to address the specific needs 

of pupils with a migrant background and those of the second generation. The results during the last 

years on educational attainment have been important and encouraging. On the other hand, as 

regards the newly arrived refugee children, the role of small-scale projects led by local and 

international NGOs has been crucial in order to fill the gaps left by the Greek State even though the 

previous government has been quite active to this direction.   

Moreover, Greece’s integration policies have been mostly dependent on EU funds. This could raise 

serious concerns on the governments’ political will on long-tem migrant integration.  To that end, 

the role of EU and UN funding for the implementation of vocational and language training, 

housing, raising awareness campaigns has been indispensable and should be acknowledged. In our 

view, if it wasn't for the EU funding mainly from AMIF, ESF and ERDF, the interest or the 

possibilities to implement migrant integration measures and activities using their budget would be 

very little or none in the difficult financially years following the economic crisis.  
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Various local governments have proved that they want and the can do a lot in this field. The 

example of Thessaloniki city that was cited above explains this. However, cities and small 

municipalities still encounter problems in accessing EU funds due to lack of relevant calls from 

managing authorities, complicated processes of applying to and administrating,  political priorities 

at local, regional or national level might not be aligned, but also little synergy between the various 

European funds for integration (AMIF, ESF, ERDF) which makes it more difficult for local 

authorities to be proactive. 

Last but not least, street level bureaucrats play a crucial role and can make the difference with their 

proactive or passive stance in crucial migrant integration issues such as the acquisition of 

citizenship (legal and political dimension of migrant integration), particularly in Greece, where slow 

bureaucracy is among the structural problems of public administration. A recent example: after the 

adoption of  Law 4332/2015 on the acquisition of Greek citizenship, there have been evident and 

pronounced differences on time of the evaluation of the applications between the different regional 

offices. 
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