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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This Report covers the pandemic years 2020-2021, and it is a
follow-up to the previous report, describing the dense devel-
opments during this difficult time. In 2020, the situation of
third country nationals, in general, and asylum seekers, in
particular, changed suddenly and drastically with the out-
break of the Covid-19 pandemic. The number of applications
were halved; the pandemic restrictions made travelling hard-
er for asylum-seekers and the Republic of Cyprus refused to
accept applications for three months. In 2021, as restrictions
started to ease, the numbers went up almost to the levels of
2019 and reached unprecedent levels in 2022, as more re-
strictions were placed at entry points. The figures from the
first five months of 2022 indicate that the trend is likely to
continue increasing in spite of the pushbacks, the barbed
wires and the dehumanising reception conditions.

The country’s location and history, a de facto divided state,
where the northern part of the country is under a regime
only recognised by Turkey, which retains occupying forces
since 1974, is today an important factor that generates prob-
lems in managing migration and asylum. The EU Acquis
Communautaire is suspended in the northern part of the
country, inhabited by Turkish Cypriots, but the Republic of
Cyprus, an EU member, which has no effective control of the
north, is managing a territory divided by a long ceasefire line,
which is not a recognised border. Migrants and refugees
from Africa and the Middle East enter the country mostly
through unguarded points of the buffer zone; others enter
via the sea.

Upon the outbreak of the pandemic, the Government seized
the opportunity to introduce measures which could hardly be
seen as acceptable before. These included the suspension of
the asylum system, pushbacks at land and at sea, the forced
transfer of all asylum seekers into camps, the conversion of
the camps into closed centres, the placement of barbed wire
at certain spots along the buffer zone for the first time and
the general lowering of reception conditions. The numbers
of asylum seekers dropped significantly in 2020, in spite of
Government rhetoric about the rising numbers.

Alongside the repressive measures, which the Government
sought to justify on account of the pandemic, the Govern-
ment introduced a set of new regulations, adopted by a par-
liamentary majority, aiming at reducing the numbers of third

country nationals. The measures shortened the period for
appealing negative asylum decisions, compiled for the first
time extensive lists of ‘safe third countries’, increased inspec-
tions of workplaces to combat atypical work, introduced
stricter criteria for marriages between EU and third country
nationals and prerequisites for third country students. Addi-
tional measures were also put in place, adopted from previ-
ous years, aiming at reducing the numbers of third country
nationals in the country, including the application of financial
criteria for the exercise of the right to family reunification and
the policy of denying residence permits to children of recog-
nised refugees, born after their parents left their country of
origin. The latter was identified by the Commissioner for
Children’s Rights as a violation of the EU acquis, but never-
theless it remained in place. The Ministry of Transport re-
stricted the right of new asylum seekers and refugees to ob-
tain a driving license, which essentially limited the chances of
newcomers to find jobs as food deliverers, one of the few
jobs available during the lockdown measures and a key
source of jobs for young asylum seekers even after the pan-
demic. Amidst the picture of increased repression and re-
duced rights, a migrant integration plan was compiled, which
appeared more like an opportunity to absorb EU funds and
reinforce the government budget and less of a genuine in-
tention to integrate third country nationals.

The new measures were accompanied by the Government
and media rhetoric of inflated asylum figures, connecting
third country nationals with crime and groundless allegations
that Muslims were being sent by Turkey in order to alter the
country’s demographic character. Although some of these
were identified by the media watch body as instances of hate
speech, the Attorney General refused to prosecute the media
outlets concerned. The year was further marked by attacks
on Islamic mosques and by a local municipality’s refusal to
allow within its vicinity the operation of a centre for vulnera-
ble asylum seekers, as further manifestations of a societal
shift towards xenophobia.

The pandemic revealed and widened the gaps of the health
care system, which essentially excluded several categories of
third country nationals. NGOs reported gaps in accessing in-
formation about the pandemic, tools to protect themselves
and emergency care, as well as on practical matters such as
how to comply with the lockdown and movement restric-



tions. Although NGOs attempted to bridge some of these
gaps, by providing translations of measures and contacting
the health authorities on their behalf, they were also experi-
encing access problems themselves. During the pandemic,
remarkable acts of solidarity emerged towards asylum-seek-
ers and refugees by various informal groups.

Finding affordable housing in the community was identified
as a major problem for third country nationals, accentuated
by the failure of the Social Welfare Services to make prompt
payments of government grants, as required by landlords.
The homelessness and overcrowded accommodation units,
generated by this policy, exposed third country nationals to
increased risk of Covid 19. Towards the end of 2020, the In-
terior Minister prohibited the settlement of asylum seekers in
a village in Paphos, in response to local far right rhetoric
about ‘too many asylum seekers’ and ‘increased crime” in the
area.

Of all the measures introduced in 2020, the pushbacks at sea
attracted most international attention and criticism for being
blatant violations of international law, putting lives at risk.
The criticisms left no mark on the government’s policy of
pushbacks, which continued throughout the year. Attention
from human rights monitoring bodies also focused on the
closure of the camps and particularly the Pournara camp,
which was not designed for a stay exceeding 72 hours and
was instead converted into an overcrowded substandard de-
tention centre, where children are denied their right to edu-
cation, and unaccompanied minors are forced to share tents
with adults. Complaints brought to Parliament by UNHCR
about sexual abuse of unaccompanied minors did not impact
government policy, which continued to mix unaccompanied
minors with adults. In early 2022, unaccompanied minors
repeatedly made an exit from the camp, choosing to sleep on
the pavement outside a shelter for unaccompanied children
and rely on charitable donations rather than return to Pour-
nara.

The pandemic restrictions led to the disruption of recreation-
al activities for unaccompanied children in shelters, who
were left alone with nothing to do. Information on protec
tion measures was only supplied to them by NGOs. Unac
companied minors who entered Cyprus during the first wave
of the pandemic were denied access to asylum or to recep-
tion conditions.

The pandemic complicated the processing of deportations of
undocumented migrants, leading to the overcrowding of the
police detention facilities, which were unprepared for this
sudden increase and without health protocols. Accessing jus-
tice to challenge their detention was also complicated for the
detainees at the Menoyia Detention Centre, designated for
immigration detainees. NGOs reported delays in the granting
of exit permits to attend the court as well as a rise in deten-
tions on the suspicion of terrorism, most of which the court
declared to be unfounded.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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INTRODUCTION: ASYLUM,
IMMIGRATION AND THE PANDEMIC

CRISIS IN CYPRUS

The pandemic years, 2020 and 2021, saw dramatic changes
in in the Government policy pertaining to the management
of migration and asylum, even though the foundations and
trends may be traced from 2019. There was a dramatic inten-
sification of the restrictive and repressive policies, which
were there in 2019, only in discursive rhetoric or in embryon-
ic form.

The year 2020 was dominated by the Covid-19 pandemic
crisis, which produced further restrictive measures invoking
the emergency situation to contain the spread of the virus.
Ever since, the Republic of Cyprus, like others in the Mediter-
ranean, such as Italy, Malta and Greece, is openly using push-
backs, violating humanitarian and refugee law (UNHCR
2020a). The pattern of invoking the exceptional situation of
the pandemic to implement repressive measures, including
the widespread detention of asylum seekers in closed struc-
tures has become ‘normalised’ in the Cypriot context, but
remains unlawful.

Since March 2020, when the last FES report was produced, '
important changes warranted an extensive new report mon-
itoring the changes in policy and on the ground. Many of the
patterns are extensions of existing policies, practices and
discourses predating the pandemic. The backdrop remains
that fact that Cyprus’ location and history, adjoining Europe,
Asia, and Africa, renders it susceptible to turbulence and
troubles in the region.2 Over the years, education and politics
promote a sense of emergency in order to save ‘the nation’,
laying the foundations for xenophobia. The country’s de fac-
to division and the fact that the northern part is administered
by a regime which is largely unrecognised by the internation-
al community shapes migration routes and flows and ulti-
mately structures the management and conceptualisation of
asylum and migration polices. Increasingly, migration and
asylum issues are entangled with the division issues of the
‘Cyprus problem’, particularly as regards the crossing of per-

1 Nicos Trimikliniotis, CYPRUS AS A NEW REFUGEE ‘HOTSPOT’ IN
EUROPE? Challenges for a Divided Country, Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (2020).
https:/library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/zypern/16001.pdf.

2 For the last failed efforts to resolve the problem, see N. Trimikliniotis
and G. Kalpadakis, ‘Ahead of the five-party meeting: Convergences and
bridgeable differences towards the reunification of Cyprus’, Working Paper
66 ELIAMEP (2021). https://www.eliamep.gr/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/
Policy-paper-66-Kalpadakis-and-Trimikliniotis.pdf

sons through the 'no man’s land’ dividing the country, the
buffer zone known as the ‘Green Line’ (grey on the map),
which is under UN control.

Whilst in theory the entire territory of the country acceded to
the EU in 2004, because of the absence of a settlement to
the Cyprus problem, the implementation of the EU acquis
communautaire is suspended for the northern part of the is-
land.? A controversial issue in 2021 was the placement of
barbed wire by the authorities of the Republic of Cyprus at
points on the Green Line, reportedly in an effort to curb ‘ille-
gal immigration’, sparking protests and contestations by
farmers as well as criticism about the symbolism of this new
practice, vis-a-vis the Cyprus problem.* The Government has
since ordered expensive surveillance devices and submitted a
new bill to Parliament requesting that the police chief be al-
lowed to recruit 300 armed special police officers for up to
28 months to act as border guards of a ‘non-border’ of the
Green Line, to curb what the Government deems as ‘immi-
gration flows'.> Opposition MPs and human rights groups are
alarmed at the prospect of armed police on the Green Line.®
This is likely to further complicate the already complex ‘Green
Line Regulation’, and it runs the danger of ‘hardening’ the
‘soft border’ or ‘non border’ of divided Cyprus. Concerns
about securitisation and militarisation of the Green Line, to-
gether with pursuing the Government'’s application for the
divided Cyprus to join the Schengen Area, have raised con-
cerns that this would not only mean a toughening of immi-
gration repression at the expense of accessing asylum but it
would cement partition by installing a ‘hard EU border".”

3 As provided in Article 1 of the Treaty of Accession of Cyprus to the
EU. See N. Trimikliniotis, Report on the Free Movement of Workers in
Cyprus in 2012-2013, National Expert Report for the European Network
on Free Movement of Workers within the European Union, coordinated
by University of Nijmegen’'s Centre of Migration, under the European
Commission’s supervision (2013). http://works.bepress.com/nicos_
trimikliniotis/41/.

4  C. M. Constantinou, «To Néo Zuppatomieypa tng Nekpng
Zwvng», Politis (16 March 2021). https:/politis.com.cy/apopseis/to-neo-
syrmatoplegma-tis-nekris-zonis-toy-kosta-m-konstantinoy/

5  'Cyprus| 300 Special Police Officers for Green Line surveillance’,
Defence Redefined (13 May 2022).

6  Nick Theodoulou, ‘New bill seeks to hire 300 officers to police
migrant flows on Green Line’, Cyprus Mail (11 May 2022).

7  Loukianos Lyritsas, ‘The Green Line in Cyprus in the Schengen area’,
DW, 4 February 2022.


https://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/zypern/16001.pdf
https://www.eliamep.gr/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Policy-paper-66-Kalpadakis-and-Trimikliniotis.pdf
https://www.eliamep.gr/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Policy-paper-66-Kalpadakis-and-Trimikliniotis.pdf
http://works.bepress.com/nicos_trimikliniotis/41/
http://works.bepress.com/nicos_trimikliniotis/41/
https://politis.com.cy/apopseis/to-neo-syrmatoplegma-tis-nekris-zonis-toy-kosta-m-konstantinoy/
https://politis.com.cy/apopseis/to-neo-syrmatoplegma-tis-nekris-zonis-toy-kosta-m-konstantinoy/
https://defenceredefined.com.cy/cyprus-300-special-police-officers-for-green-line-surveillance/
https://cyprus-mail.com/2022/05/11/new-bill-seeks-to-hire-300-officers-to-police-migrant-flows-on-green-line/
https://cyprus-mail.com/2022/05/11/new-bill-seeks-to-hire-300-officers-to-police-migrant-flows-on-green-line/
https://www.dw.com/el/%CF%83%CF%84%CE%B7-%CE%B6%CF%8E%CE%BD%CE%B7-%CF%83%CE%AD%CE%BD%CE%B3%CE%BA%CE%B5%CE%BD-%CE%B7-%CF%80%CF%81%CE%AC%CF%83%CE%B9%CE%BD%CE%B7-%CE%B3%CF%81%CE%B1%CE%BC%CE%BC%CE%AE-%CF%83%CF%84%CE%B7%CE%BD-%CE%BA%CF%8D%CF%80%CF%81%CE%BF/a-60660155
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Figure 1
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In 2019, the Government applied to join Schengen?® yielding a
negative response from the European Union’s Home Affairs
Commissioner.® The Government, which is poised to pursue
the application to join Schengen, has nevertheless managed
to push through Parliament a legislation that harmonizes the
Republic of Cyprus with Schengen and installs a National In-

formation System for the purposes of denying entry and resi-
dence to third-country nationals in the Member States. The
purpose of the legislation is to ‘address migration flows and
prevent the entry of malicious elements’ and consequently
proceed with the accession of Cyprus to the Schengen Area."

Figure 2

A view of the barbed wire at the village of Astromeritis in the Nicosia district.

8  'Cyprus MFA: We Applied for Schengen Membership in
September’, Schengenvisainfo news, 5 November 2019.

9  'EU: Cyprus Not Ready to Join Schengen Zone', Schengenvisainfo
news, 3 June 3, 2021

10 Loukianos Lyritsas, ‘The Green Line in Cyprus in the Schengen area’,
DW, 4 February 2022.
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As noted in the 2020 FES Report for 2019, during the height
of the 2015 ‘refugee crisis’,'? Cyprus did not witness a signif-
icant rise in the number of applications: 1,373 cases of
asylum applications for 2014; 1,730 in 2015; and 2,936 in
2016 (Table 1). However, between 2016 and 2019, there was
a sharp rise in the number of asylum applications, from 2,936
applications in 2016 to 13,200 in 2019, which was the high-
est number ever recorded. In 2020 the number was halved to
7,094 applications, yet, the discourse on the ‘necessity to
curb illegal immigration’ not only continued unabated but
was intensified and expedited ‘emergency’ restrictive meas-
ures and curtailed the rights of asylum-seekers, as analysed
in the main part of this report.

Arrivals to Cyprus: Like in 2019, in 2020, immigration and
asylum officers claim that the vast majority of asylum seekers
enter through the Green Line after having crossed Turkey.™
The division line is a ‘quasi border’, a 'soft border’ or a ‘fron-
tier line’, which the Greek Cypriot dominated Republic of Cy-
prus ceded to the UN for peace-keeping purposes.’ Asylum
officers estimated that up to 60% of all applications for asy-
lum come from persons who cross over from the north.’®
Also, many applications come from persons who enter the
Republic as students, visitors or workers. The direct sea trip to
Cyprus, often via unseaworthy boats, is risky, and many have
lost their lives en route. The term ‘mixed migration’ is increas-
ingly used to describe the newly arrived economic migrants

Table 1
Number of asylum applications (2002-2021)
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8000 7201
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2032 4286
4000 3449

2663 2542

839
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B Number of applications

13,259 13,235

7761
7094

4582

2963

1394 1373 1730
994

During 2020, the European Asylum Support Office or EASO
(now called European Union Agency for Asylum, EUAA) of-
fered significant financial support, worth €4.5m, to Cyprus in
order to speed up the asylum process. It provided for 80 ex-
perts involved in the registration and management of appli-
cants entitled to international protection. However, the num-
bers of pending applications have actually increased. The
following table from the Asylum Service of the Ministry of In-
terior illustrates the inefficiency in handling the applications.”™

Year

Applicants

Negative Refugee Subsidiary Pending

decisions  status  protection persons
2020 7094 1730 147 1496 1895
2019 13648 2053 147 1149 17171

11 Nicos Trimikliniotis, CYPRUS AS A NEW REFUGEE 'HOTSPOT" IN
EUROPE? Challenges for a Divided Country, Freidrich-Ebert-Stiftung
(2020). https:/library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/zypern/16001.pdf.

12 See N. Trimikliniotis, Migration and Refugee Dissensus in Europe:
Borders, Insecurity and Austerity (London: Routledge, 2020).

13 Asylum Service, Ministry of Interior, Cyprus.

and persons eligible for international protection. This pur-
posely or inadvertently blurs the picture of protection that
must be afforded to those who ask for it, and often produces
negative perceptions amongst the host population.'

In 2021, there was an increase in the numbers of asylum ap-
plications, in comparison to previous years, but the reasons
for this rise are more complicated than the conspiratorial ver-

14 Information provided by Asylum Service officer, December 2020.

15 N. Trimikliniotis, ‘Exceptions, Soft Borders and Free Movement for
Workers', in Rethinking the Free Movement of Workers: The European
Challenges Ahead, eds. P. Minderhoud and N. Trimikliniotis (Nijmegen: Wolf
Legal Publishers, 2009); N. Peristianis and J. Mavris, ‘The “Green Line"” of
Cyprus: A contested boundary in flux’, in The Ashgate Research Companion
to Border Studies, ed. D. Wastl-Walter (Abingdon: Ashgate, 2011).

16 Interview with Immigration official, September 2019. In the past,
officers spoke of 90% but this has changed.

17 Forinstance, mixed migration is defined as the ‘cross-border movements
of people, including refugees fleeing persecution” and conflict, victims of
trafficking, and people seeking better lives and opportunities. http:/www.
mixedmigration.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/gmmu-me-q1-2019.pdf
For a critical analysis, see, Trimikliniotis, Migration and Refugee Dissensus
in Europe.


https://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/zypern/16001.pdf
http://www.moi.gov.cy/moi/asylum/asylumservice.nsf/asylumservice18_gr/asylumservice18_gr?OpenDocument&fbclid=IwAR1hy8BYi_xtF_kCz_CtVfmIKDCCvFmIStPVdztqpottpX8vhpre56Fmr04
http://www.mixedmigration.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/qmmu-me-q1-2019.pdf
http://www.mixedmigration.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/qmmu-me-q1-2019.pdf
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sions of a 'hybrid war’ waged by Turkey, cited by politicians
and journalists. There is some validity to the argument that
the EU restrictions on the number of asylum-seekers reaching
EU shores, particularly in the way it was achieved, may well
have some disproportionate impact by burdening EU border
countries, such as Cyprus. However, this fails to explain why
Cyprus is chosen as the route in comparison to other destina-
tions closer and more accessible to continental Europe, where
there are better prospects for a new secure life and work.
Asylum seekers may choose Cyprus as a destination due to
rising tensions, wars and repressive measures by regimes in
the Middle East and Africa, or for other reasons. As people
are getting more desperate and other destinations seem
more difficult or more expensive to reach, Cyprus is likely to
see a further rise in numbers. Therefore, what appears as a
peculiarity and paradox of Cyprus facing an increase in num-
bers while they decline elsewhere must be relativized and
scrutinized within the right context over the next months and
years, always checking our sources of data, as the numbers
and ratios parading in the media and sometimes stated by
officials are not always accurate. Nevertheless, what can be
stated today is that Cyprus is insufficiently prepared for the

current development. The country’s asylum and immigrant
labour systems are in serious need of reform, together with a
necessary broader reform of the Dublin system.”® This ex-
plains why despite the tough anti-immigration rhetoric, poli-
cies and barriers in the form of aversion measures on land and
at sea (including illegal pushbacks) and the generation of a
hostile environment, has not dented increasing numbers of
people from seeking refuge in Cyprus. In the absence of poli-
cies and mechanisms to address labour trafficking, economic
migrants also turn to the asylum system as a means to escape
modern slavery. And in the absence of policies of legalisation
of overstayers, inevitably some overstayers will also resort to
the asylum system as a means to extend their stay.

Countries of origin: The patterns of the countries of origin
have not changed dramatically since 2019. The top ten na-
tionalities of asylum seekers in 2020 were the following: Syr-
ia, India, Bangladesh, Cameroon, Pakistan, Egypt, Vietnam,
Irag, Georgia and Sri Lanka.

The following are figures from the Asylum Service of the Re-
public of Cyprus:'

Table 3
Number of asylum applications (2002-2021)
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18 This was the conclusion in 2020, just before the pandemic hit us,
see, Trimikliniotis, Migration and Refugee Dissensus in Europe.

19 The country listed as Kongo refers to the Democratic Republic of
Congo.
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Table 4
Number of asylum applications (2002-2021)
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In 2020, the situation of third-country nationals and asylum
seekers changed suddenly and drastically with the outbreak
of the Covid-19 pandemic: the number of applications were
halved, as the pandemic restrictions made travelling harder
for asylum-seekers. The Republic of Cyprus refused to accept
applications for three months. Also, reception conditions se-
riously deteriorated. In 2021, the numbers went up to the
level of 2019, as shown in the table below:2°

Table 5
Number of asylum applications (2002-2021)
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20 Based on the official figures provided by the Asylum Service of the
Republic of Cyprus. The Asylum Service, the department of the Ministry
of Interior responsible for asylum-related statistical collection in Cyprus.
The below statistics have been provided by the Asylum Service, see
AIDA (2022) Cyprus Report, Update 2021, Asylum Information Database
(AIDA), ECR, p.7)


https://asylumineurope.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/AIDA_CY_2021update.pdf?fbclid=IwAR1mjrCutdYeLHWwuZXtazalnJhSOpJf_j0N6TRTUlwJ3dOQMr5hXOI7EPw

INTRODUCTION: ASYLUM, IMMIGRATION AND THE PANDEMIC CRISIS IN CYPRUS

Table 6
Applications and granting of protection status at first instance: 2021

A[_)plicants Pending at Refugee sta- Subsidi_ary Rejection Refugee Sub. Rejection
in 2021 end 2021 tus protection rate Prot. rate rate
Total 13,773 18,808 291 1,983 9,962 2.38% 16.2% 81.4%
Breakdown by countries of origin of the total numbers
Syfian Arab 3,051 5,525 2 1913 6 1.24% 98.5% 0.3%
epublic
DR Congo 1,723 2,183 6 5 233 2.5% 2% 95.5%
Nigeria 1,555 1,793 9 0 498 1.8% 0% 98.2%
Pakistan 998 525 3 0 1,327 0.2% 0% 99.8%
India 986 709 0 0 2,117 0% 0% 100%
Cameroon 775 2,529 48 0 407 10.5% 0% 89.4%
Bangladesh 686 291 4 1 1,922 0.2% 0.1% 99.7%
Somalia 677 840 18 32 32 21.9% 39% 39%
Nepal 619 682 0 0 471 0% 0% 100%
Sierra Leone 460 574 0 0 51 0% 0% 100%

Source: Asylum Service

The total number of applicants includes subsequent applications. The number of first-time applications was 13,235. Statistics on decisions cover the decisions taken throughout the year, regardless
of whether they concern applications lodged that year or in previous years. “Rejection” only covers negative decisions on the merit of the application, not including inadmissibility decisions

Table 7
Gender/age breakdown of the total number of applicants: 2021

Number Percentage

Total number of applicants 13,773 -
Men, incl. children N/A N/A
Women, incl. children N/A N/A
Children N/A N/A
Unaccompanied children 659 N/A

Source: Asylum Service

Table 8
Comparison between first instance and appeal decision rates: 2021

First instance Appeal

Number Percentage Number Percentage
Total number of decisions 14,868 - 3,680 -
Positive decisions 1653 11.1% 13 0.3%
® Refugee status 181 1.2% 7 0.1%
o Subsidiary protection 1,472 9.9% 0 0%
e Order to Review* n/a n/a 6 0.10%
Negative decisions 9,555 64.2% 2,549 69.2%
Subsequent application (inadmissible) 1,796 12.1% n/a n/a
Withdrawals (implicit/explicit) 1,806 12.1% 1,118 30.3%

*If the International Protection Appeals Court accepts the appeal, the decision of the Asylum Service will be cancelled. How-
ever, the Court has the jurisdiction to return the decision to the Asylum Service to be reviewed or it may grant refugee status

or subsidiary protection.’

1 Article 11 IPAC Law.

Source: Asylum Service and IPAC
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A SHARP CHANGE IN IMMIGRATION
AND ASYLUM POLICY

The outbreak of Covid-19 was a crucial factor in generating
and extracting political and societal consent for a sharp poli-
cy change and a marked deterioration of conditions for asy-
lum seekers and migrants on the ground. Along with the
closure of the borders, access to the asylum procedure was
restricted, as refugee camps were overnight converted into
closed structures, became overcrowded and lacked basic ser-
vices. This period signalled for the first time the reporting of
pushbacks both at land and at sea.

NEW PRACTICES

Migrants living in the community also faced a tough predica-
ment. As the NGO Cyprus Stop Trafficking noted, there were
about 17,000 migrants in Cyprus living in overcrowded pri-
vate apartments, many of whom were irregular, who were
not informed about protection measures, restrictions or
what to do if they fall sick. The NGO stated that it put the
guestion to the Ministry of the Interior, which responded that
the instructions have been posted in English on the govern-
ment website, which essentially meant that the government
washed its hands as regards the consequences, without any
plan on what to do if anyone in the crowded apartments fell
sick. Cyprus Stop Trafficking runs two shelters for victims of
trafficking, one of which accommodates women, alone or
with children, who are not registered in the public health
system. The group wondered what it would do if anyone
staying there caught Covid. The NGO stated that the govern-
ment should have printed information leaflets in all the lan-
guages spoken by migrants in Cyprus and supplied them to
migrant support NGOs who are in contact with the migrant
population.

Shortly after the outbreak of the pandemic and the imposi-
tion of the first lockdown, asylum seekers residing in hotels
paid for by the government were transferred to Pournara.
Persons of African origin were apprehended by the police in
the streets, under circumstances that suggest racial profiling,
and were transferred to Pournara without being able to pack
their things from their apartments. UNHCR collected the per-
sonal stories of these people and sent them to the Asylum
Service, showing that not all were staying in hotels, some
were staying in apartments. After weeks, UNHCR received
letters from the residents saying that they were still without
their personal belongings. The unofficial justification was
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that they did not conform with protection measures. It is be-
lieved that the involuntary transfer of asylum seekers from
their place of residence to Pournara was a policy intended to
reduce costs.

A NEW IMMIGRATION POLICY

Even before the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, the
Council of Ministers had planned to take measures to reduce
the numbers of new arrivals, as a result of the increasing
number of asylum applications. The measures were subse-
quently presented as protecting public health, because of the
Covid-19 outbreak. The ministry compiled these measures in
an action plan and published them in early March 2020. The
list was not intended to be exhaustive of all measures which
the government would take but listed the following:

— Shortening the time to examine asylum applications by
increasing the number of persons examining applica-
tions to 69.

Accelerating the procedures by reducing the timeline
foreseen for appealing a negative Court decision.
Compiling a list of safe countries to separate the pro-
foundly groundless applications. Applications from
‘safe countries’ will be examined with accelerated pro-
cedures within ten days. At the same time, a deporta-
tion order will be issued against applicants from ‘safe
countries’, which the applicant will have the right to
appeal.

Introducing draft legislation to curb the phenomenon
of bogus marriages.

Applying strict criteria, as of September 2020, for the
enrolment of third country students at colleges and
universities.

Revising government policy on welfare grants and
housing allowances to asylum seekers.

No longer renting residences or hotel rooms in order to
accommodate asylum seekers. Instead, the only ac
commodation to be offered would be inside closed
structures.

Institutionalising the collaboration with the European
Border and Coast Guard Agency (FRONTEX) for the re-
turn of rejected asylum seekers. The government addi-
tionally applied to FRONTEX to guard its borders and
particularly those in the northern part of the country


https://www.philenews.com/koinonia/eidiseis/article/905372/koronoios-choris-anaggaia-enimerosi-kai-perithalpsi-metanastes-stin-kypro?fbclid=IwAR0F4-V0pCgMq6UIufbqhSblhzqzIqyBsTzXu5X0RAd3MhKhHec9Bfpx80E
http://www.moi.gov.cy/moi/moi.nsf/All/D8E193FAE04D55DEC2258529005E2B9C?OpenDocument

between the occupied shoreline and Turkey.

— Intensifying the inspections for combating illegal work
and exploitation of migrants.

— Having the Interior Ministry collaborate with local gov-
ernance to inspect the places where migrants stay and
prosecute landlords who provide unsuitable premises.

— Setting up a new structure to accommodate up to 600
asylum seekers until their applications are determined.

— Reopening and using the wings of the Menoyia Deten-
tion Centre, which had remained closed all these years,
to detain migrants awaiting deportation.

— Setting up a new unit specialising in returning migrants
to their countries of origin.

Syrians entering Cyprus through Turkey were classified by the
government as ‘secondary applications’ and therefore a ‘no-
claim’ category. The Attorney General was reportedly not
consulted on the legality of this measure and made no public
intervention about it. In the months that followed, the Interi-
or Minister classified Syrians arriving from Lebanon in the
same ‘no-claim’ category and refused them access to the
asylum procedure. This contrasts sharply with the treatment
afforded to Ukrainian refugees in 2022, who were welcomed
despite coming from another EU country (e.g., Poland), to
which they had to flee.

In June 2020, the Interior Ministry presented his new immi-
gration policy, which consisted of changes, essentially re-
stricting access to asylum. The new policy sought to intro-
duce restrictions in four areas which the Ministry considered
to be sources of unfounded asylum claims:

(a). Third country students: In order to combat the phe-
nomenon of students applying for asylum, very strict
conditions for the registration of third country students
will be introduced. Under the new criteria, students will
need to provide a bank reference letter on their ability
to cover the fees for the first college year. They will also
have to sign a statement that the reason for travelling
to Cyprus is not fear of persecution in their country.
They will need to provide proof of a good knowledge
of English, either through internationally recognized
certificates or through an oral examination. Their right
to work will be restricted to the industry connected to
their subject of study. Finally, each college will have a
restriction on the number of foreign students it can
register per academic year.

—~
o
=

. Marriages between third country nationals and EU na-
tionals: In order to combat the phenomena of bogus
marriages for the purpose of securing the right to re-
main in Cyprus, permission to conclude a marriage will
have to be obtained from the Interior Ministry. Munici-
palities who are found guilty of having conducted a
bogus marriage will lose the right to conduct any more
civil weddings.

(0). Applications from ‘safe countries”: A list of ‘safe coun-
tries’ is compiled and all applications from these coun-
tries will be considered as manifestly unfounded unless
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the applicants show that their lives are at risk if they
return there. As of 1 July, the team of examiners of
asylum applications will be reinforced with 30 persons
aiming at completing the assessment of ‘manifestly un-
founded asylum applications’ within ten days. The list
of safe countries comprises the following: Albania,
Montenegro, Serbia, North Macedonia, Bosnia Herze-
govina, Georgia, Ghana, India, Bangladesh, Pakistan,
Sri Lanka, Vietnam, Philippines, Nepal, Morocco, Alge-
ria, Tunisia, Senegal, Gambia, Egypt and Nigeria.

—
o
=

. Shortening of deadlines: The timeline of 75 days for
filing an application for judicial review of the asylum
rejection will be reduced to 15 days. The timeline for
appeals will be reduced from 42 days to ten. A depor-
tation order will be issued automatically with the re-
jecting decision and its execution will be suspended
until the appeal is heard.

. De facto detention until examination of the asylum ap-
plication: A new detention centre was to be set up in
Menoyia, close to the current detention centre for im-
migration detainees. Asylum applicants will be obliged
to reside there until their asylum application is deter-
mined.

The amendments are likely to have a serious impact on the
asylum procedure, because of the risk that all or most appli-
cations will be classified as ‘manifestly unfounded'. The list of
‘safe countries’ includes most countries found in the safe
country lists of other countries but also seven or eight coun-
tries that do not appear in any other safe country list. Stake-
holders expressed concern that the shortening of the proce-
dures for the examination of applications from ‘safe countries’
could mean that less attention will be paid by the examiners,
who will inevitably focus on assessing the application as
quickly as possible.

The list compiled by the Ministry does not include any reser-
vations for the fact that, even in the absence of war, persecu-
tion for religious beliefs or sexual orientation is still a possibil-
ity. Other asylum destination countries which had listed
Nepal as a safe country did so with a gender claims reserva-
tion, indicating that it may not be safe for women, or with a
geographical reservation, indicating that it may not be safe in
all areas. Nigeria is also part of the Cypriot list of safe coun-
tries, despite the fact that Boko Haram is active in the north,
LGBTI persons are criminalized and there is significant human
trafficking taking place. The presumption that applications
from safe countries are ill founded shifts the burden entirely
onto the applicant to prove that persecution is well founded.
UNHCR believes that the burden of proof should, in fact, be
shared between the applicant and the state, as the state is
bestowed with an investigative role to enquire whether there
are state obligations stemming out of international conven-
tions it has ratified. According to media reports, the Cypriot
government is considering adding Turkey to its list of ‘safe
third countries’, so as to restrict asylum applications from
Kurds and Turks. The government is reportedly examining
the adoption of the Danish model for Syria, which divides


https://www.pio.gov.cy/assets/pdf/newsroom/2020/06/18.6.20_metanasteftiki_politiki.pdf
https://www.pio.gov.cy/assets/pdf/newsroom/2020/06/18.6.20_metanasteftiki_politiki.pdf
http://www.cylaw.org/KDP/data/2020_1_198.pdf
http://www.cylaw.org/KDP/data/2020_1_198.pdf
https://politis.com.cy/politis-news/metanasteytiko-tha-charaktirisoyme-tin-toyrkia-asfali-triti-chora/
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Syria into regions, characterising them as ‘safe’ or ‘war zones’,
in order to enable them to return Syrian nationals with an
international protection status in Cyprus to ‘safe’ parts of Syr-
ia. A ECtHR decision against Russia established that returns
to any Syrian territory continue to be unsafe.

A senior human rights lawyer criticised the shortening of the
timeline for appeals, highlighting the fact that some appli-
cants will be deported before they manage to file their ap-
peal within the reduced timeline. He added that the Consti-
tution must always be approached with respect and must
not be amended for the purpose of merely satisfying the
naive. If the aim is to address long period it takes to examine
the manifestly unfounded applications, this could have been
remedied through reducing the time needed by the court,
which often exceeds 24 months, rather than restrict the
rights of applicants.

In early September 2020, the Interior Minister tabled in Parlia-
ment his proposals in order to implement his new immigra-
tion policy declared in June 2020. The bills proposed (i)
amending the Constitution in order to sanction the adoption
of legislation to shorten the deadline of 75 days foreseen in
the Constitution for all applications for judicial review; (i)
amending the law to reduce the timeline for appeals before
the Court of International Protection against negative asylum
decisions from 75 days to 30 and for accelerated procedures
down to 15 days; and (iii) amending the laws on refugees
and immigration in order to enable the government to issue
a deportation order at the same time an asylum claim is re-
jected as a single administrative act. All bills were adopted by
a majority vote.

The NGO KISA criticized the new policy for failing to address
important issues of migration such as integration, infringe-
ment of rights, labour rights violations. KISA expressed con-
cerns that the Interior Minister did not appear to understand
the difference between immigration and that the number of
asylum seekers was presented as 34,000 instead of 19,000.
KISA criticized the shortening of the deadlines as a measure
that infringes the right of access to effective judicial remedy
and closing asylum seekers in a camp pending determination
of their asylum applications as violations of the EU asylum
acquis.
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ABSENCE OF A COMPREHENSIVE
INTEGRATION POLICY

There is little space in the government’s immigration policy
for integration measures. The policy aim is clearly geared to-
wards exclusion and marginalization as a means of address-
ing the increased number of arrivals, in the hope that pro-
spective applicants may be discouraged from seeking asylum
in Cyprus by the low reception conditions. Towards year's
end, a national migrant integration plan was compiled utilis-
ing EU funds. In November the draft plan was subjected to
stakeholder consultation and was presented in public in De-
cember, pending its formal adoption by the Archives Popula-
tion and Immigration Department in 2021. The plan is based
on eight priority areas, none of which relate to the integra-
tion problems already identified by NGOs working on the
ground with migrants, asylum seekers and refugees. The
plan’s priority areas include recognising and certifying mi-
grants’ knowledge and skills; training migrants; sensitising
the host society, including actors involved in integration,
about migrants; facilitating migrants to access the welfare
state; protecting the human rights of vulnerable migrants
and refugees; and developing integration tools.


https://www.kathimerini.com.cy/gr/politiki/anapompes-kai-nomoi-gia-metanasteytiko-stin-1i-olomeleia-tis-boylis
https://www.kathimerini.com.cy/gr/politiki/anapompes-kai-nomoi-gia-metanasteytiko-stin-1i-olomeleia-tis-boylis
https://kisa.org.cy/kathe-allo-para-olokliromeni-metanasteftiki-politiki-eksigile-o-ypourgos/
https://tcnintegration.com.cy/schedio-entaksis-se-ekseliksi/a-ekdosi/
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FAMILY REUNIFICATION

Applications for family reunification remain at very low levels,
and they experience significant delays, as the government
continues to grant most eligible applicants only subsidiary
protection rather than refugee status. Subsidiary protection,
as interpreted by Cypriot authorities, does not carry the right
to family reunification. Long delays and additional obstacles
are experienced by recognized refugees, as in some cases the
Asylum Service applies financial criteria, contrary to the EU
guidelines and recommendations on family reunification.
Even where the Ministry of Interior approves an application
for family reunification, the Cypriot Consulate in the country
of residence of the family members may refuse to issue the
entry visas without justification and without conducting their
own investigation.

According to a change of policy introduced in 2019, children
born after their parents left their country of origin or born to
parents who married in Cyprus, are no longer automatically
entitled to receive the status granted to their parents. This
change, which affects a great number of families with a long
presence in Cyprus, undermines the family unity of interna-
tional protection beneficiaries and leads dependent mem-
bers either to remain in legal limbo or to apply for a special
status that is not compatible with their factual conditions and
rights. In late 2020, the Asylum Service informed the Cyprus
Refugee Council that they were seeking the Attorney Gener-
al’s opinion on the transposition of the relevant EU Directive
and the interpretation of the term ‘family member’ in the
context of beneficiaries of international protection. The Cy-
prus Refugee Council filed a case in court, on behalf of a
single mother who got pregnant and gave birth in Cyprus,
for the failure of the authorities to grant international protec-
tion to her child. The Asylum Service had decided to grant
the mother’s status to the child and the immigration author-
ities refused to implement this decision. The Cyprus Refugee
Council submitted complaints against the asylum and immi-
gration authorities to the Commissioner for Children’s Rights
on behalf of a number of families affected by the new policy,
whose children were left without a status even though the
parents had been granted international protection. The
Commissioner for Children’s Rights concluded that there was
a legislative gap regarding the permits of family members of
persons with international protection, leading to infringe-
ment of the Convention on the Rights of the Child and con-
trary to articles 8 and 14 of the (European Convention on
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Human Rights (ECHR). The Commissioner for Children’s
Rights attributed the legislative gap to a wrongful transposi-
tion of Directive 2003/84/EC on family reunification and
called on the Asylum Service to coordinate efforts for amend-
ment of the regulations regarding family unity and reunifica-
tion of refugees by enlarging the definition of the term ‘fam-
ily member’ in the transposing legislation so as to include
children born in the country of residence.

Despite promises by the authorities that this problem would
be resolved, the policy of denying residence permits to chil-
dren born after their parents left their country of origin or
born to parents who married in Cyprus, persisted. During
2020, residence permits were denied to persons with a stay
of over ten years in Cyprus pursuant to this policy. The loss of
the residence permit led to job losses, because employers are
afraid to employ people without permits, and to increased
reliance on state assistance by the persons affected.
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HATE SPEECH AND OTHER ACTS

OF HATE

No instances of violent, racist or xenophobic crime were re-
ported by the media or by any organisation in 2020. This is
hardly surprising, given the prevailing conditions and the re-
peated lockdowns, but also the conditions of poverty and
repression generated by the pandemic, which must inevita-
bly leave their mark on underreporting, were already preva-
lent from previous years. The only organisation recording ra-
cial incidents in Cyprus is the police, whose record appears to
suffer from underreporting and is updated with considerable
delay; the last available record is for the year 2019. According
to the police record for the period 2005-2019, the vast ma-
jority of complainants, almost one-third of the total, are
Greek Cypriots themselves, which is in itself evidence that
the statistics do not accurately record reality on the ground.

4.1 HATE SPEECH

During 2020-1, migrants and refugees were at the centre of
several media articles, owing to repeated statements made
by the Interior Minister claiming there was a sharp rise in their
numbers and emphasising the need to deter new arrivals and
restrict applications. The media would reproduce official
statements depicting migrants as an imminent threat and as
stooges of the Turkish government, directed to come to Cy-
prus in order to alter the country’s demographic character. In
a statement to the media, the UNHCR criticised the Interior
Minister and an MP of the ruling party who stated that jihad-
ists and terrorists reside in Cyprus, even though this was sub-
sequently disputed by the Chief of Police. UNHCR further
criticised the NGO Observatory of Third Age, which had
warned the elderly to be careful of migrants who, through
their attitudes and activities, terrorise residents and particu-
larly the elderly. UNHCR referred to the negative role played
by the media who demonise refugees, contributing to the
construction of an intolerant and hostile public opinion, and
cultivating the ground for racism and xenophobia.

In May 2020, the Journalistic Ethics Committee issued four
decisions against media outlets for articles with racist over-
tones and presentation of false data regarding the numbers
of migrants in Cyprus. In one decision, the Journalistic Ethics
Committee identified hate speech in a newspaper article de-
scribing migrants and refugees as ‘the Third Attila’. The com-
plainant referred the decision to the Attorney General, asking
him to prosecute the newspaper for hate speech; the Attor-

ney General rejected this complaint, stating that the investi-
gation conducted by the police did not reveal that any crime
was committed by the newspaper. Generally speaking, the
Journalistic Ethics Committee will condemn racist discourse
in newspapers as contrary to the Journalists Code but will
uphold the publicization of xenophobic statements by gov-
ernment officials and other politicians, as being news in their
own right, because of the institutional capacity of the person
expressing them.

4.2 ISLAMOPHOBIC ATTACKS ON
MOSQUES

In June 2020, the Limassol Grand Mosque was vandalised by
unknown persons who threw a Molotov cocktail into the
building and wrote ‘immigrants, Islam not welcome’ on the
fenced wall around the mosque. The political and religious
leadership on both sides of the buffer zone condemned the
incident. No arrests were made. A week later, unknown per-
sons hung a Byzantine flag on the Larnaca mosque.

4.3 HOUSING PROJECT IN AGLANTZIA
FOR VULNERABLE ASYLUM SEEKERS

In August, the media reported extensively on a controversy
surrounding a project run by a joint venture of non-profit
NGOs to set up a residence for vulnerable asylum applicants
in the community. The project, which had received EU fund-
ing via the interior ministry, was on the agenda of electoral
debates for the position of mayor of the area. A local resi-
dents’ initiative was set up, opposing the establishment of
the centre, with the backing of most of the electoral candi-
dates, the far-right party ELAM and segments of the ruling
right-wing party DYSY. The initiative held a number of public
protests and interventions, arguing that the presence of for-
eigners will degrade the area, will increase crime, children
will no longer be able to play in the streets and the nearby
forest will be at risk of arson. The initiative attracted criticism
from the main opposition party AKEL and the NGOs and a
counter residents’ initiative was set up, arguing that the cen-
tre would be an opportunity for vulnerable asylum applicants
to find community support and integrate, adding that racism
and xenophobia have no place in a society that experienced
displacement some years ago.


https://www.police.gov.cy/police/police.nsf/All/55C86BAF395C62FEC2258577001FA1E6/$file/%CE%A1%CE%B1%CF%84%CF%83%CE%B9%CF%83%CE%BC%CF%8C%CF%82 2005 - 2019.xlsx.xlsm?OpenElement
https://dialogos.com.cy/unhcr-politika-prosopa-kai-mme-proothoyn-to-ratsismo/
https://cyprus-mail.com/2020/06/01/religious-leaders-condemn-mosque-vandalism/
https://omegalive.com.cy/kypros/άγνωστοι-κρέμασαν-βυζαντινή-σημαία-σε-τζαμί-της-λάρνακας-–-φωτογραφιεσ/
https://24h.com.cy/2020/07/o-mikros-emfylios-tis-aglantzias/?fbclid=IwAR0wghv4NrY8StXKaDFqHEhZdYNh-xZdn1hsbBTbZMD5ZUFgKpgoqRlmIPA
http://www.moi.gov.cy/moi/eufunds2015.nsf/All/FC3DEA74C3E66F25C225850D002484E9?OpenDocument&fbclid=IwAR3NwDZQTvJgPjUAKS5URKWMCYitHQgi9DolhL963BhOsEBl-vLEYsJL3v0
http://www.moi.gov.cy/moi/eufunds2015.nsf/All/FC3DEA74C3E66F25C225850D002484E9?OpenDocument&fbclid=IwAR3NwDZQTvJgPjUAKS5URKWMCYitHQgi9DolhL963BhOsEBl-vLEYsJL3v0
https://www.akel.org.cy/2020/07/24/ratsismos/#.X3heQ-1S_cs
https://kisa.org.cy/aparadekti-ipanahorisi-kratous-kai-kommaton-ypo-tin-piesi-akrodexion-stoihoion/

Work on the centre was halted when the Municipal Council
secured a court order to suspend the project from being ex-
ecuted on the grounds that the building was unsuitable. The
electoral candidate of the ruling party, who also opposed the
creation of the centre, won the election. The project was
aborted.

4.4 THE PROHIBITION OF SETTLEMENT
IN CHLORAKA

In December 2020, the Interior Minister issued an order pro-
hibiting new asylum applicants from settling in the village of
Chloraka, in Paphos. The ministerial order sought to justify
this restriction on reasons of public order and public interest.
The restrictions introduced were in pace with media reports,
which had raised issues with the allegedly high concentration
of migrants in the area, with some media outlets connecting
the migrants with increased crime. The president of the rul-
ing party visited the area in 2020 and subsequently made
statements comparing migrants in Chloraka as ‘the second
fall of Constintinople’.

The ministerial is estimated to have impacted negatively
those asylum seekers in Pournara who wished to give the
address of a relative in the village of Chloraka in order to be
released from Pournara. According to reports from actors on
the ground, the ministerial order had a considerable negative
impact on those already residing in Chloraka who are there-
after forced to live in a hostile environment and under regular
police scrutiny. The municipality disconnected the water
from a building block where many asylum seekers resided,
leaving many of them homeless and others hiding inside the
building without basic services, having nowhere else to go.
Every migrant in the street is perceived as an outlaw and
subjected to racial profiling by the police, who are encour-
aged by the local community to intensify surveillance. Politi-
cians regularly use xenophobic and derogatory language to
describe migrants, including migrant children, complicating
the efforts of integrating into the labour market and the
school environment. The marginalisation led to further ten-
sions amongst the migrants and locals, with the locals taking
to the streets to protest the presence of migrants in their city,
supported by local politicians.

The ministerial order must be seen as amounting to discrimi-
nation, for permitting race to be used in order to justify the
restrictive measures. It also sets a dangerous precedent in the
implementation of rights derived from the ECHR and the EU
Charter.

A group of shop and café owners and residents of inner Nic-
osia have called for a similar prohibition to be imposed. Oth-
er villages that have a strong presence of the neo-Nazi group
Elam and other anti-immigrant groups have also called for a
similar ban.
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4.5 THE CLOSURE OF THE
PHANEROMENI SCHOOL MARKS
A PROCESS OF GENTRIFICATION

In 2021 the Ministry of Education, the Nicosia Municipality,
the University of Cyprus, under the auspices of the Ministry
of Finance, and urged by the landowners and shopkeepers of
the inner city decided to close down the Faneromeni primary
and secondary schools, so they could convert the schools
into a university building. The schools were almost entirely
attended by migrant and refugee children, and they were not
given the option to enrol in a school in their area of resi-
dence. Whilst the Education Ministry initially promised that
the children would be able to select which school they would
enrol in, when they tried to register at the nearby Pancyprian
Gymnasium, most of them were refused without any reason
being given to them. Teachers reported that children with a
foreign name were consistently rejected by the Pancyprian
Gymnasium without any explanation. The closure of the
school meant the relocation of the families of the school chil-
dren and the start of a gentrification process in the old part
of town.

Sistema?" stated that no proper investigation was carried out
by the Education Ministry to identify the best solution for the
children and no planning was made for their enrolment.
Most children were forced to choose the only school that
would accept to enrol them, with some having to ride a bus
across the city to a school at the other end. The new school
which enrolled most of the Faneromeni children did not offer
support programmes to integrate them into the school, and
the Sistema volunteers had to step in to offer support classes
in the afternoon.

The Interior Minister has so far resisted calls to issue a similar
ban for the centre of Nicosia as he did for Chloraka but has
announced a plan for evictions on the ground that the prem-
ises occupied by migrants are substandard. In the absence of
alternative housing solutions, this is likely to lead to further
marginalisation and homelessness.

21 Sistema Cyprus is a social-music orchestra and choir programme
established in 2018.


https://www.mof.gov.cy/mof/gpo/gpo.nsf/All/356AE7EF4C609FFFC225863B002D8158/$file/5415 11 12 2020 PARARTIMA 3o MEROS I.pdf
https://pafoslive.com.cy/%CE%B3%CE%B9%CE%B1%CF%84%CE%AF-%CF%8C%CE%BB%CE%BF%CE%B9-%CE%BF%CE%B9-%CE%B1%CE%BB%CE%BB%CE%BF%CE%B4%CE%B1%CF%80%CE%BF%CE%AF-%CF%83%CF%84%CE%B7%CE%BD-%CF%87%CE%BB%CF%89%CF%81%CE%B1%CE%BA%CE%B1/
https://www.sigmalive.com/news/local/631084/xloraka-sygxroni-favela-kyklomata-me-plokamia-se-ypsila-salonia-vid
https://www.offsite.com.cy/eidiseis/politiki/aberof-deyteri-alosi-tis-konstantinoypolis
https://www.offsite.com.cy/eidiseis/politiki/aberof-deyteri-alosi-tis-konstantinoypolis
https://dialogos.com.cy/to-neo-fyletiko-kathestos-exairesis-kai-i-apeili-kata-tis-dimokratias-to-diatagma-noyri-sti-chloraka/
https://dialogos.com.cy/to-neo-fyletiko-kathestos-exairesis-kai-i-apeili-kata-tis-dimokratias-to-diatagma-noyri-sti-chloraka/
https://www.sistemacyprus.com/
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DRIVING LICENSES FOR ASYLUM
SEEKERS

New regulations issued by the Ministry of Transport placed
restrictions on asylum seekers and refugees from obtaining a
driving license, which according to the Cyprus Refugee Coun-
cil, impacts negatively on their prospects of finding work.
The new regulations require applicants for driving licenses to
submit proof of at least six months’ residence in Cyprus,
proof of payment of social insurance and utility bills in their
names. This measure will deprive many asylum seekers from
the opportunity to find work in this sector and likely to lead
to unemployment, reliance on public benefit and poverty.


https://dialogos.com.cy/afairoyn-to-dikaioma-apoktisis-adeias-odigoy-stoys-aitoyntes-asylo/?fbclid=IwAR2rgc0qgGIWMcvw_Ri4fCTV-fJGd1oAkWey_YUtfEACMy8fQkTLqT4yolE

6
HEALTH CARE

Access to health care for migrant workers, including victims
of sex and labour trafficking as well as asylum seekers and
refugees remained problematic, as the new national health
system had just about been established when the Covid-19
pandemic broke out. This newly established system excludes
asylum applicants and victims of trafficking who may still ac-
cess health care under the old system, but with significant
delays and limited access to free medication, as they can get
their medication only from public hospitals.

Although by law they ought to be entitled to health care,
when the new national health system was introduced in
2019, no specific instructions were issued to enable their reg-
istration and access to a personal doctor. For many catego-
ries of third country nationals, the national health system
made no provision at all, creating a confusion amongst health
professionals and beneficiaries. CARITAS reported that asy-
lum seekers, immigrants without documents and human
trafficking victims were unable to register and select a per-
sonal doctor, and therefore they have no access to the health
care system, whilst the Covid-19 helpline rejects their calls
because they do not speak Greek. The poverty and home-
lessness facing asylum seekers and migrants has complicated
the efforts to combat Covid-19, as many people did not have
access to masks or antiseptics and were, additionally, fined
by the police for being outside during curfew or for living in
overcrowded flats.

The instructions for persons exhibiting symptoms are to con-
tact their Personal Doctor of the National Health System (NHS),
however asylum seekers are not included in the NHS and do
not have a Personal Doctor. Furthermore, the helpline that has
been set up to report symptoms does not provide interpreta-
tion services. Regarding homeless asylum seekers and undoc-
umented persons, which includes persons that have recently
arrived and were not given access to asylum procedures, no
measures have been taken to provide accommodation even in
cases where persons were reporting symptoms.

On 28 March 2020, the NGO Cyprus Stop Trafficking pub-
lished an open letter to the Interior Minister asking him to
issue a decree legalising all migrants living in Cyprus within
the next six months, so as to entitle them to access free
health care in case they get sick. The NGO warned that if an
irregular migrant dies either from the virus or from hunger,
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since no one will hire an irregular migrant under the current
conditions, the country will have a serious problem on its
hands. It also stressed that safeguarding access to health for
migrants is not only a humanitarian issue but a public health
concern, because a lack of access for the several thousands
of migrants living in the community is a time bomb. Stop
Trafficking said that, given that the government has recently
expressed fears that migrants could change the demograph-
ic character of the country, this means that their number is
such that their non-access to health care is a huge public
health risk.22

NGOs reported gaps and problems in informing migrants
about protection measures, urging the authorities to protect
public health by ensuring that all groups of population are
supplied with the necessary information and tools to protect
themselves from the virus, adding that the overpopulation,
social exclusion, and poverty in the reception camps renders
them a public health time bomb. CARITAS reported that the
state made no provision for the migrant population; it did not
provide any of the crucial information to them and did not
ensure access to health care. The languages most widely spo-
ken by asylum seekers in Cyprus, according to CARITAS, are
French, Arabic, and Kurdish. But no information about the
virus, measures for protection or restrictions were published
in any of those languages, and there was no person at the
government helpline which spoke any of those languages.
CARITAS added that, when the government stopped accept-
ing asylum applications for several months, those who arrived
during that period slept in parks and on the streets. CARITAS
itself had contacted the government helpline on one occasion
to report on three migrants with fever and was informed that
health professionals would search for them in the next two or
three days in order to examine them and treat them. Howev-
er, there was no way to locate them, because they slept
rough, in undefined areas. This situation was exacerbated by
the fact that asylum seekers are not registered in the national
health system, and if they fall sick, they have no one to con-
tact and no way to access the necessary care.

22 Cyprus Stop Trafficking, Open letter to the Interior Minister (28 March
2020).


https://www.asylumineurope.org/reports/country/cyprus/health-care
https://www.gesy.org.cy/sites/Sites?d=Desktop&locale=en_US&lookuphost=/en-us/&lookuppage=hiobeneficiarieseligibilityfaq
https://www.gesy.org.cy/sites/Sites?d=Desktop&locale=en_US&lookuphost=/en-us/&lookuppage=hiobeneficiaryeligiblility
https://in-cyprus.philenews.com/no-access-to-healthcare-language-barriers-for-asylum-seekers-amid-crisis/
https://cyprusstoptrafficking.webs.com/
https://www.philenews.com/koinonia/eidiseis/article/905372/koronoios-choris-anaggaia-enimerosi-kai-perithalpsi-metanastes-stin-kypro?fbclid=IwAR0F4-V0pCgMq6UIufbqhSblhzqzIqyBsTzXu5X0RAd3MhKhHec9Bfpx80E
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The exclusion of asylum seekers from the general health sys-
tem (GESY) also deprives vulnerable and traumatised per-
sons, as well as persons with disabilities, from having a per-
sonal doctor to oversee their overall state of health and make
referrals as and when needed. Often, vulnerable asylum
seekers in need of psychological support have no options
other than the free psychologists of NGOs working under
projects which at some point come to an end, leaving vulner-
able patients stranded.
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Figure 3

In 2021 the Cyprus Refugee Council compiled a re-
search-based report on the housing problems facing asylum
seekers and refugees, which identified a number of systemic
gaps negatively affecting the prospects of asylum seekers in
finding accommodation. These include their low incomes
and state benefits, the bureaucracy involved in applying for
the rental allowance, often making it impossible for asylum
seekers to secure this benefit without NGO assistance, the
practice of landlords to ask for advance payment of a depos-
it guarantee for which there is no state benefit. The report
identified the delays in the payments made by the Social
Welfare Services to the landlords as a major reason landlords
are reluctant to rent out accommodation to asylum seekers,
pointing out that even in those cases where asylum seekers
were able to secure rental contracts, landlords would be-
come frustrated after the first couple of months when the
rent benefits did not arrive or when they did not cover the
entire amount of the rental.

The policy of the Social Welfare Services to reduce the rental
allowance when asylum seekers shared accommodation ex-
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acerbated the situation, as the rental allowance of a single
person is not sufficient to cover rent, and asylum seekers are
left with no option other than to share, leading to a vicious
circle of evictions. The Cyprus Refugee Council also noted
that landlords and real estate agents who know how to nav-
igate themselves in the flawed system take advantage of the
housing situation of asylum seekers, by subletting rooms of
substandard quality to large groups of people and giving out
individual rent contracts for each room, which are usually
shared between two or more tenants. To avoid evictions,
asylum seekers are often forced to utilise the benefits they
receive for food and other expenses in order to cover the rest
of their rent, often leading to the disconnection of electricity
and water when the utility bills remain unpaid.

The Cyprus Refugee Council called for the development of
strategies to address homelessness at the national level by set-
ting up mechanisms of reporting and monitoring, implement-
ing better informed and more effective interventions and syn-
ergies between actors, investing in long-term solutions such
as developing public housing schemes and encouraging local
governance involvement. The Cyprus Refugee Council referred
to an undocumented population of asylum seekers and refu-
gees living in the community at unknown locations, because
the various government authorities do not communicate
amongst themselves and record changes of addresses in a
central system to enable support NGOs and other service pro-
viders to locate them. The immigration authorities who are
tasked with recording locations may take up to six months to
communicate these locations to the Asylum Service.

CARITAS reported an increase in homelessness amongst asy-
lum seekers, pointing out that they had a case of 85 persons
who had to share a single room without a kitchen or sanitary
facilities. Caritas said it is almost impossible for asylum seek-
ers to find accommodation outside the camps, even if they
have the money, because landlords will not rent their houses
to them partly because of racial prejudice and partly because
they do not want to receive the rental from the Social Wel-
fare Services, as they do not trust that the payment of the
rental will be made regularly. Caritas said that the money
which the Social Welfare Services is using for rental payments
is already there, so there is no justification why the authori-
ties have not set up an effective payment system to address
the problem of homelessness of asylum seekers.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RP8Auj28MBI
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The second wave of the pandemic reduced even further the
availability of hourly jobs, which used to employ asylum seek-
ers, leading to job losses and destitution. The trade union
PEO reported that when so many businesses shut down as a
result of the lockdown measures, a great number of migrant
workers were left without work and access to welfare. Also,
when Cypriots were restricted to their homes, there was very
little demand for household cleaning and maintenance,
which are services that migrants almost always provided, un-
til the pandemic.

The increased reliance on state benefits by various groups of
people has made the system of payments even slower. An
increasing amount of asylum applicants now fall through the
cracks of the system. The housing problem was exacerbated
when the authorities started releasing persons from the
Pournara camp towards end of the year, and left them to
survive on their own without money, food or other assis-
tance. The welfare benefits normally take a few months to
reach the applicants and, in the meantime, asylum applicants
have to rely on friends and charities to survive, whilst many
experience homelessness and hunger. The electricity board
asks for a deposit guarantee of €350 in order to connect
electricity, which most asylum seekers cannot afford. Often
families with small children end up staying in houses without
electricity. NGOs report that many asylum seekers who left
the Pournara camp are facing such impoverished conditions
in the community that they often return to the camp to eat
the food that is served there.
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8.1 THE SITUATION AT THE OUTBREAK
OF THE PANDEMIC

Upon the outbreak of the pandemic in March 2020, organi-
sations working with asylum seekers suddenly discovered that
asylum applications were no longer accepted and that steps
were being taken to concentrate asylum seekers and refugees
within the Pournara camp in Kokkinotrimithia, which was
converted into a closed structure with serious congestion and
public health risks. Without any warning or even an official
announcement, as of 16 March 2020, new arrivals in the
country were denied access to the asylum procedure, without
being offered any solution for their survival. The authorities
orally justified their refusal to accept asylum applications by
referring to Covid-19. No alternative mode for filing asylum
applications was offered, such as the online option. Persons
who had entered the country before the external borders
were closed but had not filed their asylum application before
the decision was made to suspend the submission of new
claims were not permitted to apply for asylum. Given that no
return flights were being carried out at the time, these per-
sons (including children and unaccompanied minors) were
stranded homeless in Cyprus without any status and without
reception conditions or any other form of support.

Subsequently, when most of the Covid-19 restriction meas-
ures were lifted, the Interior Ministry informed stakeholders
that from 21 May 2020, his Ministry would start accepting
and processing asylum applications. However, there was no
consistent approach in receiving or processing applications
and in practice, very few applicants were given access to the
asylum procedure from that date. Persons who were in an
irregular situation were taken to the closed camp of Pournara
which became massively overcrowded, exceeding its capaci-
ty by more than three times. As a result, access to the asylum
procedure was denied on several instances because the Inte-
rior Ministry did not have space to place the new applicants.

The Interior Minister told Parliament that the immigration au-
thorities had instructions to register all prospective asylum
applicants to enable access to the asylum procedure but, ac-
cording to UNHCR, this did not happen in practice. The Asy-
lum Service reported that by 21 June 2020, there were 90
people in different locations without any status or support,
whom the immigration authorities had refused to register
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because of Covid-19 measures. A pregnant woman in the
final stages of her pregnancy was deprived of health care
because she was not allowed to register. The immigration
authorities told prospective applicants that they would be
allowed to register only if they would agree to be placed into
quarantine, but since there was no such space for them in
the Pournara camp, they could not be registered and should
therefore return in a month or so; meanwhile, they remained
without any status or support, because access to reception
conditions presupposes registration.

In July 2020, access to the asylum procedure resumed, but
significant delays were observed, and the practice as regards
registrations remained arbitrary. Prospective applicants
would show up for their appointment, and the authorities
would refuse to see them, as a result of which they would
remain without registration and without any of the rights
attached to registration. A processing centre for asylum ap-
plications was set up in the Pournara camp, but at the time
of writing there has been no feedback on the practice. Inde-
pendent legal advice or NGOs have no access inside the
camp to support applicants through the procedure and en-
sure that procedural standards are maintained. The condi-
tions of societal exclusion, de facto detention and material
deprivation are not conducive to the applicants to maintain
an appropriate frame of mind to adequately respond to
questions during their asylum determination interview.

By the summer of 2020, the pandemic was still invoked as a
justification to prevent access to the asylum procedure. In
August 2020, the Media reported on the case of an Iranian
dissident who tried to cross the Green Line to seek asylum in
the Republic of Cyprus but the police prevented him, because
of the Covid-19 pandemic. He said he had been turned back
four or five times, but he preferred to remain in the buffer
zone rather than return to the Turkish Cypriot side because
he feared he would be deported to Turkey and, from there,
back to Iran, where his life was at risk. UNHCR asked the
authorities to explain why they refused to admit this person,
but received no official explanation; Covid-19 was not a valid
justification, since there were already procedures in place for
testing new arrivals and placing them in quarantine. The au-
thorities eventually permitted this person to cross the check-
point and apply for asylum after pressure from UNHCR and
criticism from the media and stakeholders.


https://cyprus-mail.com/2020/09/28/iranian-dissident-caught-in-cyprus-limbo/
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The overcrowding of the Pournara camp led the authorities
to refuse to register newly arrived persons seeking to apply
for asylum, who remained homeless and without access to
assistance. As a result, in November and December 2020,
newly arrived persons slept for several days on the pavement
outside the immigration office waiting for the immigration
authorities to grant them access to the procedure and to re-
ception conditions. Volunteers gave them food and blankets.

In November 2021, an international expert from UNHCR
Greece visited Cyprus to examine the Pournara registration
system and propose ways to improve the situation, particu-
larly with regard to addressing the problem of hundreds of
prospective applicants waiting outside Pournara for weeks
without access to any facilities, until they are permitted to
register and enter the camp. The UNHCR expert submitted a
set of proposals, some of which were adopted. As a result, a
pre-admission area was created with chemical toilets to ac
commodate people awaiting registration and alleviate the
problem of the crowds gathering outside the camp without
facilities, a situation which gave rise to the risk of cholera in-
fections. UNHCR found that an increasing number of per-
sons gather outside Pournara and remain there homeless
and without food, whilst a UNHCR officer struggles to record
the number of days each of them has been waiting outside
in order to prioritise who to admit first.

The accelerated procedure is not being used as widely as
expected, which may be attributed to the requirement to
conclude the it within one month, for which there is no ca-
pacity. The Cyprus Refugee Council reported that the previ-
ously documented problem of family unity, where children of
recognised refugees were not given a status, persists, despite
intervention from the Children’s Commissioner and promises
from the Asylum Service that it would be resolved.

The Interior Minister told the media that in 2021 arrivals had
increased by 38% in relation to 2020. The Minister stated
that the government had filed a set of proposals with the EU
for measures to protect European borders and the Green
Line, admitting that the government adopted measures to
‘close black holes’ along the 180 km long ceasefire line. The
Interior Minister referred to efforts to prevent migrants from
crossing through the buffer zone and that 85% of asylum
applications are submitted by persons arriving through the
buffer zone ‘systematically channelled from Turkey'.

In November 2021, the Cypriot government filed an applica-
tion under article 78(3) of the Treaty on the Functioning of
the European Union to suspend receipt of asylum applica-
tions until the situation becomes more manageable. The Eu-
ropean Commission responded by stating that ‘notwith-
standing the possible derogations, the right to asylum and
the principle of non-refoulement must always be respected’.

8.2 PUSHBACKS AT LAND

Although it is impossible to document the number of per-
sons being redirected on land in the buffer zone, UNHCR
received reports of people turned back the checkpoints
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along the ceasefire line when they tried to apply for asylum.
On 17 March 2020, two persons from Cameroon tried to
enter the Republic through the buffer zone separating north
from Cyprus in order to seek asylum. They were denied entry
and were forced back into the buffer zone by the Cypriot
police, where the UN Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus (UNFIC-
YP) found them. Their asylum applications were not accept-
ed, despite calls from UNHCR. The deadlock involving two
persons from Cameroon, who had been trapped inside the
buffer zone for four months, with the Interior Minister refus-
ing to allow them to access the territory and ask for asylum,
was finally resolved when Pope Francis visited Cyprus. As the
Pope finished his visit, he took those two persons and anoth-
er 48 vulnerable asylum seekers back to the Vatican with
him. This was the outcome of an initiative by UNHCR, which
had contacted the Vatican Embassy in Cyprus ahead of the
Pope’s visit requesting that the Pope take back to the Vatican
with him the two men from Cameroon stuck in the buffer
zone and another two persons who were separated from
their families in a pushback in September 2021. The Vatican
embassy responded immediately asking if there were more
vulnerable asylum seekers that ought to be taken to the Vat-
ican, and eventually the Pope compiled a list of 50 persons,
including the four indicated by UNHCR, ten persons awaiting
deportation and disabled children in need of urgent medical
care.

8.3 PUSHBACKS AT SEA

The first known pushback at sea was reported by national
and international media on 20 March 2020, when the Greek
Cypriot Sea Patrol prevented a boat with approximately 175
Syrians, including 30 women and 69 children, from reaching
the shores of the Republic of Cyprus. Many of the people on
board had relatives in the Republic, and they were seeking to
reunite with them. The authorities had reportedly identified
the boat prior to it reaching the island, whereupon police
officers, wielding guns, boarded the boat, seized the mobile
devices of the people on board, threw them overboard and
directed the boat to leave our territorial waters and return to
Syria. The boat reached the northern shores of Cyprus, and
the refugees were transferred by Turkish Cypriot police to a
stadium for the weekend and then to a hotel. All tested neg-
ative for Covid-19. The Republic of Cyprus refused to admit
them or consider their asylum applications and sent them
back to Turkey and then on to Syria a few days later. In May,
a statement issued by 24 organisations around the world
condemned the action, stating it amounted to refoulement
in violation of the 1951 Geneva Convention, EU law on asy-
lum and the ECHR.

Between March and June 2020, two additional pushbacks
were recorded. However, in the months that followed, a
number exceeding ten pushbacks occurred. Most were boats
from Lebanon or regions around Lebanon, carrying persons
from Syria, Lebanon and other countries. Human Rights
Watch reported that in just the first week of September, Cyp-
riot Coast Guard pushed back, abandoned, expelled, or re-
turned more than 200 migrants, refugees and asylum appli-
cants without giving them the opportunity to lodge asylum


https://politis.com.cy/politis-news/metanasteytiko-tha-charaktirisoyme-tin-toyrkia-asfali-triti-chora/
http://www.moi.gov.cy/moi/moiup/moi.nsf/All/42B054BE757DDEA2C22587AC0041E9F1?OpenDocument
https://cyprus-mail.com/2021/12/22/massive-backlog-in-asylum-appeals-before-the-court/
http://www.moi.gov.cy/moi/moi.nsf/All/E083B644D85E1FC6C225879D002E80FD?OpenDocument
http://www.moi.gov.cy/moi/moi.nsf/All/E083B644D85E1FC6C225879D002E80FD?OpenDocument
https://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.europarl.europa.eu%2Fdoceo%2Fdocument%2FE-9-2021-005330-ASW_EN.html%3Ffbclid%3DIwAR0plb4wJFaoedXlSCT1TDQUa36xvzdFYBtC9iB0lVDl3IBTKTIP5xYqtuA&h=AT03K129UMhv7e5_BpMS7P6ct60AGg1_uR2vIF_kS6s640j9katLIPjXqJxoLeXTto5aS_odlAXAFwn7_GZ2L5R7pj4EVNpZOZI9n9ygEc7zqO_uZZlgIRYnoquUrwEnY28
https://cruxnow.com/church-in-europe/2021/12/europes-migrant-crisis-dominates-popes-cyprus-greece-trip
https://www.philenews.com/koinonicca/eidiseis/article/901717/sta-katechomena-oi-115-prosfygs-proti-fora-efarmozei-politiki-apothisis-i-kd?fbclid=IwAR1fmsKhUMnMLpCsQvrDvU6XliOD9uCAyTVXhkHxB9rDlXwMtfSnjGqCkaQ#.XnZkYLV_2hY.facebook
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/03/cyprus-pushes-syrian-refugees-sea-due-coronavirus-200330091614066.html
https://euromedrights.org/publication/syrian-refugees-in-cyprus-pushed-back-to-turkey/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/09/29/cyprus-asylum-seekers-summarily-returned?fbclid=IwAR0B7ZGXKrsBM_eGwyJgN4XELa-6bpIEMMrV5aT7zz_OmKLQBpC1l81cm-U
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/09/29/cyprus-asylum-seekers-summarily-returned?fbclid=IwAR0B7ZGXKrsBM_eGwyJgN4XELa-6bpIEMMrV5aT7zz_OmKLQBpC1l81cm-U

claims. Human Rights Watch interviewed people who had
been on these vessels. They claimed that Greek Cypriot Coast
Guard vessels circled them at high speed, swamping their
boats, in at least one case they abandoned them at sea with-
out fuel and food, they ignored their asylum claims and, in
some cases, the marine police officers beat them. According
to the testimonies, in one case, on 3 September, a metal
coast guard vessel rammed into a wooden boat full of peo-
ple, injuring children and a woman. In another instance, the
Cypriot Coast Guard abandoned an inflatable boat in distress
to drift without fuel, which was rescued by Lebanese sailors
six days later. Human Rights Watch further reported that in
some cases, while still at sea, Cypriot Coast Guard transferred
people onto civilian passenger vessels guarded by the marine
police and took them back to Lebanon without giving them
the chance to file for asylum.

Media reports cite Cypriot authorities admitting the push-
backs but denying having used violence. It is impossible to
have a comprehensive and overall picture of all pushbacks at
sea, but the following stakeholders reported various push-
backs which came to their attention.

— The NGO KISA stated that from January until mid-Sep-
tember 2020, Cypriot authorities encountered 779
people on boats seeking to enter Cyprus, with 431
people on six boats coming during the first six months,
and 348 people on 11 boats coming from late August
through the first two weeks of September. KISA re-
ported that 375 people were taken directly to the
Pournara camp after landing and 185 were summarily
pushed back at sea.

UNHCR received information about a boat which never
managed to reach the Cypriot territorial waters and
was therefore not intercepted, where a number of and,
in some cases, people died. The boat, carrying Leba-
nese, Syrian and people from other countries, departed
from a point close to the Syrian border with intention
to reach the Cypriot shores. The boat got lost at sea
and ran out of fuel. Because of the strong sun, two
infants died from dehydration. Some of the men on the
boat jumped into the water to get help but never re-
turned. One man died from dehydration, and another
man who swam to get help was rescued by a UN res-
cue boat and then led them back to the boat with the
migrants. By the time the boat was pulled to shore in
Lebanon, one woman on board also died of dehydra-
tion. Although the incident, which was also reported in
regional news media, did not involve a pushback, it
highlights the risks for persons on board vessels in the
eastern Mediterranean when left alone at sea. The UN-
HCR and a human rights lawyer expressed concern
over what appears to be a deal between the authori-
ties in Cyprus and in Lebanon for the readmission of
persons in vessels pushed back by Cyprus under cir-
cumstances that may risk their freedom.

By October 2020, the UNHCR, NGOs and the EU expressed
concern over the increased number of pushbacks of dis-
placed persons at sea by the Cypriot Coast Guard. The Euro-
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pean Council for Refugees and Exiles (ECRE) noted a sharp
increase in 2020 in the number of boats trying to reach Cy-
prus from Lebanon, with at least 21 boats between July and
September, compared to only 17 throughout 2019, adding
that, within just three days in early September, more than
100 people arriving on five boats from Lebanon were pushed
back.

UNHCR and human rights lawyers expressed concern over
the justification offered by the authorities for the pushbacks
at sea, and the interior ministry argued that pushbacks were
legitimate actions to keep out economic migrants, even
though determining the individual situation or nationality of
each person on a boat in the middle of the sea is practically
impossible. UNHCR added that there were Syrian families on
some of these vessels. The migrant support NGO KISA ex-
pressed concerns that the pushbacks led to unlawful refoule-
ment of persons to situations where their lives could be at
risk, and it announced that it applied to the ECtHR under Rule
39 of the Rules of Court on behalf of persons on board a
vessel that was pushed back. The ECtHR requested clarifica-
tions from the Cypriot government before examining the
pushback claim. A leading human rights lawyer and candi-
date for the presidential elections of 2023 stated that push-
backs are unlawful under international law and the EU acquis
as they violated the prohibition of collective expulsions and
the principle of non-refoulement.

No pushbacks were reported between October and Decem-
ber 2020. It is estimated that the majority of asylum appli-
cants who arrived from August onwards entered through ir-
regular points of entry along the Green Line separating the
Republic of Cyprus from the areas administered by the Turk-
ish Cypriots. NGOs providing support to asylum applicants
did not have immediate access to prospective asylum appli-
cants, as they were transported to the Pournara camp and
remained in isolation for several weeks before they could
contact support NGOs. This blurred the picture about the
situation at the borders; however, according to testimonies
of some asylum applicants, many arrived by plane in the
Turkish-administered north, as they had student visas, and
then they entered the Republic through uncharted points.
According to media sources, the Government has placed an
order for an Israeli surveillance system to monitor the Green
Line in an endeavour to intercept the movement of persons
across the buffer zone and prevent prospective asylum seek-
ers from accessing the territory.

Pushbacks both on land and at sea continued through to
2021. UNHCR identified the continuing policy of pushbacks
as the key fundamental rights concerns during the reporting
period. On 8 November 2021, the Cypriot marine police spot-
ted a small boat carrying 61 persons of Syrian origin, includ-
ing 11 women, 22 men and 28 children aged 2-16, sailing
near the southwestern coast of Cyprus. Initially the Cypriot
police attempted to push the boat back to the sea, but
weather conditions worsened and the boat sent an SOS sig-
nal. The police led the boat to Paphos harbour where, ac-
cording to media reported, it was placed under police custo-
dy. During their stay at Paphos harbour, the people on the
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boat were not given access to the asylum procedure nor any
reception conditions. They had to sleep on the concrete
ground of the harbour in cold temperatures, as no tent was
provided, and there were no toilet facilities for them and they
had to use the boat toilet, which was overflowing by that
time. Following UNHCR intervention, a canopy, open at all
sides, was supplied, which provided only shade but no pro-
tection from the cold. Because of the cold, the adults asked
the police if the women and children could be permitted to
sleep inside the boat, and permission was granted. Following
this, the men joined them on the boat, untied the knots and
they sailed away.

KISA reported that, according to testimonies of the people
the boat, the police had informed them that they were to be
forced back to Lebanon, as a result of which they decided to
sail to Italy in order to apply for international protection there.
After leaving Cyprus, the boat was reported to have sailed for
days with no water or food and under adverse weather con-
ditions. The police ordered a disciplinary investigation against
the officers who had been mandated to watch the boat in
the harbour, and 11 officers were suspended from duty, but
the investigation was subsequently dropped. The UNHCR re-
ceived unconfirmed allegations about a second boat with 14
men of Syrian origin, a boy and a Lebanese skipper, that
went missing on 15 November 2021. According to informa-
tion supplied by an asylum seeker in Cyprus, who had rela-
tives onboard that boat, the boat was at sea for two days
until it was intercepted by the Cypriot marine police who
pushed it back towards Syria. There, the people onboard
were arrested and detained. According to the same source,
one person died during interrogation, and17 days later one
person was still being interrogated by the Syrian police and
the rest of the group were forcibly recruited into the army,
including the boy.

A series of newspaper articles on pushbacks at sea at the
beginning of November 2021 led to parliamentary debates
guestioning the legality of those governmental practices. The
Commissioner for Children’s Rights intervened with the Min-
isters of the Interior and Justice and the Under Minister of
Social Welfare regarding the practice of pushing back boats
and the treatment of persons with disabilities, highlighting
the apparent violations of children’s rights.
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CLOSED CENTRES

9.1 POURNARA

With the outbreak of Covid-19 in March 2020, the former
military camp in Kokkinotrimithia, known as Pournara camp,
closed its gates and was essentially converted into a large
sub-standard detention centre. The camp had initially been
intended to be used as a reception centre for all new arrivals,
offering on the spot all the services needed in order for appli-
cations to be filed. Several million euros from EU funds had
been earmarked towards that project, which included the
construction of small units to house the newly arrived appli-
cants. Instead, the authorities decided to instruct all asylum
seekers living in hostel accommodation to leave the hostels
and move into the Kokkinotrimithia camp, despite the fact
that the building units had not been completed. Initially, the
instructions came with just three-days’ notice and created
considerable panic amongst the hostel residents, who were
notified by the hostel management to empty their rooms
within 72 hours. This measure was subsequently put on hold
and hostel residents were transferred to Pournara in phases.

Soon the camp residents doubled and then tripled its capac
ity, as new people were moved inside the camp. Also, during
the first Covid-19 lockdown, between March and May 2020,
both Pournara and Kofinou refugee camps were turned into
closed centres, without any possibility of entry or exit. Whilst
the rest of the population in Cyprus had the right to go out
by sending an SMS and receiving an automated response
with an exit permit, all asylum seekers living inside the camps
were deprived of this right. Even when the restrictive meas-
ures were removed in May and June 2020, exiting the Pour-
nara camp remained problematic.

As soon as the lockdown measures were lifted in Spring
2020, UNHCR repeatedly requested permission to access the
Pournara camp to inspect conditions. In June they decided to
visit despite a lack of response from the authorities. They had
to wait for several hours before they were let in. Subsequent-
ly, on 22 June 2020, the UNHCR presented the results of its
investigation to Parliament, raising concerns amongst MPs
about human rights violations. The issues raised were the
following:

— The camp is not used for a 72-hour stay, as originally
conceived; residents were held there for months.
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— From the second half of 2019, i.e., before the outbreak
of the pandemic, the number of residents increased,
and the centre was converted into a closed centre.

— Children including unaccompanied minors are de-
tained in the camp.

— Residents can only leave the camp if they have an ad-
dress in the community, which has led to them being
exploited by groups outside the camp who provide a
fake rental address in the community.

— The Social Welfare Services were not aware of the ex-
istence of unaccompanied children in the camp.

— The children residing in the camp did not enjoy their
rights. Some children reported being sexually abused
by men, as they were mixing in common spaces with
adults without partitions or other protection (more de-
tails are provided in the following section).

— The showers did not have proper doors, and minors
reported that adults were pulling back the curtains
while they were taking showers.

— Some of the unaccompanied children in the camp had
relatives in the community and it was not clear why
they were not permitted to join them.

Figure 4
Photo from within the Pournara camp
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The living conditions at the Pournara camp remained squalid
and unsatisfactory from the outbreak of the pandemic till
presently. Overcrowding persists, residents continue to sleep
in tents, there are few bathrooms with only a shower curtain,
the sewers are overflowing and the asylum applicants’ de
facto detention is of indefinite duration. Soap and masks
were provided to the residents upon entry, however the spa-
tial distancing measures decreed by the Ministry of Health to
prevent the spread of Covid-19 were not complied with. Six
to ten persons slept in the same tent, including, in some cas-
es, unaccompanied minors who shared tents with strangers.
Out of all the Pournara camp residents, only a handful per-
sons have electricity and heating; all others sleep in tents and
some in containers.

On 12 June 2020, the Interior Minister announced that by
15 June Pournara would be restored to its pre-Covid 19 op-
erations. However, in practice this never happened. Instead
of opening its gates, the camp allowed exit only to those
persons who have a passport and who can declare an ad-
dress in the community. As most asylum applicants did not
have a passport, this requirement led to several complaints
and was subsequently withdrawn. Instead of a passport,
residents were issued with special cards carrying barcodes
leading to an Asylum Service database where their data are
stored.

Accommodation in the community continued to be a major
problem, as the rental allowance the authorities paid is in-
sufficient to pay for even the cheapest affordable housing
unit, and often four people have to share a studio apart-
ment. Many Pournara residents fell victims to fraud by fake
landlords who took money from them to provide an ad-
dress. The rule was that camp residents who left the camp
without declaring an address in the community would have
reception accommodation terminated. In the months that
followed, leaving the camp without an address would re-
portedly lead to the rejection of the asylum application.

Once out of the Pournara camp, asylum applicants are re-
quired to present sign in once a week at a designated police
station. The authorities inform them that if they fail to pres-
ent themselves at the police station there will be legal con-
sequences without specifying what these consequences
are. In actual practice very few if any of the asylum appli-
cants living in the community present themselves at the po-
lice station, and so far, there have not been any legal conse-
quences for them, nor is there a legislative basis for the
outcome of their asylum applications to be impacted by
their non-presentation at the police station.

Even at this stage, although exit from the Pournara camp is
in theory not prohibited, the eligibility criteria for leaving the
camp are not transparent and involve the asylum seekers
presenting an ‘address in the community’ where they would
be residing. According to UNHCR, the government imposed
disproportionate restrictions on the two camps, which did
not apply for the general population, without any valid rea-
son. The result was that capacities in the camps were ex-
hausted, people were sleeping on the ground in overcrowd-
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ed tents, without adequate sanitation facilities. On 12
December 2020, another set of new measures were an-
nounced in the context of restricting the spread of Cov-
id-19, which included prohibiting anyone from entering or
exiting the two refugee camps, except to admit newly ar-
rived asylum applicants and the staff working at the camps.

In November 2021, the number of asylum seekers being
accommodated at Pournara was more than 200% its ca-
pacity. The camp has a housing capacity for 400 people,
sleeping capacity in tents for another 200 people and ca-
pacity in quarantine sections for another 400, totalling
1,000 maximum. In November, however, the camp occu-
pancy rose to 2,800, owing mainly to the fact that the out-
flow that could lead to decongestion is not as regular as it
ought to be. This was attributed primarily to the lack of af-
fordable housing in the community, which discourages
Pournara residents from leaving the camp. The NGO Gener-
ation for Change CY reported that homelessness and desti-
tution in the community often results in former Pournara
residents returning to Pournara for a plate of food and a
corner to sleep, particularly as winter approaches and tem-
peratures drop. UNHCR reported that only a few doctors
are assigned to the camp and they visit irregularly. Many
doctors leave the camp, resulting in periods when there is
no doctor on site until a new one is appointed. Only one
doctor remains in the camp on a long-term basis, but can-
not cope with a population of nearly 2,800 persons. As
soon as the wave of Covid-19 infections broke out in Pour-
nara, the EASO staff conducting vulnerability assessments
left, drastically reducing the number of officers in charge
and vulnerability assessments slowed down.

A visit from the Human Rights Parliamentary Committee to
the Pournara Reception Camp in December 2021 confirmed
the camp’s overcrowded and inhumane conditions. The
MPs described the living conditions at Pournara as shock-
ing, warning also that the situation in the surrounding com-
munities is ‘a ticking time bomb’. At the time there were
around 2,500 residents, including 287 unaccompanied mi-
nors aged 15 1/2 and under and 1,000 persons without
beds to sleep on. The infrastructure was inadequate and the
sewers were overflowing. The Interior Ministry stated that
the deterioration of reception conditions was due to the
increase in migration flows, which put pressure on the sys-
tem and the infrastructure, and that efforts were being con-
centrated on examining manifestly unfounded applications
through speedy procedures. The ministry added that, in
2021, 14,762 decisions were issued compared to 6,468 in
202 and 5,164 in 2019. The Cyprus Refugee Council stated
that in spite of the accelerated procedures, decisions on asy-
lum claims take, on average, three years, and despite the
introduction of the accelerated system for the manifestly
unfounded applications, it was not clear who was given pri-
ority and the system of ‘safe third country’ did not seem to
be working.

When the conditions at Pournara were discussed in Parlia-
ment in 2020, following complaints of sexual harassment,
the Interior Minister told parliamentarians that the capacity
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of the Pournara camp had been increased to 1,000 persons,
but he did not explain what type of accommodation that
entailed. He also reported to Parliament that there were 30
showers and 50 toilets, stating this exceeds the required
specifications, without explaining what specifications he was
referring to. According to UNHCR, the facilities cited by the
Interior Ministry must be shared by approximately 700 per-
sons, which is the average population at Pournara. The
showers do not have a door and are only covered by a show-
er curtain provided by UNHCR.

UNCHR had recommended that the Pournara camp in Kok-
kinotrimithia should be used to accommodate only those
applicants whose claims are deemed to be prima facie un-
substantiated and those who have a very good claim, so that
no person remains in the camp for a long time. Currently,
applicants are not classified into any categories, and even the
procedures for detecting vulnerability, which had just been
launched prior to the coronavirus outbreak, are not always
working. Vulnerability detection procedures were initially in-
troduced in 2017, through a special EASO plan, to identify
which applicants were vulnerable cases, so that they could
be prioritised and allocated to an EASO expert specialised in
vulnerable groups. By the end of 2018, the effectiveness of
the measure remained unclear, as no data had been collect-
ed on the number of cases determined as vulnerable. EASO
experts on vulnerability were not consistently in the country.
In 2019, efforts were made to increase the number of exam-
iners trained to detect vulnerable cases, but then the number
of applications rose sharply, which affected the effectiveness
and impact of this measure.

The procedures for identifying vulnerable asylum seekers are
not consistently supported by adequate staff. The Asylum
Service officers on site would prioritise children, but not con-
sistently and not for all children and sometimes priority was
given to those who looked like children. On one occasion,
UNHCR intervened with the Asylum Service to identify seven
persons with serious health issues as vulnerable, who were
then transferred to the Kofinou refugee camp after consider-
able delay. There were two psychologists offering support to
residents at Pournara, one provided by the Asylum Service
and another provided by the company to whom the man-
agement of the camp was assigned. Stakeholders reported
that this is not sufficient for the camp population, many of
whom suffered from post-traumatic stress, which was exac-
erbated by the pandemic and being closed in the camp.

The report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations
operations in Cyprus to the members of the Security Coun-
cil of 8 January 2021 stated that the considerable deteriora-
tion of the situation of asylum seekers and refugees in Cy-
prus during the reporting period was of serious concern to
the United Nations. The report added that, while appreciat-
ing the exceptional circumstances and pressures arising
from Covid-19, as well as the high volume of arrivals in Cy-
prus in relation to the size of the population, full adherence
to international legal norms in the handling of asylum seek-
ers and refugees, wherever they may be found, is of critical
importance.
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9.2 AMSTERDAM COURT DECISION

On 15 December 2021, a court in the Netherlands (Rb Amster-
dam, NL21.17448 en NL.1745) permitted asylum applicants
whose first asylum country was Cyprus to be included in the
Dutch asylum procedure, because the alternative of returning
to Cyprus entailed the risk of them being subjected to degrad-
ing or inhumane treatment due to bad reception conditions.

In March 2021, the Dutch Court had ruled that it had been
sufficiently substantiated that Pournara did not offer ade-
quate reception. Additional information presented to the
Court showed that reception facilities in Cyprus further dete-
riorated in September and October 2021, and the chances of
asylum seekers being assigned to private accommodation
with a financial contribution from the government were very
limited. The Court noted that the restrictive policy in respect
of the government’s financial contribution and sharp increas-
es in rent have led asylum seekers to be homeless, whilst the
filing of complaints against Cypriot authorities for lack of ad-
equate shelter was not a viable option.

9.3 NEW CAMP AT LIMNES

In November 2021, a camp for accommodating asylum seek-
ers, which had been set up in the remote and deserted area of
Limnes, which is about 20 kms west of Larnaca, was put into
operation for the first time, following several Covid-19 cases in
the Pournara camp. The Covid-19 outbreak in Pournara led
the Interior Ministry to order about 600 people to transfer to
the Limnes camp, although they had been close contacts of
the residents who were infected with Covid-19. The Interior
Ministry mandated the army to transfer these people to
Limnes, giving rise to criticisms from the NGO KISA who ar-
gued that the secrecy under which the operation was organ-
ised and executed spread panic amongst asylum seekers who
had experienced the military persecution in their countries of
origin and feared they would be deported through expedited
procedures. The Cyprus Refugee Council stated that, after the
initial shock, some of the persons transported to Limnes start-
ed leaving the camp on foot since the gates were open.

Generation for Change CY received reports from the asylum
seekers transferred to Limnes that they received no informa-
tion about where they were taken. They also learned that the
infrastructure at the camp was inadequate. It had no facili-
ties; the prefabricated houses were too cold for them to
sleep and no mattresses had been provided. The small hous-
es, with a capacity of six, were used to accommodate nine to
ten persons, many sleeping on the ground with just one
blanket. Some of these people started developing serious
Covid-19 symptoms and were not given access to medical
care or medication. A doctor was assigned to the camp, but
she did not examine any of the sick residents because the
infrastructure was inadequate and unsafe, and she was not
given clear instructions what to do.

In one case, the UNHCR officer inside the camp called an
ambulance to transport a person who was seriously ill with
Covid-19 to the hospital, but the camp doctor said that it vi-
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olated the protocol. According to the protocol, a person
must have had symptoms for three consecutive days before
an ambulance can be called. Also, the residents were asked
to take their own temperature and measure their own oxy-
gen levels with thermometers and oxygen metres supplied to
them, take selfies of themselves doing so and report to the
camp management whether symptoms persist for three
days, in order to determine if an ambulance ought to be
called. The residents were not given warm clothes, the food
served was inappropriate for ill people and there were no
facilities for making hot tea to alleviate symptoms. Only one
blanket was handed to people when they checked into the
camp, which people placed on the floor to sleep on, as there
were no mattresses.

The prefabricated buildings all leak when it rains, and three
buildings flew away in a strong wind. There is also no place
for the residents to sit outside. The camp does not have sep-
arate sections for men and women, and the women's bath-
rooms are in the same building as the men'’s bathrooms. UN-
HCR described the Limnes camp as worse than the Pournara
camp, which had attracted considerable criticism since the
outbreak of the pandemic. Media reports, published in De-
cember 2021, stated that the Limnes camp remained unuti-
lised because it failed to receive EU funding, after the EU
representation identified serious infrastructure problems,
such as inadequate number of toilets and failure to separate
men from women. The Interior Ministry stated that the new
camp had been set up using domestic funds, with no EU
funding, because there was no time to wait for such a
time-consuming procedure. The ministry’s statement did not
explain why the camp remained unutilised more than six
months after it was built, but rejected media allegations that
the camp failed to attract EU funding, because it did not
meet minimum specifications. The ministry added that a sec-
ond pre-departure centre built next to the Limnes camp had
already secured EASO consent and they were applying for
funding. However, the UNHCR reported that Limnes failed to
get either EU or UN funding because of its substandard infra-
structure.

9.4 KOFINOU

The Kofinou camp, in the Larnaca district, mainly hosts fam-
ilies who have already applied for asylum, including recog-
nised refugees. Until the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic,
the camp was open for NGOs to provide support and resi-
dents could go out to work in the community or they could
go to find a residence in the community if they wanted to.
From the beginning of March 2020 until 21 May 2020, the
camp was closed and Asylum Service and the Social Welfare
Services were essentially not operating. Food was still deliv-
ered to the residents, and a nurse would visit occasionally,
but there was no doctor or other services on site to support
the residents. Buses stopped transporting people out of the
remotely located Kofinou camp, except in emergency cases,
for instance if they had to see a doctor. The children were
unable to follow distant education classes. The Kofinou
camp was not adequately staffed and it was hard for the few
officers on site to control the camp population. The camp
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manager took a number of initiatives to service the camp
during the lockdown, including purchasing face masks, pro-
viding adequate food for all camp residents and resisting the
efforts of the Interior Ministry to place barbed wire around
the camp.

The Cyprus Refugee Council reported a marked increase in
requests for psychological support from inside the Kofinou
camp during the Covid-19 lockdown, as the pandemic
brought back traumatic memories. There were incidents that
required urgent psychological support; however, the only
possibility was to hold distant sessions by mobile telephone
apps. Because the internet connection was unstable at the
camp, it was not possible to use apps with cameras during
the sessions, which meant that there was no face contact
between psychologist and client.

A lockdown was imposed again in Kofinou in October 2020,
after one person tested positive for Covid-19. Because of this
single Covid-19 incident, all camp residents were classified as
contacts of an infected person, were placed under quaran-
tine and were not permitted to leave the camp. By contrast,
the protocol followed at schools was that if one person tests
positive, only the students sitting within two metres are con-
sidered to be contacts. In Kofinou, when the 15-day quaran-
tine period expired, no further Covid-19 tests were conduct-
ed on the camp population to assess the situation and enable
the emergency quarantine to be lifted.

The children of Kofinou remained away from schools with-
out adequate and consistent access to e-learning for long
periods of time, as they lacked the necessary hardware and
support in order to connect to their e-classes. In 2021, the
Commissioner for Children’s Rights issued a report criticising
the fact that Kofinou children of all ages were deprived of
their rights to education and recreation outside the camp.
The Commissioner noted that the Kofinou children were
asked to attend distant education when all schools in Cyprus
functioned with physical presence, which was a clear viola-
tion of the right to non-discrimination, to education and to
the best interests of the child.

No regulation was made so vulnerable people residing in the
Kofinou camp, such as seriously ill patients, could leave to
access health services. For each case, an individualised inter-
vention had to be made on behalf of the patient with the
Interior Minister for them to be permitted to access necessary
services.


https://politis.com.cy/politis-news/ochi-tis-ee-gia-chrimatodotisi-adeies-limnes-voyliazoyn-to-poyrnara/
http://www.moi.gov.cy/moi/moiup/moi.nsf/All/76F96FD8A731AE47C22587AC003E14FC?OpenDocument
http://www.childcom.org.cy/ccr/ccr.nsf/All/7CD1E9496B86CCBFC22586630042BB57/$file/%CE%93%CE%95%CE%A0 11.11.86 - 18-1-2021.doc
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10.1 THE SITUATION AT POURNARA

The failure of the Asylum Service to separate unaccompanied
children from adults at the Pournara Camp led to complaints
from UNHCR that adult residents were sexually harassing
and abusing minors. When UNHCR officers visited the camp,
they spoke to Arabic-speaking children who, according to
registration, were between 14 and 17 years old. They noticed
that one of the children had a swollen arm and asked him if
the doctor had looked at it. The child responded that the
doctor visited the camp only once a week, that there was
always a long queue and that he did not want to stand in
gueue. After further discussion, the children told the UNHCR
officers that some adult men had touched them inappropri-
ately when they were waiting in the queue. They also added
that adult men would pull open the shower curtain whilst
they were having a shower. The UNHCR officers reported
that the children looked very scared, and they could not tell
if the children had suffered additional forms of abuse which
they were reluctant to report. The children had not been vis-
ited by officers from the Social Welfare Services during the
lockdown period and were not aware of the existence of a
guardian. The UNHCR officers reported the abuse complaint
to the only Asylum Service officer on duty who responded
that it would be reported to Social Welfare Services and Asy-
lum Service.

During a meeting on 29 May 2020, an officer from Social
Welfare Services told UNHCR and the Commissioner for Chil-
dren’s Rights that no children were held in the Pournara
camp. They subsequently clarified that there were 12 persons
who claimed to be minors, but their age was not determined.
The Social Welfare Services visited the Pournara camp on the
eve of the parliamentary discussion on Pournara, following
which they reported that there were 47 children and that
they would be taking all of them under their care.

Unaccompanied children continued to share common spaces
and tents with adults unknown to them, even after this inci-
dent. On 18 January 2021, the Commissioner for Children’s
Rights issued a report criticising the government’s policies as
regards both refugee camps of Kofinou and Pournara, par-
ticularly referring to the unjustified closure and prohibition of
residents from entering or exiting the camps. The prohibition
to exit, even for those whose asylum applications were ap-
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proved, led to overcrowding which negatively impacted the
quality of services provided, the efficiency of the procedures
and the living conditions. Residents’ physical and mental
health suffered, and their feelings of anger and desperation
lead to tensions, violence, fights and protests. The report
stressed that the lockdowns of the camps infringed on the
fundamental rights freedoms of multiple vulnerable children,
adding that the restrictive measures regulated by the orders
from the Minister of Health must not exceed what is neces-
sary for the protection of public health. The reasons for con-
verting these camps into closed structures were unclear and
in violation of the obligations of the government as regards
the treatment of asylum seekers, including families with chil-
dren and unaccompanied minors, who are effectively de-
tained in violation of international law. The report further
criticised the fact that in Pournara unaccompanied minors
reside with adults in the quarantine areas, and in

In December 20221, the Human Rights Parliamentary Com-
mittee visited the Pournara Reception Camp, which led to
media reports about 287 unaccompanied minors cramped in
containers, some without beds, pregnant women and fami-
lies with small children. Following that, the UNHCR reported
that the authorities considered transferring the unaccompa-
nied minors to the Limnes camp to decongest the Pournara
camp. UNHCR strongly opposed this proposal because of the
camp’s inadequate infrastructure. The plan to transfer the
minors was abandoned with the outbreak of several Cov-
id-19 infections at the Pournara camp, following which the
infected persons were placed in a hotel designated for infect-
ed persons, and their close contacts were transferred to the
Limnes camp. Initially, families with small children were also
transferred from Pournara to Limnes, but following UNHCR
intervention, the families were also placed in the hotel desig-
nated for Covid-19 infected persons.

UNHCR reported that around 300 unaccompanied minors
were staying in Pournara during the reporting period, staying
longer than adult residents of the camp. Whilst, on average,
an adult will remain in the camp for a month, unaccompa-
nied minors stay for five months without freedom of move-
ment and without access to education or recreation. The
Welfare Office assigned only two guardians in the camp for
300 children. The guardian must accompany each unaccom-
panied minor to all five interviews, namely the interview with


https://www.philenews.com/koinonia/eidiseis/article/963556/poyrnara-otan-efevg-parakaloysan-na-meino
http://www.childcom.org.cy/ccr/ccr.nsf/All/7CD1E9496B86CCBFC22586630042BB57/$file/%CE%93%CE%95%CE%A0 11.11.86 - 18-1-2021.doc

FRIEDRICH-EBERT-STIFTUNG — THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC AND FUNDAMENTAL RIGHTS IN CYPRUS

the police on travel routes, the interview on security, the vul-
nerability assessment interview, the registration interview
and the age assessment interview, which causes considera-
ble delay in the completion of this procedure and extends the
stay of unaccompanied minors in the camp. The UNHCR also
reported that the shortage of welfare officers in the camp is
a major obstacle to children exercising their rights, and they
referred to the case of a pair of unaccompanied siblings from
Congo, one of whom had suffered major skin burns in a fire
where her mother died. The siblings had asked to be reunited
with their father in France, but the social workers in Pournara
did not trace the father for three months. Finally, the UNHCR
called the father, triggering the Dublin procedure, which was
almost lost due to the three months’ delay of the welfare
officers.

10.2 XENOPHOBIC DISCOURSE BY THE
GOVERNMENT SPOKESPERSON

The Children’s Commissioner criticised the government
spokesperson for stating that the most important problem
emanating from the statistics on migrant children is the fact
they amount to 30% of the preschool population and 16%
of the elementary school population. The Children’s Com-
missioner stated that the entire structure of the government
spokesperson’s discourse and his use of statistics without ex-
planation or clarifications, generated a climate of insecurity,
xenophobia and intolerance. Instead, the government dis-
course should promote a scientifically designed pedagogical
programme premised on migrant children’s access to an ed-
ucation that responds to their needs, so as to facilitate their
smooth integration. The Commissioner stressed that the
state has a strict duty to avoid targeting a vulnerable group
like migrant children by depicting them as a threat to society,
as this can only lead to their further stigmatisation and mar-
ginalisation.

10.3 GUARDIANSHIP ISSUES

The Social Welfare Office assigns a number of social workers
to act as guardians, but these are additionally tasked with
other duties beyond the guardianship of the unaccompanied
minors. The conflict of interest of the Social Welfare Services
guardians, which is inherent in the dual role of the officer
being a representative of the unaccompanied minors and of
the state, who is their employer, was raised by the Ombuds-
man in 2015. This dual identity of the guardian gives the
general impression that the social worker, to whom guardi-
anship duties were assigned, acts more as a vehicle for trans-
ferring documents and demands to the competent authori-
ties, merely monitoring their processing, without any
inclination or power to exert pressure so as to pursue the
best interests of the child. The Ombudsman highlighted that,
when there are doubts about a child’s age, the guardian po-
sition recedes and a referral is made to the Asylum Service to
trigger the procedure for age determination and, effectively,
the removal of the child from the shelter and from the guard-
ian’s care. The Ombudsman pointed out particular instances
where the Social Welfare Services did not treat the children
as children until age determination, because of their appear-
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ance and behaviour, suggesting that there was no relation-
ship of trust between the children and the guardian who, in
the eyes of the children, was identified as a representative of
the authorities.?® This protection gap resulting from the dual
role of the Social Welfare Services was additionally identified
by the Council of Europe’s Human Rights Commissioner in
2016, following his visit to Cyprus, who stated that the con-
flict of interest effectively leaves unaccompanied minors
without proper legal representation in asylum procedures.

In 2018 the Commissioner for Children’s Rights flagged the
inherent conflict of interest in the institution of the guardian
who represents a state authority implementing government
policy while simultaneously representing the interests of the
unaccompanied minor. The Commissioner criticised the fact
that the duties of the guardian are restricted to examining
the children’s asylum applications and do not extend to the
children’s access to reception conditions, as required by the
Reception Conditions Directive 2013/33/EU. The Commis-
sioner considered the existing guardianship system to be in
violation of the Asylum Directives.

The guardians will not advocate on behalf of the children and
will not pursue a change of policy to better address the chil-
dren’s needs, even where the policy gaps are identified and
flagged by the Commissioner for Children’s Rights. One ex-
ample of this gap is the fact that there is no procedure for
challenging an age determination decision; this has been an
issue since Cyprus adopted its first national health system in
2019-2020, as a result of which many doctors who were
trained to conduct age assessment chose to transfer from
public to private practice, leaving age determination to be
performed by untrained doctors in the national health sys-
tem. There were cases where the Social Welfare Services’
guardians insisted that particular minors should not be sub-
jected to age determination, as required by the Asylum Ser-
vice, because the children concerned were evidently under
18. However, if the Asylum Service insists on age determina-
tion, there is no mechanism to challenge the age determina-
tion decision and no role for the guardian to intervene.

In 2020 the Commissioner for Children’s Rights submitted a
statement to Parliament criticising the fact that the unaccom-
panied children held inside the Pournara camp were not giv-
en the benefit of the doubt as regards their age and were
instead treated as adults pending age determination, thus
rendering effective guardianship and protection impossible.
The role of a governmental authority as official guardian was
on the table again when unaccompanied minors left Pour-
nara on their own and slept on the pavement in the centre of
town, protesting against the length and appalling conditions
of stay in the camp; the official guardian refrained from pro-
viding protection or material support to the children as a
means of convincing them to return to the camp.

23 Cyprus, Anti-discrimination Authority, Report regarding the
system of protection and representation of unaccompanied minors
(ExkBeon tng Apxnc katd Twv Alakploswy avapopikd Ue To oUoTnua
POOTACIAS KAl EKTTPOTWTTNONG TWV ACUVOSEUTWY aviAikwv), Ref.
AKR 41/2015, 24 August 2015.


https://dialogos.com.cy/epitropos-paidioy-katapeltis-kata-pelekanoy-gia-paidia-me-metanasteytiki-viografia/
https://dialogos.com.cy/epitropos-paidioy-katapeltis-kata-pelekanoy-gia-paidia-me-metanasteytiki-viografia/
https://www.refworld.org/publisher,COECHR,,CYP,572232044,0.html
http://www.childcom.org.cy/ccr/ccr.nsf/All/64108AE67F025F45C22583AC001E6D76?OpenDocument&highlight=%CE%B5%CE%BA%CF%80%CF%81%CE%BF%CF%83%CF%8E%CF%80%CE%B7%CF%83%CE%B7 %CE%B1%CF%83%CF%85%CE%BD%CF%8C%CE%B4%CE%B5%CF%85%CF%84%CF%89%CE%BD %CE%B1%CE%BD%CE%B7%CE%BB%CE%AF%CE%BA%CF%89%CE%BD
http://www.childcom.org.cy/ccr/ccr.nsf/All/7CD1E9496B86CCBFC22586630042BB57/$file/%CE%93%CE%95%CE%A0 11.11.86 - 18-1-2021.doc
http://www.childcom.org.cy/ccr/ccr.nsf/All/7CD1E9496B86CCBFC22586630042BB57/$file/%CE%93%CE%95%CE%A0 11.11.86 - 18-1-2021.doc
http://www.childcom.org.cy/ccr/ccr.nsf/All/1511356D35E89FECC22585920024672C?OpenDocument&highlight=%CE%A0%CE%BF%CF%85%CF%81%CE%BD%CE%B1%CF%81%CE%B1

10.4 COURT DECISION ON AGE
DETERMINATION

In Cyprus, the International Protection Administrative Court
issued a decision that annulled the rejection by the Asylum
Service of an application to recognise the applicant as a mi-
nor and all decisions, which relied on the refusal to recognise
him as a minor.2* The applicant was a Somalian national who
arrived in Cyprus in 2015 and applied for asylum as an unac
companied minor. His application was rejected in 2016, and
he applied to court challenging this rejection. A welfare of-
ficer had reported to the Asylum Service that the applicant
had confided to another resident of the shelter that he was
an adult and that he lied that he was a minor in order to
avoid arrest. The Asylum Service referred him to a doctor for
age determination. The applicant refused the puberty assess-
ment, and the doctor concluded that the bone age of the
applicant appeared to be compatible with that of an adult. A
dental examination concluded that the applicant was proba-
bly over 18. The Asylum Service interviewed him and con-
cluded that he is an adult; as a result, the family reunification
procedure, which had been initiated under the Dublin Regu-
lation was terminated, and the applicant was asked to leave
the shelter and be transferred to the Kofinou Refugee Camp.
In Court, the applicant challenged the rejection of his appli-
cation as an infringement of article 17 of Directive 2005/85/
EC, because the authorities placed disproportionate faith in
oral allegations from third parties and failed to conduct due
investigation, including a failure to grant the applicant fair
hearing and refusal to accept the birth certificate which he
produced. The Court concluded that the age determination
procedure followed was unlawful because (i) it was initiated
by the guardians of the applicant, who were mandated to act
as representatives of the applicant and in his interest, and
their primary objective ought to be the child’s best interests;
(i) the age determination was conducted without first hear-
ing the applicant; (iii) the age determination on which the
authorities relied contained the element of doubt, which
ought to have worked in favour of the applicant.

10.5 SHELTERS FOR UNACCOMPANIED
MINORS

The Social Welfare Services have passed on to the NGO Hope
for Children the management of some of its shelters for un-
accompanied migrant children. The change of management
took place just before the outbreak of Covid-19, but the shel-
ters were not fully functional in 2020. At the outbreak of the
pandemic, there were an estimated 350 unaccompanied
children in Cyprus, but the number is constantly changing, as
the children reach adulthood, some are sent away to relatives
and new children arrive. The children are allocated into the
following accommodation structures:

— Nicosia, the capital, has two shelters accommodating a
total of about 45 unaccompanied migrant children;
— Limassol, the second biggest city, has a shelter accom-

24  Y.D.M.A. v. Republic of Cyprus, No. 601/16, 31 December 2021.
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modating a total of about 20 unaccompanied migrant
girls;

— Larnaca has three shelters for unaccompanied migrant
children, accommodating a total population of about
62 boys and 37 girls;

— There were about 70 children in the Pournara camp for
most part of 2020. By the end of 2021, the children in
Pournara at times exceeded 300.

The shelter in Limassol is a section of an old people’s home
without any structural separation. One of the Larnaca shel-
ters is also within the same building as an old people’s home,
where the unaccompanied children are sharing common
spaces with the elderly residents of the home. All the shelters
are overcrowded and there are not enough beds for all the
children and sometimes the residents have to put chairs to-
gether to make up beds.

After the outbreak of Covid-19, all activities at the shelters
stopped and the children had nothing to do. Leaflets with
information about protecting oneself from Covid and restric-
tive measures, which were prepared and published by the
Cyprus Refugee Council, were disseminated to the shelters.
However, the restrictive measures change from day to day,
making it impossible to update the information leaflets so
frequently. During the Covid-19 lockdowns, the shelters were
also closed down, and no one could enter or leave.

The unaccompanied children living in the shelters do not fol-
low the same school curriculum as the rest of the children in
Cyprus. Not all of them go to school, but those who do, at-
tend a special reception class to give them Greek language
skills to enable them to follow the mainstream class. The lim-
ited language skills which the children can acquire during this
short introductory class do not really equip them for any for-
mal education other than the technical schools. However,
most unaccompanied children arrive in Cyprus when they are
already 16 years old, and technical schools only enrol stu-
dents who are under 21 years old. Those children who ac
quire sufficient language skills to join the mainstream class,
they can initially join as observers until they are in a position
to fully integrate; there were a few cases where this hap-
pened, but it is the exception rather than the rule.

The distant education measures adopted by the government
following the outbreak of Covid-19 meant that children in
the shelters had to join the classroom through mobile phones
or laptops. Although the shelters have laptops and internet
connection, the introductory language class was not availa-
ble for e-learning.

Generally speaking, very little attention and resources are de-
voted to the unaccompanied children in the shelters, as a
result of which many teenagers tend to lose interest in learn-
ing and acquiring skills. Before the outbreak of Covid-19,
some activities were offered at the shelters once or twice a
week, but they were primarily recreational and not offering
any kind of empowerment to the children. For example,
there were hair and make-up courses and football activities,
but no classes to improve integration skills, such as language


https://www.uncrcpc.org/
https://www.uncrcpc.org/
https://cyrefugeecouncil.org/coronavirus-covid-19-new-measures-to-contain-the-spread-in-cyprus-instructions-on-how-to-get-permission-through-message/?fbclid=IwAR2n2HofT5KiNi02Yf6-NVsdTGKeSs8I0BMM8EAWfkpjc_flSMi7Bee9T7c
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classes, vocational training or life skills, such as how to open
a bank account. The rationale behind which activities to offer
at the shelters would be what sort of teachers were available
from the government’s afternoon educational courses, rath-
er than design and offer courses better suited to the needs of
the children. A private college which had offered a course in
English on a pilot basis specifically for unaccompanied chil-
dren for the school year 2018-2019 did not offer it for a sec-
ond year as it had not secured funding for a further year.
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11.1 DETENTION IN POLICE STATIONS

On 10 September 2020, the Cypriot government submitted
an action plan to the Council of Europe’s Committee of Min-
isters detailing the compliance measures it had adopted pur-
suant to two ECtHR rulings against it concerning the long
detention of third country nationals under deportation in
police stations. The plan referred to the setting up of the
Menoyia Detention Camp, which would be used exclusively
for third country nationals under deportation, and to the dis-
semination of the two rulings against Cyprus to various gov-
ernmental authorities. It concluded that it had complied with
its obligations under article 46(1) of the ECHR and asking the
Committee of Ministers to close its examination.

Just when the Cypriot authorities were seeking to convince
the Council of Europe of their intentions to leave behind the
old practice of long police cell detentions, they reverted to
the old practice, because international travel restrictions re-
lated to Covid-19 complicated returning migrants in an irreg-
ular situation. Meanwhile, the Menoyia Detention Centre
reached its full capacity as a result of an order from the Inte-
rior Ministry banning any detainees from being released. The
Cyprus Refugee Council then reported a marked increase in
the use of police stations to detain third country nationals,
including asylum applicants who recently arrived in the coun-
try, for periods often exceeding two weeks, in violation of
the ECtHR rulings against Cyprus.

Apart from being substandard and unsuitable for detentions
in excess of 24 hours, as certified by the CPT, police cells have
become even more unsuitable in recent years. Because they
have not been widely used after the Menoyia camp was set
up, the return to the old policy of detaining people at police
cells was not supported by a regulatory framework. As a re-
sult, there are no effective procedures or protocols in place to
facilitate detainees’ access to justice or to health care, and
the police officers have no instructions on how to handle
such requests. On average, third country nationals were de-
tained for two weeks in police detention cells.

KISA reported that the police station detention centres were
overcrowded with third country detainees awaiting deporta-
tion, and the conditions are particularly bad and not de-
signed for long-term detention. KISA stated that new detain-
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ees are not transferred to the Menoyia Detention Centre but
to various police stations, in conditions that have already
been ruled by the ECtHR as inhuman and degrading.

11.2 MENOYIA VS. POURNARA

The Cyprus Refugee Council reported an incident where the
authorities conducted a self-initiated review of the detention
of a person detained in the Menoyia Detention Centre pend-
ing his deportation and decided to transfer him to Pournara
as an ‘alternative to detention’. The detainee applied for legal
aid in order to challenge his transfer on the grounds that
Pournara was not an ‘alternative to detention’, but de facto
detention. When the detainee was brought to Court from
the Pournara camp for the hearing of his legal aid applica-
tion, the judge questioned why he was escorted by a police
officer. The Court granted him legal aid, noting in its ruling
that the applicant had been accompanied by a police officer
to ensure his return to the Pournara Camp (Cyprus Court of
International Protection, Legal Aid Application by AW., Ref.
No. 137/20, 31 July 2020). Following this development, the
authorities decided to release him.

The conditions in Menoyia are described as significantly bet-
ter than Pournara. The number of detainees did not increase,
because the police officers guarding the centre refused to
accept any more detainees because of the risk related to Cov-
id-19. According to information supplied to the Cyprus Refu-
gee Council, in the last quarter only two persons were trans-
ferred to the Menoyia Detention Centre, and they were
brought in from the central prison. There are many cases of
detentions at the Menoyia Detention Centre, however, that
exceed the six-month detention limit placed by the Return
Directive, since Interior Minister has placed a strict ban on
releases.

11.3 CENTRAL PRISON

The central prison is also overcrowded, and third country na-
tionals are over-represented: amongst the 850 prisoners held
at the central prison in 2020 (which has a capacity of 540),
third country nationals were the highest category. Some of
the third country prisoners are serving a sentence for trying
to leave the country with forged documents, which is essen-
tially an immigration offence, and offenders should not be


https://search.coe.int/cm/Pages/result_details.aspx?ObjectId=09000016809f9c95
https://kisa.org.cy/i-prostasia-tis-dimosias-igias-den-ine-efikti-meso-apoklismon-kai-diakriseon/
http://www.iri.edu.ar/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/ri56-SG-JurisprudenciaMar2019CASE-OF-HAGHILO-v.-CYPRUS.pdf
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imprisoned together with prisoners serving a criminal sen-
tence. Following the outbreak of Covid-19, the authorities
decided to release a number of prisoners from the central
prison to prevent the spread of the virus, however the third
country nationals were not amongst those who were re-
leased. Because the authorities fear absconding, no third
country nationals will be released from either the central pris-
on, police station detention cells or the Menoyia Detention
Centre, where persons awaiting deportation are detained.
Information leaflets handed to prisoners in the central prison
about Covid protection measures were only in Greek.

11.4 ACCESS TO JUSTICE FOR DETAINEES

For the Menoyia detainees, accessing justice is problematic,
because each time they must attend a court hearing for a
legal aid application or for recourse against detention, they
must first apply for an exit permit with the Interior Minster.
Although exit permits are routinely granted, there are usually
delays and NGOs must intervene, all whilst deadlines are ap-
proaching. Often the exit permit is communicated after the
court hearing date, and the detainee then has to wait for
another court date to be set, and repeat the same process
over again. This is also the case with doctor’s appointments,
in respect of which individual applications must be filed, of-
ten in emergency situations, whilst the Minister’s response is
frequently communicated after the date of the doctor’s ap-
pointment.

36

11.5 LEGALITY OF DETENTION ON THE
SUSPICION OF TERRORISM

In July 2020, a number of court decisions were delivered in
response to applications from third country nationals chal-
lenging their detention for 15 to 16 months without ever
having been formally charged. Their detention was based on
administrative orders, issued on unsubstantiated suspicions
of terrorism. In some of these cases, the court found that the
authorities’ allegations were not substantial enough to justify
such a long detention and ordered their release. This hap-
pened in the case of the application of XXX Almuhana for
habeas corpus v. Chief of Police, Interior Minister through the
Attorney General where the applicant had admitted having
been a member of ISIS when he was still a minor and that he
had already abandoned the ranks of ISIS because he feared
for his life. On his mobile phone, the police located photos of
the applicant wearing a military uniform and holding guns.
His data was checked against the databases of Interpol, Eu-
ropol and TSC with negative results. The Court concluded
that the applicant’s detention was not justified and ordered
his release, ruling that the right of the state to protect its
borders must be balanced against the rights protected by
article 52(1) of the EU Charter. In the application of XXX Al-
sheiko for habeas corpus order, the applicant had also been
detained since February 2019 on terrorism suspicions with-
out having been charged. His asylum application was reject-
ed in July 2019, but the rejection was not communicated to
him until three months later, adding three more months of
detention without explanation. Even after the rejection was
communicated to him, his detention continued for over 16
months. The Court did not endorse the applicant’s argument
that the authorities failed to reveal information connecting
the applicant to terrorist activities but nevertheless accepted
his habeas corpus application and ordered his release.


http://www.cylaw.org/cgi-bin/open.pl?file=apofaseis/aad/meros_1/2020/1-202007-28-20PolAit.htm&qstring=%E1%F0%E5%E9%EB%2A%20and%20%E4%E7%EC%EF%F3%2A%20and%20%E1%F3%F6%E1%EB%E5%E9%2A
http://www.cylaw.org/cgi-bin/open.pl?file=apofaseis/aad/meros_1/2020/1-202007-28-20PolAit.htm&qstring=%E1%F0%E5%E9%EB%2A%20and%20%E4%E7%EC%EF%F3%2A%20and%20%E1%F3%F6%E1%EB%E5%E9%2A
http://www.cylaw.org/cgi-bin/open.pl?file=apofaseis/aad/meros_1/2020/1-202007-28-20PolAit.htm&qstring=%E1%F0%E5%E9%EB%2A%20and%20%E4%E7%EC%EF%F3%2A%20and%20%E1%F3%F6%E1%EB%E5%E9%2A
http://www.cylaw.org/cgi-bin/open.pl?file=apofaseis/aad/meros_1/2020/1-202007-64-20PolAitApof.htm&qstring=%F4%F1%EF%EC%EF%EA%F1%E1%F4%2A
http://www.cylaw.org/cgi-bin/open.pl?file=apofaseis/aad/meros_1/2020/1-202007-64-20PolAitApof.htm&qstring=%F4%F1%EF%EC%EF%EA%F1%E1%F4%2A
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RETURN PROCEDURE

12.1 COURT DECISION CANCELLING
DEPORTATION ORDERS FOR FAILURE OF
THE AUTHORITIES TO SERVE THEM

The Administrative Court annulled a deportation order
against a third country national, because the order was found
to have relied on the wrong legal provision. The applicant had
filed for asylum in 2018 and was rejected in 2019. He ap-
pealed against this rejection, but lost that in 2020. Following
the court’s determination of the appeal, the authorities de-
clared the applicant to be an illegal immigrant under immigra-
tion law and issued detention and deportation orders against
him, which were never served. The applicant filed a fresh asy-
lum application in February 2021, which was rejected in
March 2021. He appealed against that rejection, the examina-
tion of which was pending at the time that this judgement
was issued. In October 2021 the applicant visited a police
station to file a complaint upon which he was arrested, and
the detention and deportation orders issued against him in
2020 were served to him. Since the authorities made no ef-
fort to serve these orders to him until then, the Court found
that the orders acquired legal force only upon being served to
him in October 2021. At this point, however, the applicant
had a court case pending, challenging the rejection of his
subsequent asylum application. Council Directive 2013/32/
requires member states to ensure that asylum applicants have
the right to an effective remedy and must permit asylum ap-
plicants to remain on their territory pending determination of
their appeal, including appeals relating to subsequent applica-
tions. Because the detention and deportation orders acquired
legal force whilst an appeal was pending, the orders were is-
sued under the wrong legal basis, i.e., immigration law rather
than asylum law. The Court therefore cancelled both the de-
tention and the deportation orders and ordered the respond-
ents to pay the costs.

12.2 DEPORTATION STATISTICS

The police stated that the number of deportations doubled
in the last two years: in 2018 there were 695 deportations; in
2019 there were 417: in 2020, 1,272; and in 2021, 2,320
deportations were carried out.
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12.3 VOLUNTARY RETURNS

A recently launched programme of voluntary returns is in
operation, through which 258 Vietnamese nationals, who
lived in Cyprus in an irregular situation, were returned to
Vietnam through the assistance of the Vietnamese Embas-
sy and Honorary Consul in Cyprus. The Cyprus Refugee
Council reported that the assisted returns scheme appeared
to be working better in 2021 than before, as they received
confirmations from returnees that the money was paid as
promised.

This programme had initially been launched by the Asylum
Service in December 2020, in which a flight ticket and fi-
nancial incentives were provided to persons willing to re-
turn voluntarily and was co-funded by the EU Asylum, Mi-
gration and Integration Fund (AMIF) and the Republic of
Cyprus. By the end of 2020 only one person had made use
of this programme and returned voluntarily to Nigeria. Even
though the programme had been announced during the
first lockdown, there was not much interest in it from po-
tential beneficiaries, partly because many of them felt that
even if they are not personally at risk in their countries of
origin, it is far too dangerous due to ongoing hostilities.
The programme also lost its credibility amongst potential
beneficiaries, as procedures and amounts to be paid were
not transparent at first and there were rumours that the
money paid was not what was promised. It is not clear why
the programme was only targeting Africans, since there
would presumably be a great deal of interest amongst the
Asian population of Cyprus.

12.4 DEPORTATIONS WITHOUT DUE
PROCESS

Media reports referred to instances where persons residing
in the Pournara camp were deported without due process.
In particular the media reports claim that persons residing in
Pournara were told that they would be taken for health
screenings, but they were led onto a boat that transported
them back to Lebanon. The Ministry of the Interior denied
this allegation, however the Cyprus Refugee Council staff
on site confirmed that its officers were present when a
group of newly arrived persons in the Pournara camp were
told they would be taken for health tests and were deport-
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ed instead. UNHCR stated that the placement of persons in
return boats before examination of their asylum claims are
potential infringements of the non-refoulement principle.

There appears to be a pattern of detaining third country na-
tionals convicted of a crime, no matter how minor, in order
to deport them as soon as they finish serving their prison
sentence, as two such instances were identified in 2020:

— A Brazilian national who had entered into a civil part-
nership with a Cypriot. He was arrested as soon as he
was released from jail and subsequently deported;

— A Nigerian student was arrested and detained pending
deportation after he had served his sentence for being
in possession of 0.3 grams of cannabis.
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

The pandemic was a watershed moment for human rights
but nowhere more apparent and devastating than in the
field of asylum and migration. What is more worrying is that
the government gathered sufficient momentum and societal
consent to use the pandemic as an excuse to implement pol-
icies which were already in the pipeline and which failed to
meet the threshold of legality and legitimacy on many levels.
In some instances, the governmental persistence of confining
third country nationals led to a self-made crisis, which could
have been avoided, that had serious repercussions on the
rights of vulnerable groups, including children and unaccom-
panied minors. The resulting situation is that the model of
exclusion rather than integration leads to the emergence of
theories linking immigration with crime, as aptly manifested
in community reactions against the settlement of asylum
seekers in their neighbourhoods. A xenophobic public opin-
ion is quickly developing in Paphos, where the Ministerial
decree prohibiting the settlement of asylum seekers has led
to increased police surveillance, which is of questionable le-
gality, and tensions with the local communities, triggered by
politicians depicting all foreigners as threats, opening win-
dows of opportunities for the far right to rise, with unpredict-
ably dangerous consequences.
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CYPRUS: ASYLUM AND MIGRATION
IN THE AGE OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

This report examines the refugee and
migration issue in Cyprus during the
Covid19 pandemic years. The text fo-
cuses on the fluctuations in the number
of refugees, the use of the pandemic
restriction in introduce more restrictive
and repressive policies with an em-
phasis on externalisation and security,
and the failing reception condition as
migration to and asylum is increasingly
becoming significant in public debates
and increasingly entangled with contin-
uing de facto division of the country.

Following a rise in numbers of asylum
applications in 2019, the numbers dur-
ing the pandemic were halved when
the Government abruptly closed the
checkpoints and refused to accept and
process applications. With the easing
and eventual lifting of travel restrictions,
the numbers of asylum applications
have returned to the levels prior to the
pandemic. The figures from the first
months of 2022 indicate that the trend
is likely to continue increasing in spite
of the pushbacks, the barbed wires, re-
striction of rights and the dehumanising
reception conditions.
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Upon the outbreak of the pandemic,
the Government introduced unprece-
dented measures such as the suspen-
sion of the asylum system, pushbacks
at land and at sea, the forced transfer
of all asylum seekers into camps, the
conversion of the camps into closed
centres, the placement of barbed wire
at certain spots along the buffer zone
for the first time and the general lower-
ing of reception conditions.

The government's approach has shifted
towards a more restrictive migration
policy implemented through repressive
measures. Alongside tougher border
restrictions and fewer rights within the
reception process aiming to reduce the
“pull factor”, the government intro-
duced measures restricting rights such
as appeal rights, right to family reuni-
fication and residence permits to chil-
dren of recognised refugees and access
to integration measures and benefits.

The pandemic revealed and widened
the gaps of the health care and welfare
system, and increased homelessness,
poverty and marginalisation of mi-

grants and asylum-seekers. From a hu-
man rights and social welfare perspec-
tive the situation has become seriously
problematic. Many non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) and the UNHCR
have criticised current practices in Cy-
prus for causing undue panic, fear, and
a climate of xenophobia.

A reform of the asylum and migration
model is long overdue. Along with
improving both the management and
legal appeal levels to make the system
more effective, faster and fairer, there
is an urgent need to properly integrate
and ensure fundamental rights and de-
cent living standards for asylum-seek-
ers, refugees and migrants. Moreover,
regional solutions and a radical shake-
up of EU policy which is rights-based,
fast and fair are urgently called for: an
EU-wide asylum and international pro-
tection system to replace the defunct
Dublin would ease the pressure on bor-
der countries. Such measures would
prepare Cyprus and other EU border
countries for possible new arrivals.



