5 November 2020

Dear Honourable Prime Minister Mitsotakis
Hon. Minister Mitarachi, Minister for Immigration and Asylum
Hon. Alternate Minister Koumoutsakos, Alternate Minister for Migration and Asylum Policy
President von der Leyen, President of the European Commission
Vice-President Schinas, Vice-President of the European Commission
Attn: Commissioner Mijatović, Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights
High Commissioner Grandi, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
Mr. Balakrishnan Rajagopal, United Nations Special Rapporteur on the right to adequate housing
Please accept this letter written in my capacity as Global Director of The Shift, the international
movement for the right to housing. Prior to this appointment, and until recently, I was the United
Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right to Housing for six years (2014 –2020).
I have been following events regarding the Moria refugee, migrant, and asylum seeker Reception and
Identification Centre (hereinafter, ‘Moria RIC’), located on Lesbos Island in the North-Eastern Aegean. It
is my understanding that following a fire at Moria RIC, approximately 13,000 refugees, asylum seekers
and migrants were rendered homeless. Prior to the fires, conditions at the camp were unfit for dignified
habitation and inconsistent with international human rights norms – with significant overcrowding and
lacking necessary water, sanitation and healthcare facilities. Furthermore, I have been informed that the
new temporary Kara Tepe camp, that has been built by the Greek Government to accommodate those
displaced by the fire at Moria RIC, may be insufficient to meet the Greek Government’s human rights
obligations with respect to the right to housing, as well as other human rights.
According to the information received:
Moria RIC
1.
Moria RIC was located near Mytilene, the capital of the island of Lesbos. The camp was intended
to serve as an initial reception centre wherein refugees and asylum seekers could stay for short periods
of time to enable them to file their asylum applications. However, the situation at Moria RIC rapidly
deteriorated, leading to the site being utilised to house refugees and asylum seekers for extended
periods of time, sometimes up to two years.1 Those living at Moria RIC had arrived in Greece from
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approximately 70 countries. Around 50 per cent of the camp’s residents were under 18 years old. Most
were escaping conflict, threats of violence and persecution in the countries they had arrived from.2
2.
Conditions at Moria RIC had long been regarded as grossly inadequate for habitation. In 2018
the camp was described by Dunja Mijatović, the European Commissioner on Human Rights, as being
“seriously overcrowded” with 9,000 people being held in a space which only had the capacity for just
over 3,000. The Commissioner also noted that poor hygiene in the camp was causing “insecurity” and
“despair” amongst those living there, and threatened to “put the human rights of the camp’s residents
at high risk.”3 Formal living spaces in Moria RIC were mainly tents and containers, some of which housed
up to 125 people.4 Despite these deplorable conditions, individuals and families continued to be brought
to Moria RIC requiring the creation of an overflow site known as the Olive Grove.
3.
Despite strong warnings regarding the conditions at Moria RIC, few improvement measures
were taken and instead the situation at the camp was allowed to deteriorate. At the beginning of 2020,
it was reported that the number of refugees and asylum seekers living in and around Moria RIC had
increased to 19,000, despite the capacity of the camp being only around 2,800.5 Many others were
forced to live in the Olive Grove where families were left to construct their own shelters from plastic
sheeting and other materials leaving them exposed to extreme weather conditions and other
environmental hazards.
4.
Within Moria RIC and the Olive Grove, sanitation and hygiene facilities were very poor.
Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), which worked within the camp, noted in 2018 that there were 62-70
people per working toilet and 91 people per shower. These ratios were described as being 2 and 3 times
more respectively than is recommended in an emergency situation.6 In September 2018, the Lesbos
Public Health Directorate found the camp to be “unsuitable and dangerous for public health, with toilet
waste pipes having broken resulting in a strong stench.” In April 2020, it was noted that in some areas of
the camp up to 1,300 people shared one water tap.7
5.
The disgraceful conditions that refugees were forced to live in have been shown to have had an
extremely detrimental impact on their well-being. MSF noted that the camps were highly dangerous in
terms of disease transmission, with communicable health problems such as scabies, lice and diarrhoea
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being prevalent.8 There were particular concerns with regards to COVID-19, with charities and NGOs
repeatedly outlining the risk of the spread of the disease in the camp, due to the huge overcrowding,
lack of healthcare, and poor hygiene conditions. 9 In addition, security at the Moria RIC was extremely
poor, with reports of sexual assaults, harassment, and other forms of violence common.10 The dangers
posed to the health and well-being of those living in Moria RIC have also had a significant impact on
their mental health. Clinicians working in the camp noted that 1 in 6 people they saw had a mental
health issue, which they stated was often exacerbated by the conditions in the camp.11 Furthermore,
MSF has reported on the shocking levels of self-harm by children within the camp, including suicide
attempts by children as young as 10.12
6.
These are conditions in which no one should have to live, and starkly contravene the Greek
Government’s international legal obligations to adopt appropriate measures using the maximum of
available resources to ensure access to adequate housing for those in need, regardless of their migration
status or place of origin.
8 September 2020 Fire
7.
On 8 September 2020, a number of fires occurred at Moria RIC. Fires were a repeated
occurrence at Moria RIC. In 2016, a fire left a 66-year-old woman and a 6-year-old child dead, and
another woman and a 4-year-old child seriously injured,13 and in March 2020, another child was killed in
a fire within one of the living containers at the camp. 14 Although, thankfully, there was no loss of life in
the 8 September fire, it led to the almost complete destruction of the camp. Overnight, the 13,000
residents of Moria RIC were left homeless in the middle of a pandemic.15 Many of those forced to flee
the blaze lost everything they owned and with no immediate alternative housing provision made
available, were left sleeping in car parks and fields in the area surrounding the camp, often with no
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access food or water.16 When seeking assistance in local towns and villages they were met with violence
and hostility from some members of these communities and from the police who are said to have
blocked roads and used tear gas against them.17
New Refugee Camp Site
8.
It is recognised that the Greek Government, with assistance from UNHCR, worked quickly to
establish a new emergency facility in Kara Tepe to house many of those who had previously lived in
Moria RIC. The new camp was established on a former army firing range. From 17 to 24 September, the
Government moved approximately 9,400 of the displaced residents into the camp, transferring others to
alternative accommodation on Lesbos or the mainland. 18
9.
Conditions in the Kara Tepe emergency camp are poor, with a spokesperson for UNHCR pointing
to “critical gaps in drainage, water, sanitation, hygiene and health services.” 19 Those living at the camp
have complained that electricity is inadequate and that there are an insufficient number of toilets which
has caused residents to limit their intake of food. 20 There are no shower facilities, so inhabitants have to
wash using hosepipes or in the sea.21 Additionally, recent heavy rains have left the site waterlogged,
flooding tents and forcing residents to self-construct flood defences to protect their homes and
belongings from further flooding. 22
10.
Significant concerns have also been raised regarding the presence of lead in the soil at the site,
which is a phenomenon common to military sites where activity involving ammunition has taken place.
Whilst the Greek Government has noted it made efforts to remove spent ammunition from the site
during the construction of the camp, refugees report finding bullet and shell casings. Moreover,
toxicologists have warned that removing spent ammunition does not end the risk of lead poisoning as
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dangerous invisible residue is very likely to remain present.23 This puts those living in the Kara Tepe
emergency camp, particularly children and pregnant women, at significant risk from serious harm.
11.
The Greek Government clearly recognises the importance of protecting people from COVID-19,
yet conditions in the camp are conducive to increasing the spread of the disease. The lack of hygiene
facilities and the inadequacy of the housing provided means that the Government mandated
requirements to stay home and maintain good personal hygiene through handwashing are impossible to
properly fulfil in the Kara Tepe emergency camp, as they were in Moria RIC and in the aftermath of the
fire when many were living in homelessness. Consequently, it is deeply concerning, though unsurprising,
that a large number of refugees and migrants have been discovered to have now contracted COVID-19
with 243 new cases being confirmed on 21 September.24 This represents an increase of 226 cases since
testing was undertaken at Moria RIC on 8 September and an increase in the rate of infection by over
three times (controlling for the numbers of tests done on each occasion).25
12.
In light of the many instances of inadequacy at the Kara Tepe emergency camp, one local NGO,
Refugee Support Aegean, has noted that “conditions in the new camp fall short of minimum standards
of dignified living under Greek and international law.”26 This cannot be an outcome which the Greek
Government regards as satisfactory.
Incompatibility with International Law
13.
Without prejudicing the accuracy of these allegations, I wish to express my concern that the
conditions faced by refugees and migrants in Moria RIC, and those currently faced by those who have
been moved to the Kara Tepe emergency camp, in no way meet international human rights law
standards with respect to the adequacy requirements of the right to housing.
14.
The human right to housing is recognised in a number of international and regional conventions
ratified by Greece. The most prominent articulation of the right to housing under international law is
found in the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), which Greece
ratified on 16 May 1985. As you may be aware, under Article 11.1 of the ICESCR, ‘housing’ does not
simply mean having a roof over one’s head, but rather is broadly defined as a place where people can
live in “security, peace and dignity.”27 The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights has
further elaborated on what it means for housing to be ‘adequate’, holding that this requires homes to,
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inter alia, be habitable, have access to necessary goods and services, provide security of tenure for
those living there, and should be in appropriate locations.28 Furthermore, as per Article 2.1 of the
ICESCR, States must “take steps” to “progressively realise” the rights contained within the Covenant,
using “all appropriate means” and the “maximum of available resources”. 29 According to Article 2.2 of
the Covenant, the rights must be guaranteed without discrimination of any kind. 30
15.
Greece is also party to the Convention on the Rights of the Child, ratified on 11 May 1993, the
Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women, ratified on 7 June 1983,
and the Revised European Social Charter, ratified on 18 March 2016. The right to adequate housing is
also contained within the Convention on the Status of Refugees, which Greece ratified on 3 April 1960,
and which states that “as regard to housing” States Parties must “accord to refugees lawfully staying in
their territory treatment as favourable as possible and, in any event, not less favourable than that
accorded to aliens generally in the same circumstances.” 31 Furthermore, the right to housing is
enshrined in the Greek Constitution, wherein it notes that “the acquisition of a home by the homeless or
those inadequately sheltered shall constitute an object of special State care.”32
16.
Based on the information I have received, the following conditions in Moria RIC were noncompliant with the right to housing under international and regional law: a lack of access to adequate
water, sanitation and healthcare; the failure to provide housing to those in need, forcing them to sleep
rough and construct their own homes on a non-sanctioned site; and the poor quality of housing which
failed to properly protect residents from threats such as diseases and fire. These conditions threatened
the physical and mental health and well-being of residents and forced them to live in extreme indignity.
17.
According to the information I have received, the Government’s failure to provide habitable
conditions in fact worsened conditions overall by contributing to the events of 8 September, which
ultimately put thousands of lives at risk, left all of the residents of the camp homeless in the middle of
the pandemic, and required the Government to create a new site. It appears that the Government did
not draw lessons from the Moria RIC camp experience when establishing the Kara Tepe emergency
camp. I have learned that this camp too fails to ensure residents have access to habitable homes which
protect them from inclement weather, fails to provide access to water and sanitation facilities, and
prevents residents from practicing good hygiene and physically distancing to prevent the spread of
COVID-19. It was also placed on a site which poses a significant health risk to those living there, which is
in direct contradiction of the location aspect of the right to housing, which stipulates that “housing
should not be built on polluted sites nor in immediate proximity to pollution sources that threaten the
right to health of the inhabitants.”33
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18.
Human rights are interrelated, interdependent and indivisible, and consequently they cannot be
viewed in isolation. Having assessed the information made available to me regarding the conditions in
Moria RIC and the Kara Tepe emergency camp, and the situation refugees and migrants were faced with
immediately after the 8 September fire, it is also clear that a number of other human rights may have
been breached, in addition to the right to adequate housing. In particular, I draw your attention to Art
12.1 of the ICESCR, which guarantees the right to health, Arts 11 and 12 of the ICESCR and General
Assembly Resolution 64/292, 34 from which the rights to water and sanitation are derived, and Art 7.1 of
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), which states that no one shall be
subjected to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment. With respect to the last of these rights, it is notable
that the Committee Against Torture, in its 2019 Concluding Observations of Greece, stated that “the
containment policies applied … have resulted in migrants and asylum seekers being exposed to appalling
and unsanitary living conditions, especially in the case of those held in overcrowded reception centres as
“hotspots” such as the centres in Samos and Moria, Lesbos” with the Committee calling on Greece to
“strengthen its efforts to ensure adequate living conditions in all immigration centres.”35 In addition, I
draw your attention to Art 6.1 of the ICCPR, which ensures the right to life, and in particular to General
Comment No. 36 which recognises that as part of its duty to protect life, States have an obligation to
alleviate conditions, including homelessness, which pose a direct threat to life.36
19.
I wish to emphasise that international human rights protections are not only owed by a State to
its own nationals, but rather apply to all people within the territory of a State, whatever their status.
This is noted in General Comment No. 20 of the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights,
which holds that “Covenant rights apply to everyone including non-nationals, such as refugees, asylumseekers, stateless persons, migrant workers and victims of international trafficking, regardless of legal
status and documentation.” Similarly, in its General Comment No.31, the Human Rights Committee
stated with regards to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights that “States Parties are
required by article 2, paragraph 1, to respect and to ensure the Covenant rights to all persons who may
be within their territory and to all persons subject to their jurisdiction.” 37
20.
Whilst I recognise that, particularly with respect to the new camp at Kara Tepe, the situation
faced by the Greek Government was one of an emergency, whereby many thousands of people had to
be rehoused in a very short period of time following a disaster, I wish to make it clear that human rights
are not suspended in times of emergency or crisis. Consequently, it is insufficient for the Government to
rely on the emergency nature of the situation in order to justify failing to respect, protect and fulfil the
human rights of the refugees and migrants living therein. I am certain that the Government of Greece
does not wish these egregious, degrading and non-human rights compliant conditions to persist. In this
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regard, the Government must take immediate measures to ensure the Kara Tepe emergency camp
meets minimum human rights requirements so that residents can live in security and dignity, whilst
establishing and commencing longer-term policies to enable the full enjoyment of all human rights in
the camp in the shortest time possible.
21.
In light of the serious human rights concerns and the failure of the Greek Government to meet
the human rights obligations it owes to migrants and refugees in Greece, I offer the following
recommendations to remedy the harm caused and ensure compliance with international human rights
law:
A. The Government should publicly acknowledge its human rights obligations with respect to
migrants and refugees living in Moria RIC and the Kara Tepe emergency camp. Based on this,
the Government should develop emergency legislation and human rights-based strategies,
with measurable goals and timelines, and appropriate monitoring and accountability
measures, to ensure that conditions at the Kara Tepe emergency camp, and all other refugee
and migrant camps, are human rights compliant.
B. An independent human rights inquiry should be established to investigate the conditions at
Moria RIC prior to the 8 September 2020 fire, the circumstances of the fire, and the
aftermath in which residents were left homeless. The body of inquiry appointed must have
the authority to issue binding decisions and be empowered to determine satisfactory
remedies for all those affected.
C. The Government must take immediate action to ensure that the Kara Tepe emergency site is
capable of meeting international human rights standards. This must include ensuring the
provision of habitable accommodation, satisfactory water, sanitation and hygiene facilities
and appropriate healthcare services, and taking steps to properly protect residents from
COVID-19. Equally, the Government must, without delay, undertake an investigation
alongside toxicologists, to determine whether the site itself is safe for human habitation.
D. Ensure that the Kara Tepe emergency camp does not become long-term housing for the
inhabitants by meaningfully engaging with them to find long-term solutions on mainland
Greece
22.
I hope that the Greek Government will take the concerns raised in this letter with the utmost
seriousness and will immediately begin working towards a solution which respects its human rights
obligations. I understand that challenges may be faced as a result of EU regulations and policies, which
impact on Greece’s ability to progressively realise the human right to housing for migrants and refugees.
I would be happy to work with the Government to encourage the EU to better acknowledge the need
for Member States to ensure the right to housing for migrants and refugees and to call on the European
Commission to provide greater support to Greece, which would help enable the Government to meet its
human rights commitments in this area.
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23.
I would be grateful for a timely response to this letter prior to 11 November 2020. On this date, I
intend to publicly publish this letter. Any response received, either prior to the publication of this letter
or after its publication, will also be made public via The Shift’s website and social media channels. I also
intend to discuss this matter with my successor as Special Rapporteur on the right to adequate housing,
Mr Balakrishnan Rajagopal.
I look forward to hearing from you with regards to my concerns.
Yours faithfully,

Leilani Farha
Global Director, The Shift
Former UN Special Rapporteur on the right to housing
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