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Translation 

Illegal immigrants in Greece – The real victims 
 
At Civilisation's End 
 
There is a long line of people waiting in front of the heavily protected police quarters on 
the outskirts of Athens. Some of the people are standing, some are sitting down; some 
are even lying on the ground. All of them are exhausted and many look as if teetering 
along the brink of a serious personal meltdown. They have gathered at this infamous 
address because here, the illegal immigrants are given the option of applying for an 
asylum. The option, of course, is mostly of a purely theoretical nature. The people 
forming the line today have been waiting in it for 24 hours, some of them more than that. 
There are about five hundred of them forming the line, five hundred third-world men and 
women that have come to grasp at a straw. Most of them are living in the street. 
Standing there with their heads bowed low, they are flanked by a high wire fence, heaps 
of garbage and arrogant Greek policemen. Every once in a while, a police car wails by.  
Around one in the morning, a plainclothes cop steps before them. All of those waiting 
know very well that the man is about to decide on the fifteen – twenty at best – lucky 
ones who will go on to face the cold callous Greek beaurocrats. Not many silences are 
rightly described as thunderous, but this one just might be. Yet it is hard to hold on to 
much hope while knowing that even those among the fifteen lucky ones, picked entirely 
on the plainclothesmen’s whim, will have a 0.7 percent chance of being granted the 
asylum. These are the official numbers from 2009. 
 
»I can't take it anymore.« Ansar Djabal Bashir tells us. Ansar is 27 and he comes from 
Peshawar in the north-west Pakistan. Like everyone else here, he is eager to tell his 
story – but only behind the police's back because he doesn't want to hamper his already 
meagre chances. 
»I'm fed up with all the humiliation and racism.« he says: »If I'd known what was waiting 
for me in the EU, I wouldn't bother coming. Here in Athens, most of the immigrants have 
it even worse than where they came from. And this doesn't only go for the ones coming 
from destitute countries, it also goes for the people fleeing war zones.« 
A large group of men gathers around us, nodding fiercely to what Ansar has to say. »I 
have been waiting here from yesterday morning.« he spits: »And it has been like this for 
eleven weeks in a row. I simply don't have a choice. In the streets where I now live I am 
considered to be a criminal – because I don't have the papers. While I was still able to 
pay the rent to my Pakistani acquaintance, I was living with eight other people in a small 
room above the Omonia Square. We were paying 85 euros per month each but I ran out 
of money. The guy gave me a week to come up with the funds and then he threw me in 
the street. There were a number of people eagerly waiting to take my place.« 
When he came to Greece, Ansar was praying to get a political asylum. »I had to escape 
the Taliban. They were threatening to kill me. A man I knew told me that with my 
education and skills I would have no problem getting a job here in Europe. He lied to me 
because he was eager to get his cut from the people who organised the trip.«  
Back home in Peshawar, Ansar had finished three years of the economics university. 
But as war escalated, things got worse and freethinkers were becoming prime targets. 
His parents advised him to flee to Europe so that is what he did. He gave his entire 
savings – 6000 euros – to the local smugglers. It took him two months to reach Greece 
by the usual route through Iran and Turkey. Yet when he reached the island of Lesbos, 



he was arrested by the Greek police. Instead of drawing to a close, his ordeal was only 
just beginning. 
»I've been here in Athens for seven months.« he tells us. »In all this time, I haven't 
earned a single euro. There is no work to be had. The number of immigrants here is 
enormous. I am sad to say that the relations between us aren't good. Everyone fends for 
himself. This is also the case right here where we're waiting to apply for an asylum. All of 
us, I think, are very well aware that our chances are slim-to-none. But you see, we have 
nothing to lose. Maybe, just maybe I'll get picked out of this crowd in a few weeks, and 
they'll at least grant me an interview. I yearn for home but I can't go there because I'd get 
killed. Plus I don't have the money for the trip. If I had it, I'd spend it to go to Italy and 
onward to the Scandinavian countries. I've been hearing a lot of good things about 
Scandinavia. I hear they treat immigrants with much more respect than here where 
racism and police violence are the norm.« 
The educated youth from Pakistan hangs his head: »I've thrown my life into the garbage 
can. I fear I might have squandered my parents' trust. I've certainly let the family down. I 
live worse than a filthy mongrel: I stink, I starve, I get into fights. Every one of us 
standing here has been arrested several times. Many have managed to break on 
through to other European countries only to be returned back here. The EU law states 
that illegal immigrants must be returned to the country of their point of entry.« 
As Ansar speaks, he is constantly interrupted by his comrades in the line. Every one has 
a burning need to make his story known. Sudan. Somalia. Nigeria. Equatorial Guinea. 
Afghanistan. Iran. Palestine. Nepal. Bangladesh. Bolivia. Tajikistan. All of them are 
burning to share their tragic tales of trying to penetrate the fortress called Europe – a 
mirage shimmering atop a mountain of lies. 
 
Equations of Hope 
 
Only a few miles away, the Greek masses are gearing up for their violent 
demonstrations. The main target is the government's package of anti-crisis measures 
heralding Greece's irreversible entry into the third world. What devastating irony that the 
very same third world is still trying to use Greece for its foredoomed point of entry! 
But we are still here in the 500-strong line. Gibon is 33 and he hails from the war-torn 
Niger delta in Nigeria. He managed to get a degree in computer programming in Lagos: 
he made some money and then he set for Europe. In Greece, he was soon penniless 
and at the mercy of a system too monstrous to contemplate.  
»They beat us like animals.« he says: »They use cars and dogs to push us back toward 
the main road leading to the city centre. For the last 24 hours we've had nothing to eat or 
drink. Five of us have already fainted. It is like this every Friday. I've been coming here 
for the last six months. I haven't missed a single time.« 
Gibon tells us there is a certain code to waiting in this line: »Every ethnic group is tallying 
up its own statistic. We try to be fair and give people numbers according to their 
attendance record. This is the only way we have come up with so as not to butcher each 
other. That would be just what the Greek authorities want, wouldn't it? A nice bloodbath 
or two so we could all be written off as criminals! Well, we must not allow that to happen. 
We must hold on to what little dignity we have left.« 
Through six months of vigilance, Gibon has managed to get a hold of the much-coveted 
number 5. He is about to take his place in the line. He has heard that today, there is a 
good chance they will only be taking Africans. »I can only hope and pray that they pick 
me. This is exactly like a slave market, you know. The policemen walk around and all but 
sniff at us. They don't care who we are and where we're coming from. They usually pick 
the strongest ones. This is something I do not understand. How can our fate be 



entrusted into the hands of people such as these? Many of us are better educated that 
the lot of them combined!« 
When Gibon came to Europe, he brought with him the sum of his entire family's hope. 
For the last few months, he has been lying to them that everything is all right. He is 
constantly reassuring them that he has a job but the payments aren't regular. He is 
sending them money they had given him for the trip. »If I go back, they won't believe my 
story. They have no idea that Europe has turned into Africa. Every African I know who 
has failed to 'make it' in Europe is lying to his family and friends back home. Of course, 
that is why legions of naive souls are still arriving here every day. It has got to stop.« 
Gibon has no more time to talk to us. He takes his place at the forefront of the line that 
winds its way along the barbed-wire fence and below the watch-towers, flanked by 
garbage heaps, stray dogs and the prone forms of fainted comrades. The scene is lit by 
floodlights that evoke the image of a concentration camp, illuminating only soul-
wrenching silhouettes bent with misery. Now and then, the ghastly silence is pierced by 
a human shriek. Twenty-four hours in a line of five hundred people where twenty at best 
will be picked out and elevated to a 0.7 percent chance of being granted an asylum. This 
is the equation of hope. And hope, as we know, springs eternal. 
 
Little Kabul 
 
»I love to read. History is my favourite subject.« says Shigoofa who is 13. We are sitting 
in an Afghan restaurant in the northwest quarter of Athens called Little Kabul. Shigoofa 
is a Hazara from the big Kabul on another continent. Together with her mother and 15-
year-old sister she came to Greece seven months ago.  
»My greatest wish right now is to get a Swedish-English dictionary.« she says: »I heard 
they take good care of the Afghan refugees up there.« The radiant teen's charisma and 
intelligence are quick to fill the space around her. That would be part of the reason why 
she and her sister have become much coveted by the local slave traders who are 
loitering about as we speak – in broad daylight, absolutely shameless.  
The only thing standing between them and the two vulnerable young girls is their mother. 
The father abandoned them long ago. They have no idea where he is and they don't 
much care: »As far as I know, we're the only Afghan women to have come here without 
male protection. The entire journey, we were on our own. But here, we are in even 
greater danger than in Afghanistan where our mother always had to escort us to and 
back from school because we were afraid of a Taliban attack. I know a lot of cases when 
they've thrown acid into a young girl's face or threw a bomb into the school.« 
Back home, Shigoofa and her sister had an even rougher time of it than most since they 
were of Hazara origin and abandoned by their father. »Being Hazara, no love is lost for 
us there by anyone – least of all by the Taliban.«  
Shigoofa speaks to us in fluent English that she is perfecting in the catholic convent 
where she now resides, sharing a room with her mother, sister and forty other refugees. 
Words are pouring out of her in torrents: »Athens is hell. Greece is hell. When we left 
Kabul, we were certain nowhere could be worse. We were so happy to have left the war 
behind us. Our journey took nearly six months. We were travelling through the entire 
Afghanistan and Iran, then Turkey. From there, we went on a boat and came to Lesbos 
where they locked us up right away. The local centre for immigrants was a big house 
with 2000 people in it, if you can believe that. It was absolutely horrible. Why did I have 
to go to prison? What have I done to deserve it?« 
As we sit and speak to Shigoofa, her mother Shahaz keeps a close watch over our 
surroundings. All eyes are pointed at us. A few weeks ago, Shahaz has been offered 
free transport to Italy in exchange for one of her daughters. 



Eventually, a young smuggler comes and sits with us. Under the table, he shows us 
some simply awful copies of Greek passports. His aim is to sell them to the girls at a 
thousand euros apiece. 
»All I hope is for my girls to make it.« Shahaz tells us: »This is why we took the journey. I 
would like them to become doctors or teachers. I hope we can reach Sweden. I am 
thinking of bleaching my hair to fool the border guards.« 
Shahaz is a sharp-featured woman of wonderful cheer, especially considering her 
circumstances. Just in case, she has kept all their original Afghan passports. Most 
immigrants get rid of their papers at once: for some reason they think this could help 
them get their asylum. Yet it is nothing but an illusion – and more and more refugees 
from war and misery are coming to realise it. 
By now, Shahaz is well aware that Europe is no promised land: »Among us, the Afghan 
people in Greece, there is no such thing as solidarity. I have no idea why we've come. I 
simply don't know. It is horrible!« The mother and her two daughters spend most of their 
time hiding from the police. The reason they even bother, they say, is that they still 
haven't lost the hope of someday breaking through to somewhere decent. And of course: 
whatever they do, they can never ever go back to Kabul. 
 
Hades 
 
A group of junkies sits in a circle in front of a travel agency in Omonia, one of Athens' 
most vivacious quarters. They are exchanging needles with clearly visible bloodmarks 
on them. Three young men, ragged and covered in crusty sores, lie in a foetal crouch 
nearby. A pockmarked teenage girl is resting in a pool of her own vomit. Next to her, a 
bearded man is using a lighter to melt his heroin. 
A stone's throw from all this, Greek businessmen are slurping their iced cappuccinos and 
discussing the government's anti-crisis package. All the while, their cold hard eyes are 
appraising the endless parade of the African, Bulgarian and Russian prostitutes strutting 
down the street. In a street half a block away, a fistfight has broken out between 
immigrants from all over the world. This same Omonia used to be one of Athens' 
classiest, highest-priced quarters.  
A teenage boy of discernibly Slavic features is selling all kinds of drugs right in the 
middle of a bustling street. The fronts of banks and luxury shops are smashed – the 
most visible consequence of the recent anti-government riots. Omonia reeks of 
excrement and organic rot. 
Daily, the heaps of refuse everywhere about this place are growing in size, giving what 
nourishment they can to the packs of abandoned cats and dogs. The dark and 
dangerous streets are still being patrolled by policemen, but they seem passive and 
unperturbed. Their job seems mostly just to contemplate this total collapse of most basic 
norms.  
The walls are covered in graffiti – mostly by the groups from the extreme left or the 
extreme right. The local drunks are as high on rotgut as they've ever been. A squad of 
immigrants from Bangladesh spreads out a giant white cloth and covers it with a heap of 
rusty and useless objects no one will ever buy. The nearby luxury restaurant is still doing 
excellent business, even if the sirens are howling and the birds are pecking at a ran-over 
cat not seven meters from the entrance. A young Pakistani with no legs begs us for 
some alms. 
The traffic here is still dense and loud. The air is suffocating. A few lost and slightly 
panicky Japanese tourists who apparently have little use for daily news are inquiring for 
directions to the parliament. Their wish is to observe the changing of the guard but the 
swarthy man they've asked for directions prefers to show them his giant tumour instead. 



Behind his back looms the Acropolis. The very centre of Athens is no more than a five 
minutes' walk away – and that is if you take a moment to stop and look at the local 
branch of the Marfin bank where three employees burned to death during the riots three 
days ago. 
It is getting increasingly hard to fool oneself these are something other than glimpses of 
the beginning of Europe's end. 
 
We are standing in front of the office belonging to the local branch of the catholic 
humanitarian organisation Karitas. Here, volunteers are distributing food to the famished 
immigrant hordes. This is taking place every day of the week except Sunday. Today is 
Monday and there is a long line of people waiting to be fed. Again, there is no such thing 
as solidarity. There is never enough food to go around. The police look on indifferently 
as the Africans and the Asians battle it out for a better position in line. 
An Afghan woman named Semin Ahmadi, 30, steers her two daughters through the 
menacing hubbub with an unfakeable natural dignity. The daughters are named Mashid 
and Seyatesh and they are respectively three and four years old. While Semin waits for 
the food, her husband Zemarayi, 33, is looking for odd jobs on the outskirts of the city. 
Even though she is competing mostly with men, Semin somehow manages to get a hold 
of the meal the family needs to survive. A small victory, one that needs to be won anew 
several times each week. 
»Now you see how we live.« Semin frowns at us. She hails from the Panshir valley north 
of Kabul, a place she decided to flee during the Taliban's dread reign. Her reasons for 
flight were more personal than political. Her husband got embroiled in a family feud that, 
had he stayed in the land, was sure to end badly for him.  
Zemarayi and Semin left for Iran where at first, life wasn't too bad. After seven years, 
however, they got chased out so they sought out a squad of smugglers. They were first 
taken to Italy and then to Austria where the young family had some relatives who 
pledged to greet them and help them get started.  
»Our relatives told us they'd get us working permits, no problem.« This is what we're told 
by Zemarayi himself as he paces the tiny terrace of the tiny flat on the northwestern 
outskirts of Athens. For these eight square meters of space with no access to running 
water, the family is forced to pay 150 euros per month of their hard-earned money to the 
owner. »There is a faucet there by the edge of the terrace, see?« Zemarayi shows us: 
»But the landlord cut off the supply since we refused to pay 40 euros per month for the 
water. We simply don't have that kind of money. Most of our savings are gone. Soon we 
are going to end on the pavement.« 
»Staying here in Greece is as bad as it gets for an illegal immigrant.« Zemarayi is 
summing up his situation in a very matter-of-fact way, keeping a close watch over his 
two little girls playing on the terrace. »When we arrived, the first thing they did was lock 
us up for four days, and then the Greek police literally threw us out in the street. Like a 
pack of dogs. We're well aware that we're never going to get our applications granted, so 
we have no idea what to do. Here, I think we are worse off than in Afghanistan – and I 
tell you this as a survivor of several wars. The Panshir valley was the front line of our 
civil war and I can also remember the times of the Soviet invasion. Those memories 
haunt me every day of my life but what is there to be done? All we can do is to hope and 
pray. If God wills it, inshallah!« 
 
'The Smell' 
 
Most of the illegal immigrants reach Greece through its islands – the ones closest to the 
Turkish coast: Lesbos, Chios and Samos. Between 2007 and 2009 the number of in-



comers grew rapidly. The Greek coast guard and the local authorities felt things slipping 
out of their hands. Chaos reigned and even when Brussels stepped in with a brand new 
institution named Frontex, the human trafficking between Turkey and Greece got much 
too numerous to control effectively. True, the number of immigrants is now ebbing, but 
this can much sooner be attributed to the spreading of the hard European economic 
truths than to any special endeavours of the Greek authorities. 
In an old-fashioned office in Mytileni on the island of Lesbos, we are met by Georg 
Tzagarelis, the local coast guard deputy and a Frontex coordinator. He sits before us 
with a huge pile of information and very little actual content. »Between 2008 and 2009,« 
he says: »The situation on Lesbos was unbearable. Thousands and thousands of people 
were pouring in. Our facilities for immigrants were packed to overflowing – there were as 
many as two thousand residents per building at a time. Several riots broke out and we 
had to work night and day just to keep things from collapsing.« 
With the help from Brussels and fewer in-coming immigrants, things are a bit easier now. 
The local residential facility – a dentention center – for immigrants has been closed 
down. The immigrants that still come are promptly arrested and taken to the hospital so 
they can be checked for infectious disease. Then they are ferried to the neighbouring 
island of Chios where there is a functioning facility. Most of them want to press on to 
Athens and most of them succeed in reaching it.   
»We simply cannot supervise all of the ships.« Mr. Tzagarelis tells us: »To tell you the 
truth, we couldn't even begin to try. Here on Lesbos we aren't merely patrolling Greece's 
border, we're policing the border for the entire EU. I think Europe should respect that.« 
Tzagarelis' men patrol the border between Greece and Turkey daily. The shortest 
distance between Lesbos and the Turkish coast is about 4.5 kilometres and Lesbos is 
Greece's third largest island. In this light, it isn't hard to understand that even the Italian 
military helicopters cannot boast to catch all of the dangerously ramshackle boats the in-
comers are using to get to the promised land.  
»But you see, these people want to be caught while at sea!« Mr. Tzagarelis exclaims: 
»When they see our ships, they kill their boat's motor and jump into the sea. They know 
we are obliged to rescue them. 98 percent of them have no papers and some of them 
are armed. The smugglers themselves used to be mainly Turks but now the big bosses 
have turned to the Afghans and the Iranians. It is not at all uncommon for us to find that 
a certain boatload has been organised by a 14-year-old boy! The authorities are 
powerless to punish them. Things would be so much easier if we had the cooperation of 
the Turkish coast guard. In many instances, their boats are acting as if they can't even 
see the immigrants!« 
According to Mr. Tzagerelis, the reason for such Turkish passivity is mostly corruption. 
He is not the only of our sources to tell us how the Turkish local authorities are in on the 
game. In certain coastal towns, human trafficking has become the chief economic 
activity. On the Greek side of the border, you can hear only the worst kind of language 
about their neighbours. Usually, you can hear it without even asking. 
»I've been working for the coast guard since 2001« Mr. Tzagerelis tells us: »At first, 
things were pretty quiet, one could almost say normal. The number of illegals surged up 
with the beginning of the war in Iraq in 2003. That was when Lesbos saw the arrival of 
many Iraqi doctors and engineers, and let me tell you, those were some truly educated 
and refined people. Not like now – these Afghan comers… Many of them can't even 
read, and their smell, well…«  
Soon after this brutal slip of the tongue, the local coast guard deputy asks us not to print 
his name but it is already too late. Oh, and by the way: the former commander of the 
island's coast guard had gone on record saying that the illegal immigrants are terrorists 
and that the in-coming pregnant Afghan women are walking 'time bombs'. 



 
Villa Azadi 
 
Dreamlike images press themselves upon our eyes as the sun slowly awakens Mytilini, 
Lesbos' biggest town. The gentle surf, the first hints of summer, the cavorting seagulls 
following the fishing boats, an awakening Mediterranean town »as it once was«. The 
view from the coastal guard's patrol boat couldn't be prettier. As we reach the port, we 
are greeted by the billowing flags of Greece and the EU. Now and then, the wind forces 
them to embrace. 
»After fifteen days spent in the cargo hold of a European freight ship manned by Filipino 
sailors they came down to our hole and told us we're in Europe.« Husein Abdi is 16 and 
comes from Somalia. He is talking to us in his freshly bleached room at Villa Azadi, the 
reception centre for underage refugees located up on the very highest ground on the 
entire island of Lesbos. 
»They told us we have reached our destination so we should get our things and leave.« 
Husein goes on: »They didn't even tell us this was Greece. When we left the boat, I had 
absolutely no clue as to where we were. I was sick, hungry and exhausted. In the past 
fifteen days, they fed us four times and that was it. Then I saw the blue and white stripes 
on the flag and I realised I was here. Greece, member of the European Union! We've 
made it!, I cried. I felt so good. This, I was certain, was the first day of my new life. 
Together with my cousin and uncle I went to the town to get some breakfast – our first 
European breakfast, can you imagine! Ten minutes later we got arrested by the Greek 
police.« 
Today, Husein shares his room with his cousin Hadir Ahmed, also 16. »We've been in 
Greece for 50 days now.« Hadir tells us: »After the hospital, they threw us into the prison 
they call a 'reception centre'. It was awful, revolting, unworthy of a living thing. There 
were 70 people living in our room. Only three of us were from Somalia. The other 
prisoners were stealing our food because we were too weak to defend ourselves. They 
beat us up almost every day. We had no information to grow our hopes on. We were not 
allowed to make any calls. It was like this for an entire month. Then the police came for 
me any my cousin and separated us from our uncle.« 
Because they were underage, they were taken back to Lesbos. They've been staying 
here at Villa Azadi for the last sixteen days. »All our money is with our uncle. He 
promised our mothers he'd take care of us and they trusted him. He's in Athens now. We 
hope he won't screw us and spend the money. We realise that our uncle is in trouble. 
And we're trapped here.« 
The two boys are talking at the same time, eager to impart the precariousness of their 
position. Their English is good and very fluent, learned at a private school in Mogadishu. 
»The situation in Somalia is worse than ever.« Husein says: »Nowhere is safe now. A 
few months ago they killed my father. It is unclear who did it. We just found him dead 
one day. A large part of the country is controlled by the members of the extreme militia 
Al Shabab. They wanted us to join them – and since we refused, we had to run for our 
lives. First we set out for the countryside, some 50 kilometres from Mogadishu. But 
eventually, the fighting spread there as well. We fled back to the capital where we 
somehow gathered the money to pay the smugglers and then we were on our way. It's 
not that hard if you have the money. There are ships from all over the world coming to 
the Mogadishu harbour and they're glad to take you on board in you can pay them well. 
Most of these ships have an ongoing deal with the pirates to leave them alone. Our wish 
now is to apply for a political asylum but we have no idea how to go about it.« 
The smell of lunch wafts over from one of the neighbouring rooms. A few mintes later, 
fifty boys from all over the world sit down to enjoy the highpoint of their day – fifty boys 



who'd managed to convince the authorities that they're underage even though some of 
them are not.  
In the two years since the Villa's opening, it has processed around two thousand lads. 
The reception centre is operating under governmental supervision: it is ran by an NGO 
but you cannot find the Villa in any official records. It was set up overnight and is now 
operating pretty much outside the system. The building used to be a mental asylum and 
then a hospital for children with tuberculosis. The staff working here now have not been 
paid for the last three months. In its 'heyday' the Villa had 196 beds, 2000 young illegal 
immigrants and a staff of six. 
 
Dehumanisation 
 
»One breathes much easier now – we hope the worst is behind us.« These are the 
thoughts of Greg Kavarnos, 42, who hails from New Zealand. He is the Villa's chief 
social worker and has been helping young people for the past twenty years. He is a 
martial arts master and a dedicated Buddhist who, among other things, teaches the kids 
here the art of meditation. 45 years ago, his parents left Lesbos and went all the way to 
New Zealand to find a better life – but Mr. Kavarnos decided to return to their homeland 
and help those less fortunate than himself. 
»Most of these boys only want to forge ahead so they stay here for a few days and then 
they're gone.« he tells us: »We want to help but it is clear they have a mission and have 
to follow it through, even though it often proves their undoing. Many of the boys come 
back when they fail to force their way into Italy. You know, here at the centre we actually 
have no idea whether we're a short-term or a long-term project! Our operation is on a 
strictly day-to-day basis. There is no security, we cannot even begin to guess what 
tomorrow may hold for us and our boys. It may well be that they are about to close us 
down. The authorities have other priorities now. They have neither the time nor the funds 
for us.« 
Greg confides that he is slowly losing his motivation: »It is very hard to call ourselves 
'successful' since we've never even been given a clearly defined set of objectives. Not to 
mention we are virtually working for free. Our contracts will expire in few days time and 
as I said, they could very easily close us down. No one cares what goes on up here: no 
one.« 
 
If the Villa gets closed down, it will be another major blow. In contrast with the other 
'detention centres' we've visited, Villa Azadi is not a prison. The boys can mostly go 
where they want. 
One of the residents, Nojan Naseri, immediately confesses to us that he is really 21. He 
came to Greece from Quetta in the Pakistani Baluchistan where his family escaped to 
from the Taliban. »Lying about my age was my only option to escape the prison on 
Chios where things were simply unbearable.« he says: »I do hope God will not hold this 
lie against me.« The young man says this with a smile. In Quetta, he was an art student 
and a painter. In 2007 his family made him their designated breadwinner so he crossed 
Iran to get to Europe. It was not a matter of choice. 
»At first,« he says: »I didn't mind at all. I wanted to see the world and experience 
everything a man has to experience. Now I have nothing but regret for setting on this 
ghastly journey. It has made me a much worse person than I used to be and on top of 
that, I've lost all faith in my fellow man.« 
Nojan Naseri is trying to spend his time in Villa Azadi constructively. He is writing a book 
about his ordeals. Here and there, he even picks up a euro or two teaching English to 
his roommates.  



His journey was riddled with misfortune from day one. 
The Iranian border guards shot at the van he shared with twelve other people, wounding 
two. He was then imprisoned in Teheran and couldn't change his clothes for two whole 
months. Eventually, he crossed Turkey to reach here. Three times he tried to break on 
through to Italy but he always got caught. »The first time I was hiding in a freight car but 
the police found me and beat me up like an animal. The next time I fell out of the truck 
and had incredible good fortune to have survived! On my third try they grabbed me when 
I tried to board a ferry as a blind passenger. On these three attempts, I have already 
squandered some 12 000 euros – my family's entire fortune. Now you know why I can 
never go back. They have invested all the hope they have left in me. I'll keep trying – 
what else can I do? I'm completely on my own. When you have no money, no one wants 
to be your friend.« 
 
»It gets me every time, the way I see the smugglers' prices rise and rise.« Greg 
Kavarnos throws up his hands in exasperation. We are drinking strong black coffee in 
his office filled with Buddhist symbols. »For the short trip from Turkey to Lesbos, these 
poor people are made to pay 3000 Euros!« he snorts: »To get here from Afghanistan will 
usually set them back 7000 Euros. This is an enormously profitable industry where 
everyone benefits except the refugees.« 
In the last few days, the Greek authorities decided to put the infamous Pagani detention 
centre on Lesbos to good use again. Come summer, the number of in-coming illegals is 
sure to skyrocket. The Centre stands near the entrance to the town of Mytilini and looks 
like a concentration camp. It certainly cuts a stark contrast to the nearby public beaches. 
On the hill above you can visit the town cemetery. There in its far shady corner you can 
see five recently dug graves marked simply: Afghan 1, Afghan 2, Afghan 3, Afghan 4 
and Afghan 5. The cold that blows into you from this nameless and industrial conception 
of death cuts right into the bone. 
The walls of the camp below are scrawled with slogans like: »GIVE US FREEDOM!« 
This murky dungeon for the lost souls coming from all over the world reeks with their 
curdled yearning. The barbed wire, the broken glass, the rickety and often barely 
standing beds, the sooty fire-damaged walls, the festering and thoroughly decrepit 
toilets, the sturdy bars on the windows in every room… These are the images evoking 
some other Europe, a dark and hungry Europe of the past that could easily prove to be 
another inkling of the shape of things to come. 



Winner AV 

Gorazd Rečnik 

Report title: "Odhod reprezentance brezdomcev na svetovno prvenstvo v 

nogometu za brezdomce" (“Slovenian national homeless football team 

participating in the World Cup for homeless”) 

Published in: Radio Slovenija, 09/09/2010 

»I was born on May 20th 1977 in Murska Sobota. After high school I studied Sociology 
at Faculty for Social Sciences in Ljubljana. My final thesis focused on analysis of 
different perceptions of nonviolence, with special emphasis on Gandhi’s nonviolent 
rebellion. During studies and after graduation I was a precarious worker. 
Since 2008 I am a journalist for the national radio Radio Slovenija – Val 202. I mostly 
cover topics such as social exclusion, human rights, workers’ position, ecology and other 
daily topics.” 
 
Summary: "Odhod reprezentance brezdomcev na svetovno prvenstvo v nogometu 

za brezdomce" (“Slovenian national homeless football team participating in the 

World Cup for homeless”) 

 

 Nobody becomes homeless on a voluntary basis 
Homeless person Roman Lasnik on the hardship of homelessness. 

 Positive effects of sport: integration, pooling sources, dismissal of social borders  

 Homeless person Viljem Volaj on positive aspects of football: new motivation 
given.  

 Reporter: On the results of previous World cups, After Edinburgh 2005 lifestyle of 
77 % participants changed, 38 % became fully employed, 40 % resolved housing 
issue.  

 Homeless person Boštjan Kodale, 32 year old, on the reasons for his 
homelessness – domino effect. Well educated, once player in Slovenian junior 
football league, football coach – fresh impetus. 

 In the World Cup for homeless yellow cards are replaced by blue ones – 2 
minute suspension of the player, there are red cards too. It seems that 
homelessness is a red card for serious misconduct in life. 

 Another homeless person on domino effect and need for support  

 Motto of one of the homeless: For gradual inclusion in society persistence is 
needed. 



 

The national winners were selected by a national jury which consisted 
of: 

- Golob Saša, EC Representation 

- Danica Ošlaj, NIB / Ministry for labour, family and social affairs 

- Škrinjar Klara, Slovene Association of Journalists 

- Robert Friškovec, EY2010 national ambassador and a "jail priest" 

 


