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Abstract  
The Covid-19 pandemic has affected the lives of millions of people worldwide and augmented 
the economic and social insecurity that societies -especially their most vulnerable populations- 
face. In Greece, the pandemic hit the country soon after a decade-long economic crisis that 
dramatically increased unemployment and poverty and brought its health care system to its 
knees.1 MRAs have been hit particularly hard as integration policies are still lacking, difficulties 
in accessing services persist and racist and xenophobic attitudes by segments of the hosting 
society are on the rise, often reinforced by the government’s policies and its anti-migration 
rhetoric.  
This report provides an overview of the early impact of Covid-19 on MRAs and the prospects 
of their integration in Greece based on desk research conducted between March and 
November 2020, six semi-structured interviews with MRAs and NGO employees conducted 
in October and November, and fieldwork associated with the author’s professional 
engagement. Having just entered its second phase, the pandemic’s long-term impact cannot 
yet be measured. Additional research will be necessary to understand the full effects of the 
crisis on MRAs’ labour market integration in Greece.   

1. The new Covid-19 reality  

During Greece’s first lockdown in mid-March 2020, which lasted for six weeks, MRAs faced a 
number of new challenges. Several measures were taken by the government to prevent the 
spread of the virus and protect public health. The government’s failure to provide sufficient 
information in the native languages of MRAs created fear, stress and confusion. In some 
instances, information gaps led to fines by the police -which disproportionately targeted MRAs 
during restrictions compliance inspections- in cases where individuals provided incorrect 
movement permits or were charged with ‘unnecessary movement’. Formal education and non-
formal educational activities intended to support the MRA community, had moved to an online 
environment, but MRAs found it hard to attend online sessions due to high levels of digital 
illiteracy, lack of digital equipment or internet access. Government assistance during the 
lockdown was directed to employers and employees and didn’t reach MRAs, the vast majority 
of whom work in the informal economy. As a result, they were unable to cover the costs of 

 
1 https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/EUR2521762020ENGLISH.PDF  



 

3 
 

their basic needs especially since rent reductions were available only to employees within the 
formal economy.2 Hundreds of newly recognised refugees -who according to recently-passed 
law are required to exit accommodation programmes- were evicted and left homeless soon 
after the end of the lockdown.3  
The situation was exceptionally difficult in camps where most asylum seekers and refugees 
live. There, stricter lockdowns applied even during periods where there were no Coronavirus 
cases, making it hard for people to leave the premises in order to cover their basic needs, go 
to work or attend scheduled appointments. When Covid-19 cases were detected, camps were 
locked down and quarantined, a policy that put people’s lives at risk given the overcrowding 
and lack of adequate sanitation facilities, medical services, isolation areas and protective 
equipment. Even more worrying was the government’s decision to maintain the restrictions on 
movement for camps when they were lifted for the rest of the country, an unjustified and 
discriminatory policy that caused frustration and led to the destruction of the notorious Moria 
‘hotspot’.4 Meanwhile, government efforts to develop a response plan and decongest 
overpopulated reception centres were slow and in many cases have yet to be implemented.5  
In addition to prolonged movement restrictions, other discriminatory policies and practices 
have been applied to MRA populations living in camps and elsewhere. In September, a 
Circular issued by the Ministry of Education required that all children seeking international 
protection in Greece had to take a Covid-19 test before enrolling in school, a requirement that 
did not apply to other populations.6 A similar decision, applicable only to camp residents, was 
taken by a regional public hospital, which will not admit refugees unless they provide a 
negative rapid test the cost of which must be borne by the refugee. In a country where MRAs 
face significant bureaucratic obstacles in accessing healthcare and other fundamental 
services, their health and wellbeing is consistently compromised. Even in the best of times, 
the labyrinthine Greek social services system, which has failed to provide even the most 
critical information in other languages, coupled with its discriminatory treatment of refugees is 
deeply problematic. In times of crisis, however, its effect on MRAs is devastating and puts 
their lives at risk. 

2. The labour market  
The Covid-19 lockdown brought employment to a halt for most MRAs, leaving many unable to 
pay for essential household needs and increasing their dependency on civil society support. 
The pandemic and related restrictions also shifted labour demand across the overall market. 
A significant portion of the MRA population work in tourism, hospitality or as domestic workers- 
sectors that were heavily affected by the crisis. Many depend on seasonal work in the tourism 
industry during the summer months. As fear and travel restrictions slowed international travel, 
Greece’s tourism industry took a major hit, decreasing the demand for seasonal workers. 
Many service providers in the hospitality industry were prevented from operating or only 
permitted to open partially, decreasing the need for staff. Demand for domestic workers also 
dropped even after lockdown restrictions were lifted.    
The agricultural sector, which employs a significant number of migrants particularly from 
neighbouring countries, was equally affected. Seasonal workers who come to Greece during 

 
2 For more information about measures taken by the Greek government during the first lockdown see: 
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/greece-report-covid-19-april-2020_en.pdf  
3 https://www.solidaritynow.org/en/exits/  
4 https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/09/12/greeces-moria-camp-fire-whats-next  
5 For more information about the impact of the pandemic in camps visit: 
https://www.feantsa.org/public/user/Resources/magazine/2020/Ch_6_How_Covid-
19_has_highlighted_anti-migration_agenda_in_Greece_Dominika_Spyratou.pdf  
6Following complaints the Circular was withdrawn: 
https://www.efsyn.gr/ellada/ekpaideysi/259507_apesyre-ypaith-tin-ypohreosi-arnitikoy-test-covid-19-
gia-ta-prosfygopoyla  
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harvest seasons were unable to cross the border due to closures. The decrease in available 
agricultural labour increased the demand for workers, which could have been an opportunity 
for asylum seekers and refugees to find employment as seasonal workers. Yet breaking into 
the agriculture sector proved difficult. Migrants from neighbouring countries return to Greece 
on a consistent basis and have built strong networks and relationships of trust, enabling them 
to find accommodation -often shared in rotation by groups of migrants- and cover other needs. 
Most critically, they come to Greece with seasonal visas that are required for legal 
employment. Refugees and asylum seekers lack access to these enabling conditions and 
more needs to be done to help them overcome obstacles and prepare for employment in the 
agriculture sector. 
Despite myriad new challenges brought on by the pandemic, pre-existing problems within the 
Greek labour market- exacerbated by the crisis- are the key hinderances to integration. As 
one interviewee explained, “It is hard to say which problems occurred due to the lockdown 
and which not. What we can say for sure though, is that during the pandemic we cannot have 
a serious conversation about provision of services to MRAs. Covid-19 offers the government 
a justification to provide inadequate services and an excuse for public servants to deny people 
on the move access to them.” 
Securing a tax registration number (AFM), a social security number (AMKA and PAAYPA) or 
opening a bank account -necessary for accessing, inter alia, the labour market7- has always 
been extremely difficult for MRAs. According to recent data, only 6 percent of the 
approximately 21,500 asylum seekers and refugees living in ESTIA,8 an accommodation 
scheme run by UNHCR, the Ministry of Migration and Asylum and partner NGOs, have a bank 
account, and only 50 percent have AFM and AMKA numbers.9 Acquiring PAAYPA, a recently 
instituted social security and health care number specifically for asylum seekers, is even more 
difficult. Delays in the Asylum Service’s electronic system left asylum seekers unable to issue 
a PAAYPA for months, preventing them from accessing fundamental rights such as access to 
health care, social security and the labour market. Even when the problem was resolved, many 
employers and healthcare providers were not informed about the new cards or could not add 
them into their electronic systems, proving that planning and preparations for the new system 
were not adequately thought through.  
The pandemic further increased obstacles to accessing social services and created long 
delays and backlogs in issuing documents. Waiting times for bank accounts reportedly 
increased. When the asylum service closed its doors to the public in March, newcomers could 
not register their asylum claims without which they cannot access basic services. Problems in 
the inception and roll-out of the government’s new digital systems hobble the process of 
issuing PAAYPA and other essential documents. Consequently, even in cases where 
employers show interest in formally hiring MRAs, lack of legal documentation hinders their 
ability to be employed.  

2a. Challenges by population 

Whilst labour market integration for all MRAs has been affected by the pandemic, certain 
challenges are unique to each group. Most migrants arrived in the country before 2015 and 
therefore have a better grasp of the language, culture and the Greek system more broadly. 
They have established communities and strong networks that helped them adapt to their new 
reality more quickly and which provide support during the crisis through distribution of food, 
economic support, and information regarding available jobs. Two women interviewees who 
worked as cleaners prior to the pandemic have been living in Greece for several years and 

 
7 To see how lack of a tax number affects people’s lives and leads to social exclusion see graph on 
page 5: https://eu.rescue.org/sites/default/files/2020-09/IRC_TheTimeisNow_Greece_ENG_final.pdf  
8 http://estia.unhcr.gr/en/home/  
9file:///C:/Users/dspyratou/Downloads/weekly%20update%20on%20ESTIA%20II%20population%203
0.11.2020.pdf  
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are unemployed since March. They are both receiving support from NGOs and the Greek 
Orthodox Church; one of them also receives Social Solidarity Income10 by the state that helps 
with rent costs and utility bills. Even though they have been deeply impacted by the health 
crisis, they would both like to remain in the country, find a job, and become permanent 
residents. 
Asylum seekers, on the other hand, receive cash assistance and housing benefits which are 
not available to migrants or refugees. Nevertheless, the financial support available is 
insufficient to cover needs, especially for those not enrolled in accommodation programmes 
which lack space. Camps are one of the accommodation options offered to asylum seekers, 
but the living conditions and their remoteness prevent residents from accessing the labour 
market and integrating into society. An NGO employee working at a camp on Greece’s 
mainland told the story of her asylum-seeker colleague who works as an interpreter in the 
same camp but lives in a different camp nearby. The colleague was forced to find 
accommodation in central Athens when Covid-related movement restrictions prevented her 
from leaving the camp in which she resides in order to go to work in the other camp. Even 
though the two camps are close to each other, she chose to cover the costs of an apartment 
in the city and a much longer commute to avoid restrictions and the likely eventuality that she 
would be barred from going to work.  
Without language and cultural orientation courses -or any other formal integration 
programmes- asylum seekers experience difficulties communicating with their employers, 
frequently seeking help from social workers employed in the accommodation facilities. “During 
the lockdown, we had incidents where people didn’t know they were on suspension,” an 
interviewee said. The lack of an integration plan explains why many asylum seekers leave 
Greece to start a new life in other EU countries once they receive international protection and 
travel documents.11 The governments of Greece and EU destination countries have mostly 
turned a blind eye on this technically unlawful but understandable given the circumstances 
practice. Yet there is a real risk that these asylum seekers could eventually be forced to return 
to Greece. One asylum seeker interviewee, currently staying in a camp near Athens with his 
family after spending 10 months in the Moria ‘hotspot’, used to work at a nearby factory a few 
days per week before the pandemic but has since been unemployed. Covid-19 has delayed 
his recognition process, which is his main concern as he would like to receive his legal 
documents and leave the country. “All refugees should have the chance to go to other 
countries” he said. 
Recognised refugees lose their right to receive cash assistance and housing soon after they 
get international protection status. As in the case of asylum seekers, there were no integration 
programmes nor any other kind of assistance available to recognised refugees until recently. 
The risk of homelessness and further deprivation forced the government to start HELIOS12 in 
partnership with IOM and NGOs in July 2019, an integration programme for beneficiaries of 
international protection. Once enrolled, refugees receive rent subsidies and language and 
employability support for six-to-twelve months, however, the paradox of providing integration 
support to people on the move years after they arrive in Greece explains why the number of 
beneficiaries receiving subsidies -for which a tax number, a bank account and a rental 
agreement are necessary- is low (less than 40 percent).13 Data on the number of people who 
managed to find a job and become self-reliant following the completion of the programme is 
not yet available. During the pandemic, HELIOS courses moved online which, according to 
HELIOS staff, hindered refugee attendance due to technical difficulties. 

 
10 https://www.mobileinfoteam.org/social-solidarity-income  
11 Refugees can travel to other EU countries as tourists only. They are obliged to return to the EU 
country that has granted them international protection within 90 days. 
12 https://greece.iom.int/en/hellenic-integration-support-beneficiaries-international-protection-helios  
13 https://greece.iom.int/sites/default/files/HELIOS%20Factsheet%20November%2020%20W4.pdf  
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  2b. The case of women  
Asylum seeker and refugee women face additional challenges in accessing the labour market. 
Whilst there are migrant women populations who came to Greece before 2015 to find work, 
the circumstances of refugee and asylum seeker women who arrived post-2015 are largely 
different. Two employability officers interviewed noted that the vast majority of asylum seeker 
and refugee women do not seek employment because their husbands or other family 
members don’t want them to work. Targeted support is needed to support these women and 
their families and encourage the integration and employment of the community as a whole.  
The number of MRA women in the labour force is significantly lower than for their male 
counterparts. Data received from an NGO that provides employability services shows that 
from among the MRAs attending their programmes, only 25 percent are women and 75 
percent are men whilst approximately one-third of each group manages to find a job. Working 
mostly as domestic workers or cleaners in the tourism and hospitality industries, their 
employment options have been reduced substantially due to the pandemic. For working 
mothers, who are often single parents, homeschooling during the pandemic left them and their 
children behind, reversing modest gains that had been made in integration. Limited social 
networks and low levels of income hinder these women’s ability to address the challenges 
they face.  

3. Capitalising on the crisis  

Greece is going through the second wave of the Coronavirus pandemic and lockdown 
restrictions were mandated as of late October. Stricter and tougher measures, such as higher 
fines for unnecessary movement and a nighttime curfew, were instituted since Covid-19 cases 
have increased sharply and the healthcare system remains weak and ill-equipped. Levels of 
frustration, anxiety, despair and unemployment are on the rise as are numbers of those unable 
to pay their bills. Civil society organisations whose role is crucial during the pandemic have 
adapted programmes and services and have intensified efforts to cover new gaps and needs. 
However, further support is needed. NGOs report that being unable to maintain direct contact 
with MRAs, because many lack digital literacy and internet access, has had a negative impact 
on their ability to find a job.  
Waiting for the pandemic to end is not a viable solution especially given that the virus will 
continue to spread. “We have to learn to live with the existing reality, we don’t know when this 
is going to end and how. We need more Greek language and computer courses, vocational 
training for people who want to work in agriculture and the Greek state has to improve its 
services,” noted an NGO employability officer interviewee. 
The crisis has brought some modest positive changes. Digitalisation of services, automatic 
extension of residence permits, a temporary halt in residential evictions, new shelters for 
vulnerable people, flexible work arrangements are steps in the right direction. If the 
government includes these developments as part of a long term-strategic plan, to ensure that 
opportunities aren’t lost and invested resources aren’t wasted, it will help MRAs and host 
communities alike. The five-year long emergency-mode-management of migration in Greece 
is proof of how ineffective and harmful short-term policies can be. 
The government should see the pandemic as an opportunity to improve services and 
provisions and to make public services more transparent and effective. It should also seize 
the opportunity to improve its reception system and do more for the integration of marginalised 
groups, including MRAs. Overcrowded reception camps, discriminatory policies, lack of 
national integration programmes for newcomers and obstacles to accessing services hinder 
MRA integration and, in the long run, have a negative socio-economic impact on Greek society 
as a whole. As one interviewee explained “without a PAAYPA people cannot access 
healthcare when they need it; in the long run, the cost for the healthcare system will be higher 
as they will require emergency care which is more expensive. It’s a social suicide policy!”  
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So far, integration efforts have been scarce and fragmented. The next Multiannual Financial 
Framework (2021-2027), the EU’s long-term budget -which has been paired with the Next 
Generation EU initiative that aims to help with post-Covid recovery- is an opportunity to 
reverse the situation.14 Greek authorities should involve all stakeholders, including 
municipalities, civil society and MRAs in the planning, monitoring and implementation of a 
long-term integration strategy and programmes that will enhance all aspects of integration, 
combat xenophobic attitudes and help all people recover from the Covid-19 pandemic. 

 
14 For more information about the next MFF and integration in Greece, including policy 
recommendations see: https://www.solidaritynow.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/EU-Funding-
Integration-brief_GreeceEN-1.pdf  


