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Trends of Sea Arrivals 
Between 05 and 11 December, 698 refugees and mi-
grants crossed the sea from Turkey to the Greek islands 
– an increase from the 144 who crossed the previous 
week. Thus far, 172,607 persons have arrived to Greece 
by sea in 2016 in comparison to 856,723 who crossed 
during the same period in 2015. As of 04 December, the 
main countries of origin of those who arrived in Greece 
remain the Syrian Arab Republic (47%), Afghanistan 
(24%) and Iraq (15%). Children comprised 37% of arrivals 
with men making up 42% and women 21%.
In addition, 1,859 persons (including approximately 217 
unaccompanied and separated children) arrived in Ita-
ly by sea - a slight decrease from the 2,151 who arrived 
the previous week. Between 01 January and 11 Decem-
ber 2016, 175,244 persons arrived by sea, compared to 
144,205 persons who arrived in 2015 by the end of No-
vember and the total number of arrivals in 2015 which 
was 153,842. While arrival trends in 2016 remained con-
sistent with those of 2015 up until the end of September, 
arrivals since then have generally been higher. UNHCR is 
monitoring potential factors contributing to the increase, 
including relatively favourable weather conditions and 
a decrease in price by smugglers. Some of the primary 
countries of origin of those arriving in Italy include Ni-
geria (21%), Eritrea (12%), Guinea (7%), Côte d’Ivoire (7%), 
Gambia (6%), Senegal (6%), Mali (5%), Sudan (5%), Soma-
lia (4%) and Bangladesh (4%).

Key Developments

Situation in Greece
This week saw an increase in sea arrivals with an aver-
age of almost 100 persons arriving each day compared 
to 21 per day the previous week. Lesvos recorded the 
majority of estimated sea arrivals (207), followed by Chi-
os (202). Meanwhile in Evros, on the land border with 
Turkey, UNHCR is closely monitoring the situation where 

border crossings continue to be reported. UNHCR is 
concerned about potential push-backs by Greek author-
ities to Turkey particularly near the border area and the 
reported delays in the transfers of new arrivals to the 
Registration and Identification Centre (RIC) of Fylakio, 
resulting in prolonged detention, including of vulnerable 
groups.
 
Winter has brought very cold conditions to many parts 
of Greece where asylum-seekers and migrants are ac-
commodated in some 45 sites in addition to UNHCR’s 
accommodation scheme. During the week, UNHCR 
winterization interventions saw significant progress in 
support of the government’s efforts to equip sites and 
provide adequate accommodation for residents. By the 
end of the week, 22 out of 54 sites have been provided 
with heaters or upgraded with proper electricity, 13 sites 
had been closed– or the population has been moved to 
better accommodation, improved heating and electrici-
ty systems have been installed and winter clothing and 
blankets have been distributed by UNHCR and partners. 
As of 06 December, UNHCR has delivered 664 prefab 
housing units to sites across the country. There are six 
sites of particular concern which are not winterized 
(warehouse sites in northern Greece), UNHCR has en-
couraged the authorities to do so and continues to offer 
support to either equip or transfer individuals to alterna-
tive sites.
The accommodation capacity in support of the Greek 
government through the relocation scheme funded by 
the European Union established a total of 572 places 
during the week, reaching 20,206 places thus surpass-
ing its goal of securing 20,000 places. The project has 
benefitted a total of 21,538 persons of concern so far. 
The programme, which started in January provides 
housing to candidates for the EU Emergency Relocation 
Mechanism and to asylum-seekers with specific needs. 
Most of the places are in temporary apartments (58%) 
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followed by hotels at special rates (25%). Other places 
are secured with host families. 19,240 places are on 
mainland Greece and 935 on the islands. 
On the mainland, there has been a significant drop 
in the population size in sites as a result of the trans-
fers to UNHCR’s accommodation programme, where 
people have access to improved housing. One of the 
sites which benefited from the programme was Cherso, 
where the Ministry of Migration Policy (MoMP) facilitated 
the transfer of 196 individuals to Koutsohero in Larissa. 
Those in this group, all of Kurdish origin, were trans-
ferred to UNHCR accommodation in Lamia and Porto 

Heli. UNHCR is improving transportation between the 
hotels and to/from urban areas for asylum-seekers and 
making referrals of those with specific needs.
From 20 March to 04 December, authorities have record-
ed 21,314 expressions of intention to apply for asylum on 
the islands of Lesvos, Chios, Samos, Rhodes, Kos and Le-
ros, and these are steadily increasing every week. Those 
fully registered by the Asylum Service (AS), amount to 
9,753, while 2,110 appeals have also been submitted at 
second instance. In an effort to alleviate pressure on the 
islands, the AS is currently trying to prioritize the referral 
of all vulnerable cases identified on the islands to be fur-
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ther processed on the mainland. All cases referred will 
be at least pre-registered. Unaccompanied and separat-
ed children (UASC) will be transferred to the mainland 
only when and if accommodation is secured for them 
there.
 
Representatives of the Ministry of Migration Policy and 
Ministry of Labour, together with members of the Child 
Protection Sub-Working Group, and the UNHCR techni-
cal team held a joint assessment visit to safe spaces for 
UASC in three open sites in the Attica region: Schisto, 
Elionas and Elefsina this week. 

Situation in Serbia
The estimated number of refugees and migrants pres-
ent in Serbia stands at 6,400 of which over 60% are 
women and children according to available data from 
authorities, UNHCR, and partners. Of those present in 
the country, 84% are accommodated in thirteen gov-
ernmental facilities, while the remainder were counted 
sleeping rough in Belgrade city centre or at the border 
with Hungary. Newly registered asylum-seekers con-
tinued to be referred to the Reception Centre (RC) of 
Presevo as all Asylum Centres (AC) and Transit Centres 
(TC) remained fully occupied. In support of access to 
better accommodation and services as well as allevi-
ating crowded spaces in Belgrade city centre, UNHCR 
and partners assisted newly-registered asylum-seekers 
with transport from Belgrade to Presevo RC. As of 09 
December, a solid dining hall has been operating in Pre-
sevo RC with thanks to renovations by DRC with ECHO 
funding, and UNHCR’s contributions of heating, kitchen 
equipment and furniture. Residents welcomed this as a 
marked improvement over the tent previously used as 
the temporary dining hall. 
To support winterization and body lice treatment, UN-
HCR and partners distributed over 230 UNHCR blankets, 
585 bed linen sets, 150 winter boots and many other 

items of winter clothing and underwear for children and 
adults across the country.  UNHCR alongside partners 
continued providing protection assistance, legal coun-
selling on asylum in Serbia, and support for coordination 
between authorities and humanitarian agencies. 
During the reporting period, UNHCR and partners inter-
viewed over 250 individuals who reported to have been 
collectively expelled from Hungary and over 140 from 
Croatia, without having been granted access to asylum 
procedures there. Many alleged disproportionate use of 
force by Hungarian or Croatian police and some needed 
medical treatment in Serbia for injuries sustained. UN-
HCR is also seeking clarification from Serbian authorities 
on reports that, over the weekend, police collectively ex-
pelled six refugees and migrants from the Presevo RC to 
fYR Macedonia. 

Situation at the Serbia-Hungary Border
In the areas outside the ‘transit zones’, 126 people (80 in 
Horgos/Röszke and 46 in Kelebija/Tompa) are currently 
awaiting admission to Hungary and staying in makeshift 
tents relying on assistance provided by UNHCR, NGOs, 
government authorities and local aid groups from both 
Serbia and Hungary. The number of those awaiting entry 
slightly increased compared to the 112 who were there 
the previous week. During the reporting period, 104 asy-
lum-seekers entered Hungary through the two ‘transit 
zones’ with an average of 10 individuals per ‘transit zone’ 
granted entry every day on weekdays. In addition, the 
Hungarian police reported 79 apprehensions for irregu-
lar entry, while 394 people were prevented from cross-
ing the green border and another 232 people were in-
tercepted inside Hungary and escorted back to the other 
side of the border control fence. The border police, the 
military, the Office of Immigration and Nationality (OIN), 
the Constitution Protection Office (CPO), and the Gov-
ernment’s Office (providing legal information) maintains 
a presence inside the ‘transit zones’. UNHCR has been 
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conducting daily visits to the ‘transit zones’, identifying 
those with specific needs and providing asylum-seekers 
with information and counselling on their rights and obli-
gations in relation to the border, Dublin procedures and 
on the implications of the safe third country notion.

Update on Relocation
During the week, 82 people were relocated from Italy to 
Switzerland, bringing the total number of asylum-seek-
ers relocated from Italy since the adoption of the relo-
cation scheme to 2,032. This corresponds to 5% of the 
39,600 target for Italy (latest EC data, 09 December).
A total of 144 asylum-seekers were relocated from 
Greece during the week to Netherlands (109) and Ro-
mania (35). As of 11 December, 6,436 asylum-seekers 
have been relocated from Greece representing only 9.6 
% of the September 2017 target. The overall number of 
pledges to Greece still remains low at 12,534, 19% of 
the targeted 66,400 who are expected to relocate from 
Greece to other EU Member States by September 2017. 
Till the end of the year, a total of 7,059 asylum-seekers 
are expected to relocate to another EU Member State. 
In support of the relocation program, UNHCR in Athens 
assisted 612 relocation candidates by providing them 
with accommodation and 416 received transportation 
services during the reporting period.
 
A total of 335 asylum-seekers were relocated from 
Greece during the week, to Germany (218), Lithuania 
(12), Luxembourg (35), Malta (35), Netherlands (42), 
and Romania (18). Thus far, a total of 6,149 (9.2%) asy-
lum-seekers have been relocated from Greece against 
the targeted 66,400, since the beginning of the reloca-
tion program in November 2015. The overall number of 
pledges to Greece still remains low at 12,496 (19 % of 
the targeted 66,400). There were 20 new pledges from 
Estonia during the reporting period. In support of the 
relocation programme, UNHCR in Athens assisted 546 
relocation candidates by providing them with accommo-
dation and 461 received transportation services during 
the reporting period.

UNHCR Calls for Stronger EU Action for Refugees
In a paper presented by the High Commissioner to the 
European Union (EU) on 05 December, UNHCR called 
for a far-reaching reform of Europe’s global engagement 
with refugees, including the European asylum system. 
UNHCR called on Europe to offer more strategic and tar-
geted support to countries of origin, countries of asylum 
and countries of transit for refugees, to review its con-
tingency preparations to respond to large refugee and 
migrant arrivals, and to put in place a more efficient and 
better managed asylum system. It also asked for greater 
investment by EU Member States in the integration of 
refugees, including housing, employment and language 
training.

The proposals include a common European registration 
system, accelerated and simplified procedures for asy-

lum determination, prioritization of family reunion, 
a common approach to UASC which respects their 
best interests, a distribution mechanism for Member 
States under pressure from high numbers of arrivals 
and an efficient system for returning individuals who 
are not in need of international protection to their 
countries of origin.

EU Related Developments
At the 08-09 December Justice and Home Affairs 
Council, among other issues, EU Ministers of Home 
Affairs discussed the reform of the CEAS. The Slovak 
Presidency submitted two progress reports to the 
Council, which feature the main concerns raised by 
Member States. The first report covers the proposals 
for a recast Dublin Regulation, the Reception Con-
ditions Directive, the Qualification Regulation, the 
Asylum Procedure Regulation and the Union Reset-
tlement Framework Regulation. The second report 
covers the proposal for an EU Asylum Agency Regu-
lation. The Council also agreed on its position on the 
proposal for a recast Eurodac Regulation. 

On 08 December, the European Commission (EC) 
released its Eighth Report on relocation and reset-
tlement. 

On 08 December, the EC also released a recommen-
dation to Member States to gradually resume Dublin 
transfers to Greece under certain circumstances. 
Under the EC’s recommendation, transfers could 
resume for applicants who enter Greece irregularly 
from 15 March 2017 onwards or for whom Greece is 
responsible from 15 March 2017 onwards under oth-
er Dublin criteria. According to the recommendation, 
applicants should only be transferred if the Greek 
authorities give individual assurances in each case 
with the standards set out in EU law. This resump-
tion would not apply to vulnerable cases, particularly 
UASC. The recommendation is non-binding and re-
sponsibility for deciding lies with Member States.

Also on 08 December, the EC released its Fourth 
Report on the Implementation of the EU-Turkey 
Statement. The report refers in particular to a slow 
pace of returns from Greece to Turkey which has put 
additional pressure on the already overstretched 
reception facilities on the Greek islands. To address 
this, the EC notably calls on EU Member States to 
fully respond to EASO’s calls for the deployment of 
experts, and on the Greek authorities to ensure that 
asylum decisions can be taken swiftly and that the 
pace of returns is increased. The EC also calls on 
Turkey to take the measures necessary to fulfil the 
remaining benchmarks of its visa liberalization road-
map. A Joint Action Plan between the EU Coordina-
tor on the implementation of certain provisions of 
the EU-Turkey Statement and the Greek authorities 
is also included as an annex.  
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Timeline Overview

4 April
•	First returns take 
place under the EU-
Turkey Statement: 
202 people returned 
to Turkey from 
Greece.

3 April
•	Greece implemented a new law highlighting 
the creation of the Reception and Identification 
Service, restructuring of the Asylum Service, 
the creation of an Appeals’ Authority, and the 
creation of new Regional Asylum Offices.

20 March
•	Start of the 
E U - Tu r k e y 
Statement .

6 April

•	The European Commission (EC) published 
Communication on reforms to Common 
European Asylum System (CEAS)

7 April
•	Turkish government amended the 
Temporary Protection Regulation 
regarding access to temporary 
protection for Syrian nationals who 
irregularly travel to Europe and who 
are returned to Turkey from Greek 
islands.

4 May
•	The European Commission released:
•	 Proposals to reform the Common European Asylum System, with proposals to 
reform the Dublin Regulation, the EURODAC system and to turn the European 
Asylum Support Office into an European Union Agency for Asylum. 

•	Third Progress Report by Turkey in fulfilling the requirements of its visa liberalization 
roadmap

•	 Proposal to grant visa liberalization to Turkish citizens  

18 May
•	The EC adopted its third progress 
report on the EU’s emergency 
relocation and resettlement schemes. 

•	The Turkish President approved the 
legislative framework regarding the 
EU-Turkey Statement with regards 
to the readmission of people from 
Greece.

27 April
•	Turkey amended labour 
legislation to grant 
those holding subsidiary 
protection work permits.

8 June
•	The Greek Asylum Service started 
pre-registration for applications 
for international protection, 
supported by UNHCR and EASO

Highlights

17 June
The European Commission:
•  Released Fourth Report on Relocation and Resettlement.
•	 Released Second Report on the Progress Made in the  	
Implementation of the EU-Turkey Statement.

•	Adopted a recommendation on the specific urgent 
measures to be taken by Greece in the view of the 
resumption of transfers to the country under the Dublin III 
Regulation.

20 June
•	UNHCR offices across the region 
celebrated World Refugee Day 
with a variety of events and 
awareness-raising activities 
during the week.

13 July
The European Commission released:
• Its Proposals to recast the Asylum 
Procedures Directive, recast the 
Qualification Directive and amend the 
Reception Conditions Directive.
• Its proposal on an EU Resettlement 
Framework
• Its Fifth Report on relocation and 
resettlement.

23 August
The Greek Asylum Service announced 
results of the pre-registration exercise, 
following its completion on 25 July.

19 September
United Nations General Assembly Sum-
mit in New York. Adopts the New York 
Declaration outlining key commitments to 
protect refugee and migrant rights. 

20 September
Leader’s Summit on Refugees was 
held in New York bringing together 
countries and international organisa-
tions, and announced pledges to in-
crease efforts in support of refugees. 

14 September
European Border and Coast Guard Regu-
lation formally adopted.

16 September
Informal Bratislava Summit, whereby 
Leaders set out the priorities at EU-level 
for the next few months. On migration, 
they include further bringing down the 
number of irregular migrants arriving to 
the EU, controlling external borders effec-
tively, cooperate with non-EU countries 
and “apply the principles of responsibility 
and solidarity”.

28 September
The European Comission released: 
• Sixth Report on relocation and reset-
tlement
• Third Recommendation in view of the 
resumption of Dublin transfers to Greece
• Third Report on the progress made in 
the implementation of the EU-Turkey 
Statement.

06 October
The European Commission officially 
launched the European Border and 
Coast Guard (EBCG) Agency, 

09 November
The European Commission (EC) re-
leased their Seventh Report on Reloca-
tion and Resettlement
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