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This ruling, handed down on Tuesday, means 

new asylum seekers and migrants who arrive by 

sea via Turkey will now be allowed to move the 

mainland where they can access services and be 

humanely accommodated. However, the ruling 

does not apply to asylum seekers who are already 

contained on the islands, before the court’s 

decision.

By the latest government count, more than 15,400 

asylum seekers are on the Greek islands, many of 

them in filthy and vastly overcrowded centers. 

Our research shows that people – including 

women and children – are forced to sleep in 

flimsy tents or on the ground, even through the 

winter. There is little access to medical care, 

education, or other basic services.
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While conditions on the mainland need 

improvement, they are much better than on the 

islands. Facilities there are not too crowded, and 

people are protected from rain, wind, and 

extreme temperatures. They are also safer. 

People also have better access to services such as 

hospitals and specialized health care, and 

children can enroll in school.

Last December, 13 nongovernmental groups, 

including Human Rights Watch, launched the 

#OpenTheIslands campaign, calling on Greece 

to transfer asylum seekers to the mainland before 

winter. Since the launch, almost 9,000 asylum 

seekers have been transferred.

Greece, with the support of the European 

Union, justifies its “containment policy” keeping 

asylum seekers on the islands because of an EU-

Turkey deal, designed to curb migration to 

mainland Europe by returning asylum seekers to 

Turkey. But Greek appeals courts have blocked 

most returns of asylum seekers to Turkey, which 

cannot be considered safe under EU asylum law.

making Greece a less attractive transit 
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The Council of State’s ruling is an important 

reminder that migration control concerns cannot 

justify trapping people in abusive conditions for 

months on end. As authorities implement the 

ruling, they should not forget the 15,000 or so 

who are already stuck on the islands. And 

Greece’s partners need to share responsibility 

for managing arrivals rather than pressing 

Greece to maintain abusive policies.
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