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Europe’s Shameful Treatment of Refugees: Fire in
Greece’s Samos Island Refugee Camp
Highlights Appalling Conditions
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Last  month  a  fire  roared  through  the  refugee  camp  on  the  Greek  island  of  Samos,  a  few
miles from the coast of Turkey. The immediate cause of the fire is unclear, but there were
clashes between Afghan and Syrian refugees in the nearby town of Vathy earlier in the
evening, which some witnesses said continued in the camp. There were chaotic scenes
during  the  fire,  and  almost  the  entire  camp was  evacuated,  according  to  Doctors  Without
Borders (MSF) Field Coordinator Eirini Papanastasiou.

“The shelters are totally burnt down,” she told Newsweek. “They’re mainly
made out of tents and plywood and plastic sheeting and all of this has burned
down.”

The camp, originally constructed as an army base meant to house 650 individuals, now
hosts close to 6,000 refugees. Roughly 3,000 reside in the camp itself, while the remainder
scramble to find a spot to pitch their makeshift tents on an adjacent hillside, which is known
as the Jungle. Because of the extreme overcrowding, the shelters are built close to each
other,  and  it  does  not  take  much  for  a  fire  to  spread.  While  no  serious  injuries  were
reported,  the  blaze  did  destroy  the  shelters  of  700  people  residing  in  the  Jungle.

Samos is one of a handful of Greek islands where migrants arrive seeking refuge in Europe,
fleeing  war,  hunger,  torture  and  poverty.  At  the  height  of  the  refugee  crisis  in  2015  and
2016, over a million asylum seekers used this route to make their way to Germany and
other countries. In March of 2016, however, the European Union and Turkey, in an attempt
to  stem  the  flow  of  refugees,  signed  an  agreement  that  would  allow  the  EU  to  transfer
Syrian refugees on the Greek islands back to Turkey. The deal has been criticized on many
points, including the fact that it is based on the premise that Turkey is a safe country for
refugees. One of the provisions of the deal was that refugees would be detained on the
Greek islands until their asylum cases were heard, after which those who were refused
asylum would be deported. However, the Greek asylum service was overwhelmed by the
number of asylum applicants, and refugees have been staying on the islands—sometimes
for two or three years—waiting to have their future decided. As a consequence, the Aegean
islands in practice have become detention centers.

The conditions on Samos—as well as the other islands—are deplorable.

“C’est l’enfer,” said Jean, a forty-year-old refugee from the Democratic Republic of Congo
told me a week after he arrived on Samos with his six-year-old daughter. It is hell.
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Aref Kassem, his wife Fariba and three of their children, refugees from Afghanistan, are
lucky because they live in the camp itself, rather than the Jungle. They stay in a container
with  fifteen  other  families.  Their  own space  is  two  meters  by  two  meters,  separated  from
those of the others by curtains. The container has four toilets and one shower, used not only
by the residents of the container, but by the refugees living in the Jungle, where there are
no toilet facilities at all.

“It is not a place for human beings,” said Aref.

The food and water is a particular issue of contention for many of the refugees. Everyone
gets 1.5 liters of water every day, which is not nearly sufficient for the hot days of summer.
The food is generally of poor quality, and much of it is expired.

“We  get  potatoes,  rice,  beans  and  sometimes  chicken  for  lunch.  But  no
vegetables. I have been here one year and have never seen a vegetable,” said
Farzaad, a twenty-two-year-old from Afghanistan.

To obtain breakfast, which consists of a small pastry and a juice box, residents must rise at
2 am and wait in line for six hours. This process is repeated for lunch and dinner. It is so
arduous that many of the residents buy their own food in the town.

Violence is a consequence of the extreme overcrowding and the deplorable conditions. The
fighting on the evening of the fire resulted in stab wounds. Clashes are especially common
in the food line.

“There is always fighting in the line. Every day. Every breakfast.  Every lunch.
Every dinner.  Women against  women.  I  was in  front  of  you.  I  was here first,”
said Farzaad. “Every day. Sometimes with knifes. I saw one guy stab another.”

The camp and the Jungle are both filthy, and there are snakes, scorpions, rats and bedbugs.

“Some of the refugees bring stray cats to the camp in the hopes they will
chase away the rats,” said Abdul, a refugee from Yemen. “But the rats are so
big that the cats are afraid of them.”

The access to medical care in the camp is almost non-existent, as there is only one doctor
for the 6,000 refugees. Residents often spend the night on the ground in front of  the
doctor’s office, hoping to be seen the next day. More often than not, they are turned away.

“The worst thing about being in the camp is the waiting,” said Farzaad. “All you
do is wait. For food, for the doctor, for your interview.”

Farzaad is speaking about an interview with the Greek asylum office, where the fate of the
refugees is decided. A survey recently administered by NGO’s on the island revealed that
over  40%  of  the  respondents  have  their  first  interview  with  the  asylum  office  in  2021  or
later.

The  situation  has  become  untenable  for  those  affected  directly  by  the  fire.  Sandrine
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Vollebregt,  a  doctor  working  for  a  medical  NGO  on  Samos,  described  the  situation.

“When you walk around town, you see many women and children lying on the
street. The playgrounds are full of people,” she said. “Many people lost their
medication.  We  saw  babies  that  couldn’t  stop  crying  after  the  fire.  Some
mothers  couldn’t  produce  breast  milk  anymore.”

The Greek government has attempted to alleviate the situation by transferring 700 asylum
seekers from Samos to the mainland, with plans to move another 300. While this will help in
the immediate aftermath of the fire, a real solution will  not be found until  Europe changes
its  policies  vis-à-vis  the  refugees  and discontinues  its  practice  of  forcing  those  fleeing  the
horrors of war and torture to suffer in these camps in abominable conditions.

*

Note to readers: please click the share buttons above or below. Forward this article to your
email lists. Crosspost on your blog site, internet forums. etc.

Prof. Richard Hardigan is a university professor in the United States, whose work has
appeared in Al Jazeera, Huffington Post, and other websites. His book, The Other Side of the
Wall: An Eyewitness Account of the Occupation in Palestine, was recently published by Cune
Press. His website is richardhardigan.com.

Featured image is from Regis via the author

The original source of this article is Global Research
Copyright © Prof. Richard Hardigan, Global Research, 2019

Comment on Global Research Articles on our Facebook page

Become a Member of Global Research

Articles by: Prof. Richard
Hardigan

Disclaimer: The contents of this article are of sole responsibility of the author(s). The Centre for Research on Globalization will
not be responsible for any inaccurate or incorrect statement in this article. The Centre of Research on Globalization grants
permission to cross-post Global Research articles on community internet sites as long the source and copyright are
acknowledged together with a hyperlink to the original Global Research article. For publication of Global Research articles in
print or other forms including commercial internet sites, contact: publications@globalresearch.ca
www.globalresearch.ca contains copyrighted material the use of which has not always been specifically authorized by the
copyright owner. We are making such material available to our readers under the provisions of "fair use" in an effort to advance
a better understanding of political, economic and social issues. The material on this site is distributed without profit to those
who have expressed a prior interest in receiving it for research and educational purposes. If you wish to use copyrighted
material for purposes other than "fair use" you must request permission from the copyright owner.
For media inquiries: publications@globalresearch.ca

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-europe-migrants-greece-samos/greece-moves-more-migrants-to-mainland-warns-others-to-stay-away-idUSKBN1X10PG
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/palestinians-with-disabilities-are-not-immune-from_b_5986c942e4b00833d1de28b9
https://www.amazon.com/Other-Side-Wall-Eyewitness-Occupation-ebook/dp/B079KX2W96/ref=sr_1_1?crid=3S23R54L1QYON&keywords=richard+hardigan&qid=1550368477&s=gateway&sprefix=richard+hardigan%2Caps%2C408&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/Other-Side-Wall-Eyewitness-Occupation-ebook/dp/B079KX2W96/ref=sr_1_1?crid=3S23R54L1QYON&keywords=richard+hardigan&qid=1550368477&s=gateway&sprefix=richard+hardigan%2Caps%2C408&sr=8-1
http://richardhardigan.com/
https://www.globalresearch.ca/author/richard-hardigan
https://www.facebook.com/GlobalResearchCRG
https://store.globalresearch.ca/member/
https://www.globalresearch.ca/author/richard-hardigan
https://www.globalresearch.ca/author/richard-hardigan
mailto:publications@globalresearch.ca
https://www.globalresearch.ca
mailto:publications@globalresearch.ca

