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Abstract 

 

Although Greece has been a pathway of human movement to Europe throughout many 

eras, the notion of “refugee crisis” was not really associated with the country until the 

striking influx of humanitarian migrants from Turkey during the summer of 2015, and 

especially until 2016, when the EU deployed its own frontline solution to the predicament 

- the Reception and Identification Centers (RICs) - across five different islands. The new 

reception model, financed by the EU and deployed by the Greek State, framed under the 

concept of hospitality, eventually devolved into an inhumane reception model, with 

centers turning into makeshift camps where asylum seekers are left in limbo for months 

or years awaiting asylum, resettlement, or deportation while living in conditions well 

below Sphere standards. When the harsh reality of RICs came to light, NGOs on the 

islands had to make a decision. They could either refuse to support the campgrounds and 

contest the model designed by unjust EU and Greek State regulations, or provide 

humanitarian aid to cover residents’ immediate needs, guaranteeing at least their survival, 

while contributing to the continuation of the present reception model. 

 

This thesis examines the necessity of humanitarian organizations to operate inside the 

islands where RICs are located, using the case of Samos and Lesvos, in opposition to their 

role in enabling the perpetuation of an inhumane reception model towards asylum seekers. 

It does so with the support of a theoretical framework based on political realism and its 

realpolitik application, and with qualitative data from semi-structured interviews with 

former RICs’ residents. The findings of this study reveal the legitimate urgency of 

humanitarian action within RICs as well as the degree to which it affects the perpetuation 

of an inhumane reception model.  

 

Furthermore, the study findings highlight significant conclusions about the EU´s use of 

non-entrée politics to strategically effect deterrence on the high seas, the Greek State´s 

role in deliberately harshening the stay for RICs’ residents, the limited capacity of 

external NGOs on the islands in covering the residents’ unfulfilled needs, or the factual 

living experience at the RICs in Samos and Lesvos, which is not well-documented due to 

prohibitions on journalism and non-disclosure agreements imposed by the State. This 

study contributes to the understanding of forced migration dynamics in the Greek islands 

as well as its connection with humanitarian responses. 
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                                             “What do you want to say to a young man who, even if he hasn't 

committed any crime, is forced to remain locked up in a center that resembles a prison?”                                                                                                                                

- Interview extract from Resident 2.  

 

PART I:  Introduction  

 

CHAPTER I: The Research Problem and Objective 

 

In 2015 and early 2016, about 1 million migrants arrived in Greece, primarily as an initial 

destination on their journey to Western Europe (Eleftherakos et al., 2018). According to 

UNHCR, 856,723 arrivals by sea occurred, with Lesvos presenting the highest number of 

arrivals, followed by Samos, mainly because these two islands are among the first 

European locations along a well-established migration route from the Middle East, Africa, 

and Asia to the European Union via Turkey (FRONTEX, 2018). Although the closing of 

the "Balkan route" and the EU-Turkey deal in 2016 resulted in a significant reduction in 

the number of people landing on the Greek islands, migrant inflows showed no 

indications of abating (Alexandrakis, 2019).  

 

Unable to respond to the constant arrivals, Greece quickly appealed to the EU for 

assistance. The EU then deployed its own front-line solution in 2016, consisting primarily 

of migrant "hotspots" located at key points of entry, thus creating, and establishing the 

Reception and Identification Centers (RICs) on five different islands1, two of which were, 

Samos and Lesvos (Ahlkvist, 2022). Originally designed as short-term holding facilities 

where asylum applications were processed, the RICs are now centers where asylum 

seekers are left in limbo for months or years awaiting asylum, resettlement, or deportation 

while living in conditions far below Sphere humanitarian standards (Gordon et al., 2023).  

 

 
1 Lesvos, Samos, Chios, Leros and Kos. 
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Throughout this thesis, I will argue that the current asylum system in the Greek islands, 

funded by the EU and implemented by the Greek State2, results in an inhumane reception 

model. The inhumanity lies in a variety of reasons, which will be discussed in detail, but 

can be outlined as failing to meet the most basic needs of RICs’ residents, allowing RICs 

to be managed by abusive camp authorities, and using ministerial decisions to deliberately 

harshen the stay of asylum seekers, such as leveraging food and shelter to force residents 

to leave camps. The work of NGOs operating within RICs can be considered 

unsustainable since it enables the Greek State to deploy this inhumane reception model 

by not only preserving the maintenance of the centers, but also by accepting totalitarian 

regulations from the State in order to be present in RICs, such as non-disclosure 

agreements (Tschirpig, 2022). 

 

Across Samos and Lesvos, a vast network of local and international humanitarian 

organizations has developed versatile systems for providing support to asylum seekers, 

filling the many gaps left by the State and agencies such as UNHCR (Stavinoha, L. & 

Ramakrishnan, K., 2020). In this climate, it has been evidenced how NGOs that provide 

humanitarian aid within RICs are constrained to adopt a temporary logic of intervening 

in unsustainable environments, which can have the long-term detrimental consequence of 

perpetuating inhumane reception models (Lambert & Bartolome, 2022). As a result, 

humanitarian work on these islands has been divided since 2016, between NGOs 

operating within RICs and NGOs refusing to (De Almeida Gama Costa, 2021). 

 

Ultimately, measures taken by the Greek State and NGOs in the Greek islands, concerning 

the asylum reception system, can be studied using a theoretical framework of political 

realism and realpolitik. In brief, political realism is a theoretical framework distinguished 

by the concept of interest defined in terms of power, where it’s assumed that statesmen 

prioritize maintaining authority over promoting idealistic values (Morgenthau, 2014). 

Realpolitik, a radical application of political realism, defends that since power is every 

sovereign´s objective, it is foolish to expect statemen to conform to moral concepts such 

as justice (Pearson, 2023).  

 

 
2For better clarity and distinction, the Greek State will be referred to with a capital S. 
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Political realism presents the most suitable framework for this study because, behind the 

major decisions that this paper will examine, both from the part of the State and NGOs 

inside camps, there is the ultimate aim of gaining control of the RICs’ residents, which is 

accomplished by actions that are anything but idealistic. Although with two very different 

purposes, as NGOs intend to attain power over residents to address their acute needs while 

the State seeks to gain this power to assert dominance over residents, I will argue that 

both relevant parties choose the notion of prioritizing necessary action over ethics and act 

under a problem-solving approach, two essential components of political realism and its 

realpolitik practice (IBID). 

 

Subsequently, NGOs who work within the camp, are also operating under a realpolitik 

perspective, in which they choose to guarantee the survival of the residents, given what 

is possible under the concrete circumstances of time and place, instead of refusing to 

operate within premises to avoid the perpetuation of an unfair reception model, which 

aligns with a more desirable option. Still, the fundamental question remains, reflecting on 

whether the realpolitik choice of these NGOs is effectively answering to “the end justifies 

the means” or simply creates more harm than good. 

 

Hence, the principal aim of this research is to study the asylum landscape on the Greek 

islands by an examination of the reception model deployed in Samos and Lesvos RICs. 

Supported by a theoretical framework of political realism, my research seeks to analyze 

the role that EU and Greek State initiatives played in the establishment of RICs that fall 

far below basic humanitarian standards and present barriers to residents' survival and 

eventual reintegration into society, as well as the non-governmental infrastructure that 

has developed on the islands and its relationship to maintaining or opposing these actions.  

Section 1: The Research Question and its Hypotheses 

 

Research question: What is the necessity of humanitarian organizations operating inside 

Reception and Identification Centers on the Greek Islands, particularly Samos and 

Lesvos, in opposition to their role in enabling the perpetuation of an inhumane reception 

model towards asylum seekers?  
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Hypothesis 1: The presence of humanitarian organizations within camps is imperative for 

the coverage of resident´s basic needs required for their survival and well-being, which 

are not adequately addressed by the Greek State and camp authorities. 

 

Hypothesis 2: Ultimately, humanitarian organizations who provide assistance within 

campgrounds are enabling the unfair reception model created by the Greek State and EU, 

as well as the harsh conditions and abusive control prevalent in the camps.  

Section 2: Previous Academic Research 

 

There exists comprehensive academic research contesting the existing structurally violent 

EU migration policies (Alexandrakis, 2019; de Noronha, 2019; Dadusc & Mudu, 2022),  

as well as how, from a political realism angle, humanitarian agencies and organizations 

that deploy interventions in forced migration contexts, and profit from EU funds without 

questioning their migration policies, are fostering these practices while creating 

paternalistic hierarchies among their beneficiaries  (Oliver & Boyle, 2020; De Almeida 

Gama Costa, 2021). 

 

Furthermore, there is substantial research on the overall impracticality of humanitarian 

organizations' activity inside refugee camps, with many studies examining the realist 

theories of Scholars in relation to refugee camp scenarios. Beginning with the 

applicability of Fassin's “Humanitarian Government” (Fassin, 2012), in which his theory 

is put into practice as the patriarchal actions carried out by humanitarian organizations 

that gain the power to govern bodies, particularly the vulnerable, in large spaces, in this 

case refugee camps (DeBono, 2019; Pallister-Wilkins, 2020). 

 

Moreover, we can find papers that focus on how theories such as Foucault's “Biopolitical 

Governmentality” (Foucault et al., 2007) can be reflected in refugee camps, where both 

the government and humanitarian institutions claim to protect residents' lives by putting 

them under their control both biologically and emotionally (Mavelli, 2017; Zavirsek, 

2017). Similarly, refugee camp contexts have been studied using Agamben's theory of 

“Bare Life” (Agamben, 1998), which states that a sovereign power can create specific 

forms of life for its subjects, and in the case of refugee camps, humanitarian organizations 
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create Bare Life by depriving residents of their political and social existence in exchange 

for the minimum survival resources (Redfield, 2008; Zeveleva, 2017). 

 

Concerning the case of the Greek islands, with a particular emphasis on Samos and 

Lesvos, various academic articles can be found discussing the EU/Turkey agreement and 

the developments that led to the formation of the RICs. Most of these papers are written 

from a realistic perspective, judging the idealization of the concept of European 

hospitality in light of Greece's cruel reception response to asylum seekers. (Rozakou, 

2012; Ahlkvist, 2022). On a similar note, several academic papers have been published 

investigating institutional abuse in the RICs (Eleftherakos et al., 2018), and the 

examination of their living conditions in relation to Sphere Standards (Tschirpig, 2022). 

 

With a low number of exceptions, there appears to be a shortage of academic research 

addressing organizations' denial of EU funds and refusal to work within campgrounds 

following the EU/Turkey deal, thus challenging the inhumane reception model deployed 

in the RICs (De Almeida Gama Costa, 2021; Gordon & Larsen, 2021). Likewise, there 

happens to be certain academic research regarding how NGOs counteract the hostile 

RICs’ experience and step in as solidarity care networks inside camps to rehumanize 

reception on the Greek islands (Stavinoha & Ramakrishnan, 2020; Lambert & Bartolome, 

2022), albeit in considerably less quantities than the articles critiquing their involvement 

within premises.  

 

Yet, there does not appear to be a solid academic background in answering the question 

of the necessity of humanitarian action within RICs while considering the negative impact 

that this might have, which this thesis intends to investigate. 

Section 3: The Research Justification  

 

The relevance of this research stems from raising awareness of the reality depicting the 

asylum reception model in the islands of Samos and Lesvos. Due to the new RICs on 

these islands being opened for very few years, as well as the State´s restrictive regulations, 

which I will further elaborate on, prohibiting external distribution of information 

concerning camp facilities, accurate input about current living conditions and residents' 

struggles is more than limited.  
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As a result, this thesis also intends to provide the opportunity for former RICs’ residents, 

whose angle is indispensable for the humanitarian field, to share their experience 

engaging with humanitarian organizations and the potential lessons that could ameliorate 

NGOs’ relief efforts on the islands.  

 

On another note, this thesis may contribute to the relatively small number of academic 

papers addressing the need for humanitarian intervention within RICs (Stavinoha & 

Ramakrishnan, 2020; Lambert & Bartolome, 2022), as most scholarly publications are 

concerned with the harm that humanitarian action causes by acting within the centers 

(Rozakou, 2012; De Almeida Gama Costa, 2021; Gordon & Larsen 2021; Ahlkvist, 

2022). 

Section 4: The Research Setup  

 

In terms of research methods, this study is supported by a methodological framework that 

uses a qualitative approach to collect and analyze data. The use of a qualitative approach 

is logical as qualitative analysis is based on examinations of how people interact with 

their physical and social contexts (Silverman & Patterson, 2021).  Literature research 

plays a fundamental role in this study, but it must be supplemented by additional 

materials, which will include primary data gathered via interviews.  

 

Data will be collected through semi-structured interviews with questions that are clear, 

open-ended, and relevant to the study question (Brinkmann, 2022). These questions will 

be emailed to the participants, whose names will be kept anonymous. Interview 

participants consist of former residents from both Lesvos and Samos RICs. The sample 

selection was based on two criteria. The first was that the participant and I had developed 

a trusting relationship during my fieldwork in the two islands (to the most possible 

extent). This implies that I would not have selected an individual with whom I had only 

met sporadically or had never worked on his asylum case. Secondly, the participant must 

have left the RIC by the moment of the interview and already received their refugee status.  

 

For additional sampling purposes, I used the maximum variation cases approach (IBID), 

which requires that the instances within the sample be diverse from one another in order 
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to get information regarding the significance of different, or even opposing 

circumstances. For this reason, I chose participants from seven different nationalities, and 

ages (the mean was 27 years), who had stayed in the RICs for a diverse length and both 

those who I knew had a more favorable view regarding their asylum experience and more 

pessimistic ones. Annex 1 has more detailed information regarding the chosen informants. 

 

After informing them of their various rights and receiving their signed consent, 

participants had several days to send their finalized answers. It was originally planned to 

do the semi-structured interviews online, but due to several difficulties, this was currently 

the most reasonable method. To be precise, most participants worked full-time, which 

limited their ability to agree on an interview schedule. Additionally, nearly none of them 

had access connection at their home, making it impossible to have the interview there. I 

did not think it was acceptable to discuss these types of issues in a public setting where 

they could use Wi-Fi. To add to the technical difficulties, three of the participants would 

not have been able to respond to the questions directly without the assistance of a live 

interpreter due to insufficient English knowledge. 

 

Nonetheless, the questions do not fit into a survey or structured interview format, even 

though they include standardized methods of asking questions that are thought to lead to 

answers that can be compared across participants (IBID). In fact, the questions can be 

classified as semi-structured interview questions as they aim to obtain descriptions of the 

life of the interviewee and have more knowledge-producing potential than structured ones 

(Flick, 2002).  

 

To perform data analysis within this study, I´ll make use of thematic analysis, a method 

for identifying themes in qualitative research (Braun & Clarke, 2012). Thematic analysis 

(TA) is a popular analysis framework in social sciences that can be applied to several 

forms of qualitative data, although the most typical formats are in-depth interviews and 

field notes (Vaismoradi & Snelgrove, 2019). 

 

In essence, TA involves a series of steps that focus on the total immersion of data from 

the researcher´s part, followed by a coding process, to finalize with the identification of 

recurring ideas that can be classified and described as themes in a final report (Braun & 
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Clarke, 2006). Henceforth, through the empirical chapters, I will conduct TA on the 

obtained interview transcripts. The analysis will be grounded on the TA stages detailed 

by Braun and Clarke (2006).  

Section 5: Limitations and Ethical Considerations  

 

Most notably, the tools used in the research could be regarded as limiting. Starting with 

the interviews, the sample does not contain the perspectives of a female asylum seeker or 

someone in charge of a family, who may have provided radically different perspectives. 

The sample is limited since only residents who have exited the camp have been selected 

for the study, but most residents with whom I formed a relationship, including females, 

heads of families, or elders, are still in the asylum process within campgrounds. Only 

former residents were selected, as certain questions may be difficult to respond to if the 

individual has not yet evaded the RICs' reality, as further explained in the ethical 

considerations within Annex 2. Lastly, the technical difficulties made the interview 

procedures more structured and standardized than I had initially intended.  

 

Regarding ethical considerations, it is important to note that this is a study conducted on 

a sensitive topic involving vulnerable populations. To ensure confidentiality, each 

participant's name will be assigned a code number. Every participant was sent a consent 

form, which they either signed or gave written permission accepting their voluntary 

participation, that explained what the project was about, what it was going to be used for, 

and what rights they had in the process, as explained in the ethical considerations provided 

in Annex 2 and reflected in the consent form model provided in Annex 3. 

 

Significantly, I designed the interview questions as open-ended as possible to encourage 

participants to respond neutrally. This is because open-ended questions help to reveal 

nuances in the informants´ responses, which reduces the possibility of providing leading 

answers based on the interviewer´s expectations. (Flick, 2002).  

 

Aside from the formal rules designed to protect human subjects, it is worth mentioning 

that because this study is relatively based on fieldwork experience, I used a reflexive 

stance (Birks et al, 2008) to the best of my ability, being vigilant about identifying ways 

that my personal biases could influence, frame, and potentially constrain the scope of 
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analysis. For instance, when conducting my literature research or examining the interview 

results, I evaluated all data objectively. This means that when I came across information 

that did not completely align with what I experienced during fieldwork, I didn’t attempt 

to refute it by choosing a different paper or reformulating the interview questions, but 

rather analyzed it as I was an impartial observer. In this context, the importance of 

triangulation with interview data works to decrease the impact of personal biases and 

develop an appropriate blend of academic sources and contextual expertise through 

fieldwork (Theofanidis & Fountouki, 2019). 
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PART II: Theoretical Chapters 

 

CHAPTER II:  Exploring Political Realism in Humanitarian 

Action: Perspectives on Forced Migration 

 

Section 1: Theories of Political Realism  

 

As an initial step, one must define the theory of political realism and its key features. 

Political realism as taught by Hans J. Morgenthau, considered the theory's founding 

father, is a broad theoretical framework within International Relations (IR) distinguished 

by the concept of interest defined in terms of power (Morgenthau, 2014). Naturally, 

political realism stands in stark contrast to the theoretical perspective of idealism in IR; 

whereas the former emphasizes a theory based on power, rivalry, and self-interest, the 

latter refers to a political theory that defends the possibility of international cooperation 

and the promotion of shared values to create a more peaceful and cooperative world order 

(Osiander, 1998).  

 

Consequently, political realism assumes that statesmen prioritize maintaining national 

power and security over promoting idealistic values (Driggers, 2021). It is important to 

highlight that political realism does not require or condone indifference to ethical or moral 

principles; rather, it requires a clear distinction between what is desirable everywhere and 

at all times and what is feasible under the specific conditions of time and place. 

(Morgenthau, 2014).  

 

One of the most distinguishing attributes of political realism is its problem-solving nature, 

in the sense that realists aspire to provide recommendations aimed at and capable of fixing 

problems in the political present. Realists reject normative political theories that do not 

immediately contribute to the resolution of present socio-political problems. Similarly, 
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measures enacted by political realism states are heavily founded on a commitment to 

long-term feasibility (Pearson, 2023). 

 

If we delve further into political realism, it is significant to revisit its most radical side, 

the concept of realpolitik. Realpolitik, as exemplified by Machiavelli's Il Principe or 

Hobbes' Leviathan, is a specific practice within political realism that reduces politics to a 

tense network of power relations and considers political agents to be solely motivated by 

national interest (Bassiouni, 2000). Furthermore, the notion of realpolitik that emerged 

from the writings of Machiavelli seeks to teach a critical factor: realpolitik is about 

obtaining and maintaining control of territory as well as the people that live there 

(Karolides et al., 2005). According to realpolitik, because empowerment is the ultimate 

goal of every sovereign, it is foolish to expect politicians to conform to abstract moral 

norms such as justice (Pearson, 2023). 

 

Current political realists acknowledge that both political realism and realpolitik have 

played critical roles in the evolution of modern IR (Driggers, 2021). In fact, it is fair to 

argue that appeals for a return to the "art" of realpolitik have increased in recent decades, 

as seen by the wide gap between ethical norms and states´ foreign policies (Jutersonke, 

2006). The subject of forced migration is unquestionably an example of this realpolitik 

return, in which policy decisions around the world appear to be based on a complete 

rejection of liberal utopianism. 

Subsection 1: Political Realism in Migration 

 

Essentially, the present ethics of migration is defined by a separation between realists and 

idealists (Pearson, 2023).  Idealists often focus on developing morally perfect 

immigration policies. Realists, on the other hand, majorly regard these objectives as 

unrealistic and unattainable. In contrast to the idealists, realists aim to address serious 

practical migration challenges, mostly by proposing what they believe to be attainable 

and “realistic” policy suggestions, 

 

Hence, when states adopt normative policies on migration and label them as "realistic," 

the meaning behind this term refers to a policy that, while not desired, is attuned to the 

constraints of the real world and therefore feasible (IBID). This mode of thinking 
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exemplifies the foundation of political realism, ensuring a clear separation between what 

is always desirable everywhere and what is feasible given the specific circumstances of 

time and location. Equally important, by emphasizing policy feasibility, there exists a 

clear reference to the problem-solving and commitment to the long-term viability nature 

of political realism. 

 

Further into this, defenders of the idealist perspective seek to define what morally 

coherent immigration policies would look like in an ideal world, which would include our 

commitment to liberal democratic values such as fairness, freedom of movement and 

association, and the right not to be coerced without justification (Carens, 1987). 

Ultimately, this idealist idea will be impractical contrasted to political realism, and more 

specifically, realpolitik, as according to Machiavelli's teachings pertaining to the rulers 

and the ruled, even if the governed do not want to live under anyone's control, they must 

accept so for the sovereign to retain power and security for the nation as a whole 

(Karolides et al., 2005). 

 

Numerous "Machiavellian moments" can be found in current international migration 

practices, signifying the considerable amount of evidence regarding how policy postures 

prioritize expressions of power over idealistic action (Ignatieff, 2013). In the same vein, 

the return to realpolitik equally means the return to “the end justifies the means” approach, 

understanding the gulf between ethical conscience and the demands of public action that 

forced migration crises require (Biscop, 2022). 

 

When considering political scenarios where the resurgence of realism and realpolitik has 

flourished unopposed, the case of the European Union and its member states' migration 

policies, particularly those concerning asylum, merits discussion. 

Section 2: EU Political Realism and Forced Migration 

 

For starters, the resilience of Europe in preserving its own security is undeniable. As a 

result, European states appear to be obsessed with migration control, spending billions of 

dollars each year in the hopes of controlling their borders and stopping unwanted 

immigrants from arriving. By including the word unwanted, I hope to stress their goal of 

not prohibiting all strangers from entering. On the contrary, European countries compete 

https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/reader/content/18ab247a84a/10.1177/01914537221079676/format/epub/EPUB/xhtml/index.xhtml?hmac=1710316473-TxKFYc%2B%2F9VH382%2BiWHpoKM3UNwyy%2FHSuMLGOCsCFf4U%3D#bibr14-01914537221079676
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to attract those they believe would contribute to their well-being, yet uninvited 

humanitarian migrants are not welcomed (Gammeltoft-Hansen, & Hathaway, 2015). 

 

Whereas refugee law is based on the responsibility of non-refoulement, there appears to 

be a new era of “non-entrée” politics (IBID), based on a dedication to stop the arrival of 

humanitarian migrants to European territory. Even as EU member states have 

continuously affirmed their commitment to refugee law, they have worked endlessly to 

develop and implement non-entrée policies that aim to prevent asylum seekers from 

accessing their jurisdiction, and thus remaining in a position to assert their power and 

sovereignty over their land (Ahlkvist, 2022).  

 

While asylum seekers are denied the rights provided to citizens by host countries, they 

are nevertheless subject to international law because their refugee status is one that states 

must recognize (Gammeltoft-Hansen & Hathaway, 2015). The fact that these 

governments have the authority to recognize or refuse special protection measures to 

individuals creates a political realism scenario in which the sovereign has complete 

control over bodies who are not allowed to contest this reality, 

 

As will be further explained in the next chapters, these non-entrée policies are easily 

associated with political realism strategies. Distinctly, two major traditional forms of non-

entrée can be classified as realpolitik. The first is for states to externalize efforts to keep 

migrants out using transit countries and international partnerships (Ahlkvist, 2022), as we 

will see with the EU/Turkey deal. The second traditional form of non-entrée is to effect 

deterrence on the high seas (IBID), both through pushbacks and the production of a harsh 

reception model, as seen with the establishment of hotspots in the Greek islands.  

Subsection 2: Dichotomy Between Solidarity and European Reception 

 

If states are able to deploy these non-entrée realpolitik techniques, it's only because the 

European Union itself serves as both culprit and enabler of these tactics (DeBono, 2019). 

To begin with, the European Union has publicly generated a narrative of "crisis" and 

"emergency" around forced migration. In this discourse, humanitarian migrants are 

portrayed as threats to national security, as intruders jeopardizing the nation's power 

(Dadusc & Mudu, 2022).  
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The articulation of the refugee crisis has allowed the EU to legitimize an emergency 

response based on inhumane practices of migrant reception. (DeBono, 2019). For 

instance, EU member states use of the Union's anti-trafficking and smuggling rules to 

criminalize those who provide necessary aid to border crossers (Dadusc & Mudu, 2022) 

exemplifies the non-entrée strategy to achieve deterrence on the high seas by producing 

a harsh reception model. 

 

Nonetheless, the EU's harsh reception model goes beyond non-assistance on the high seas 

to the actual establishment of physically harsh environments in the shape of camps or 

hotspots. In truth, the establishment of hotspots, or more specifically, RICs, creates a 

“false dichotomy” between humanitarianism and security (Lambert & Bartolome, 2022). 

The EU's hotspot approach in the Mediterranean is a classic example of a humanitarian 

border that works from a realpolitik approach: framed as a method to monitor and address 

humanitarian needs but primarily motivated by security concerns over the control of 

migrant movements seeking entry into Europe (Pallister-Wilkins, 2020).  

 

Regardless of how they occur, border emergencies generate the need for humanitarian 

work within designated zones set up for this purpose, such as refugee camps. However, 

rather than fighting the logic of securitization, humanitarianism in these detention 

facilities coexists with the development of a form of guarding that, both “cares and 

controls” those who are supposed to be protected to begin with (DeBono, 2019).  

Section 3: Political Realism and Humanitarian Action in Forced Migration 

 

Drawing on the practices of humanitarian organizations in relation to the EU's reception 

model, certain authors have addressed their behavioral dynamics under the concept of  

“Humanitarian Industrial Complex” (Dadusc & Mudu, 2022). More concretely, the 

concept challenges the fact that, while enforcing a logic of neutrality when acting within 

European territory and receiving EU funds, many humanitarian organizations support 

the interests and policies of the Union itself, suppressing any space for the challenging 

of EU institutional violence (IBID). 
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Even so, humanitarian organizations enable oppressive reception models by more than 

sustaining EU structural violence. Critically, humanitarian action in reception camps 

can become a political tool to create paternalistic hierarchies and exercise authority over 

migrants' bodies (Redfield, 2005). Similarly, the "care and maintenance" model, 

exemplified by UNHCR but generally employed by humanitarian organizations in 

camps, which provides refugees with a minimum level of resources to survive, has 

come to be regarded as fostering a dependency syndrome among refugees that creates 

barriers to their eventual reintegration (Oliver & Boyle, 2020). 

 

Through its care and control practices within refugee camps, humanitarian organizations 

operate at the subtle border that divides those actions that seek to remedy violence and 

those that lead to collaboration with the responsible for the violence, which usually 

consist of the EU, the host state or both (Dadusc & Mudu, 2022).  

Subsection 3: Scholarly Theories Applied to Humanitarian Action in 

Forced Migration 

 

The notion of humanitarian action in the context of forced migration has been the object 

of scholarly attention for years. The following theories were chosen for discussion due to 

their focus on how relevant actors engage in humanitarian situations driven by power 

interests, the cornerstone of political realism. Fassin’s theory was selected for its 

application of realpolitik concepts with the work of humanitarian organizations, whereas 

the theories of Foucault and Agamben describe realistic forms of power which can be 

applied to both humanitarian organizations and states; This is something critical for the 

study since, as will be further reflected in the following chapters, the actions of those two 

actors are highly dependent on one another. 

 

To begin with, Didier Fassin coined the term “Humanitarian Government” intending to 

designate a mode in which humanitarian organizations tend to govern “precarious lives” 

(Fassin, 2012). In his view, the Humanitarian Government encompassed dynamics of 

depoliticization towards its beneficiaries, as its compassionate language and assistance 

turned injustice into suffering, and domination into an inevitable practice. Moreover, the 

Humanitarian Government entailed a penetration of power in spaces where aid was given. 

This expansion of power occurs because the Humanitarian Government extends the reach 
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of the state to govern spaces and bodies that are no longer protected by official authorities, 

thus accepting responsibility for the life or death of these individuals. The former can be 

seen in forced migration scenarios, with refugee camps serving as the spaces and asylum 

seekers as the bodies to which humanitarian organizations extend their power. (Agier & 

Fernbach, 2011). 

 

Shifting to a more classical approach, Foucault's concept of “Biopolitics” or “Biopolitical 

Governmentality” is worthy of examination under the lens of humanitarianism in 

migration reception models. Michel Foucault introduced the term “Biopolitics” to 

describe a new form of power that evolved in 18th and 19th century Europe for population 

control (Foucault, 1978). According to Foucault, the population becomes political 

subjects when their biosocial factors (birth rates, public hygiene, regulation of 

sexuality…) turn into state affairs. Ergo, the theory of “Biopolitical Governmentality” 

exemplifies a rationality of government that seeks to manage the lives of those under it in 

both biological and emotional dimensions (Rozakou, 2012).  

 

Significantly, the notion of Biopolitics signifies a historical rupture between power eras, 

moving away from sudden destructive acts and toward the promotion of productive 

norms. The rationale for this statement is that Foucault argues that the new type of 

government or sovereign, rather than representing the power to take or allow life, 

represents the power to enhance or deny life to the point of death (Redfield, 2005).  

 

Foucault's theory can be applied to the question of asylum seekers' reception in two ways. 

To begin, Foucault remarked that the foundation of sovereignty is normalizing or 

capturing the outside, stating, “The state is sovereignty. But sovereignty only reigns over 

what is capable of internalizing” (Diken, 2004). As I previously remarked, if a 

humanitarian migrant arrives in Europe and wishes to seek shelter and humanitarian 

assistance in a camp, he is required to register and give away his personal information, 

documents, and fingertips. In consequence, the refugee is forced to identify himself in a 

system in which he has no participation, as he will be excluded from the advantages of 

the law while remaining subject to it, with his life carefully regulated by the state (IBID). 

 

Secondly, Foucault’s theory on the sovereign power to enhance or disallow life has been 

translated into the aid given by humanitarian organizations such as Médecins Sans 
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Frontières (MSF) in refugee settings (Redfield, 2005). In the context of refugee camps, 

the state is only committed to meeting the immediate need for survival, and through 

humanitarian organizations operating within, they ensure the physical existence of 

residents, providing the bare minimum to keep them alive but not physically or 

emotionally strong, promoting then a form of “Minimalist Biopolitics” (IBID). 

 

To finalize with the scholarly perspectives, Agamben’s expansion on Foucault's concept 

of Biopolitics can´t be overlooked. In 1998, Giorgio Agamben conceptualized Biopolitics 

as the power to discriminate between socially included and excluded forms of life. He 

then developed the concept of “Bare Life” based on the suspension of law by sovereign 

power and the creation of a “State of Exception” in which individuals are deprived of 

political and social existence, becoming subjects to the sovereign's full command 

(Agamben, 1998). 

 

 In fact, this State of Exception, on which the realm of Bare Life is grounded, forms the 

foundation of sovereign power under Agamben's theory (Rozakou, 2012). Translated to 

the asylum question, reception centers become the State of Exception, and the 

humanitarian organizations operating within, produce a limited version of what it means 

to be human. By stressing the provision of only the bare necessities, humanitarian actors 

emphasize the maintenance of physical existence and, as a result, the preservation of Bare 

Life (IBID).  

 

In the following chapters, the above-mentioned theories will be underlined through key 

intersections connecting with the case of reception in the Greek islands. 
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CHAPTER III: The Case of the Greek Islands  

 

Section 1: Background on the Greek Islands, the EU/Turkey Deal, the 

RICs’ Creation 

 

Before the migration boom in 2015, the Greek State was preoccupied with the sovereign 

debt crisis and the ongoing implementation of austerity measures imposed by the 

country’s international creditors since 2010. These measures substantially reduced social 

services, and, through wage reduction and pensions cut, precipitated the mass 

impoverishment and precarity of low-and-middle-class across the country (Alexandrakis, 

O.,2019).  

 

On top, Greece was already dealing with a large number of asylum seekers, prior to 2015. 

Since the State was unable to afford a national refugee response at the time, relief efforts 

towards migrants were initially led by local governments at various entry points. 

Furthermore, the base of the Greek response at that time was heavily based on the ESTIA 

(Emergency Support to Integration and Accommodation) project, initially managed by 

UNHCR, funded by the EU, and implemented by several NGOs (Oliver, M. & Boyle, 

P.,2020). The ESTIA project included two components, the accommodation program, in 

which refugees were provided housing plus connection to social services, and the cash 

assistance program (Menegus, 2022). 

 

Notably, Greece was the first European country to introduce a “Refugee Cash Assistance 

Program” funded by the EU and coordinated by UNHCR. According to the program, all 

asylum seekers who arrived in Greece after January 2015 holding an asylum card were 

entitled to monthly financial support, deposited on a prepaid card (Oliver & Boyle, 2020).  

 

However, those established mechanisms would have been ineffective in dealing with the 

influx of migrants. During the summer of 2015, thousands of individuals seeking refuge 

from the active conflicts unfolding in the Middle East (primarily Syrians fleeing war in 
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their homeland) and various parts of Africa, began to move along this route in massive 

numbers (Eleftherakos et al., 2018). 

 

UNHCR recorded 856,723 arrivals to Greece by sea in the year 2015 (Alexandrakis, 

2019). Namely, the islands of Lesvos and Samos were particularly targeted as they are 

among the first European locations along a well-established migrant route to Europe 

through Turkey. As a result, thousands arrived on the shores of Greek islands daily, 

catching local governments and the EU unprepared, and in many ways, unable to respond 

(IBID). 

 

With migrant inflows showing no signs of abating, Greece soon appealed to the EU for 

aid—a request supported by UNHCR which noted local efforts were “totally inadequate” 

(IBID). The EU subsequently deployed its own response at the end of 2015, a joint action 

plan known as the EU/Turkey Deal, aiming to reduce the number of refugees and migrants 

arriving in the EU from Turkey. The deal consisted of two parts, an international 

partnership, and a front-line solution. 

 

In March 2016, the EU/Turkey deal was made finally public with an official statement 

detailing the terms. The agreement specifies that the EU should send refugees and 

migrants who have traveled to Greece from Turkey and whose applications have been 

declared inadmissible back from the Greek Islands to Turkey. For every refugee returned 

from the islands, the European Union relocates another Syrian refugee from Turkey to an 

EU Member state (Ahlkvist, 2022).  

 

In fact, the EU/Turkey deal is a perfect example of the previously mentioned non-entrée 

strategies, which involve the use of transit countries and international partnerships. This 

agreement serves only as a formality to try to demonstrate that EU member states intend 

to address the migration crisis, when in reality, Turkey has not accepted any readmissions 

since March 2020, uncontested by Greece or the EU, leaving thousands of human beings 

in legal and physical limbo (Human Rights Watch, 2023). 

 

The front-line solution consisted of the establishment of EU- financed RICs on five 

islands (Ahlkvist, 2022). The centers were to be managed by UNHCR, the Greek Army, 
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and a number of NGOs. The camp authorities (CAs), belonging to the Greek army or 

police, are now the main actors running the RICs’ operations, handling everything from 

security to food distribution, container placement, and administrative tasks involving 

residents´ critical paperwork for their asylum cases. Initially, locals expected RICs to 

function as monitoring centers, much like the open transit camps already active on the 

islands. The surprise came when these hotspots began to limit migrant movements so 

agents could categorize them as either “true refugees,” eligible for relocation within the 

EU, or “economic migrants” to be deported to Turkey or their country of origin 

(Alexandrakis, 2019). 

Subsection 1: the Greek State’s Realpolitik  

 

In December 2007, Prokopis Pavlopoulos, Greece´s then minister of interior and public 

order, gave a speech on the island of Samos stating, “This project makes us proud of the 

level of filoksenia (hospitality) that our country offers to immigrants.” The minister was 

referring to the inauguration of the initial RIC in Samos (Rozakou, 2012).  This is a 

perfect illustration of a political realism practice in which statesmen present their policies 

laden with ethical sympathies as a strategy to keep popular support, even as those policies 

hide realpolitik aims (Morgenthau, 2014). 

 

In theory, viewing the RICs’ opening and the admittance of asylum seekers in them as a 

Greek hospitality act is an idealization. In practice, the State´s behavior towards asylum 

seekers is motivated by a power play founded in political realism traits. The Greek State 

intends to deploy a system where the government holds complete authority and seeks to 

regulate all aspects of the public and private life of RICs’ residents, and it does so through 

three major realpolitik strategies: resource control, censorship, and authoritarian 

regulations. 

 

Resource control as a realpolitik strategy can be understood as the sovereign’s ability to 

manipulate access to valuable sources, in this case aid, to ensure his political power 

(Kowalewski, 1994). As such, the Greek State has sought to retain total control over the 

refugee response, and thus, preserve its sovereignty. This strategy has become evident 

through a sequence of incidents. 

 



Sabina Jimeno Guillermo 

Master’s Degree in International Humanitarian Action 

 

25 

 

 An initial proof came in 2017, when medical care within RICs was legally removed from 

the hands of humanitarian organizations and responsibility was transferred to the Ministry 

of Health, implying that no medical NGO, the only actors providing health services, could 

be permanently established within camp premises (Dimitriadi & Sarantaki, 2019). This 

meant that the State held power over how and when residents were able to get medically 

treated, leaving no space for emergencies after NGOs' working hours. 

 

Unfortunately, that was only the beginning. As of February 2020, a new law was passed 

requiring all NGOs to register with the Greek government if they wanted to operate within 

RICs (de Almeida Gama Costa, 2021). Essentially, NGOs had now to be pre-approved 

by the State to enter camps, and what seemed to be a simple bureaucratic challenge, 

quickly became a strategy to clean up the landscape of NGOs and their aid within camps, 

as organizations were constantly rejected over technicalities, or the financial cost of 

registration was impossible to fulfill (IBID). 

 

The worst part came in May 2021 when the management of the ESTIA passed from 

UNHCR to the Migration Ministry of the Greek government. It was a question of months 

before the government announced the termination of both the accommodation and cash 

program (Tzoraki et al., 2021). Unable to take the reins, the State´s management left 

residents extremely worried as to how they would be able to cover their basic needs, 

particularly while being forced to live in the camps and not having access to any work 

(Legal Centre Lesvos, 2024). This is but a demonstration of intentionally rendering the 

“public enemy” powerless.  

 

Applying excessive censorship and punishing methods against news media is considered 

to be another realpolitik practice, perceived as an arm of repression and mind-control 

from the sovereign to its citizens (Sevinç, G. M., 2020). Accordingly, the Greek State has 

banned media and journalists from documenting the RICs, as well as arrested those who 

achieved entry and were caught (van de Wiel et al., 2021). Under a new ministerial 

decision, the few NGOs that passed the registration test were obliged to sign non-

disclosure agreements as an additional requirement to operate within premises (Tschirpig, 

2022). In these circumstances, the camp conditions are hardly known in the outside world, 

leaving little room for public contestation.  
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Lastly, as the overcrowding in RICs has become unmanageable, the Greek State has 

imposed a series of regulations to leverage its authority against the residents. 

Authoritarian regulation as a form of realpolitik is understood as the sovereign´s use of 

laws and policies designed to centralize political control under subjects and maintain 

power (Warkotsch, 2010). In 2020, a new Greek law enforcement forced residents to 

leave the camps within 30 days of being granted refugee status (Kleinert et al., 2019). 

This may appear positive, being able to finally exit the camp. Nevertheless, as CAs 

provide no attention to residents´ long term needs and refugees are not eligible for aid 

after vacating the camp, the decision has only resulted in a dangerous increase in 

homelessness for former residents (IBID). 

 

As the 30-day regulation was not resulting in fast exits from the camp or deterrence on 

arrivals, in 2023 Greece approved another law stating that residents living in the 30-day 

process, or residents with more than one rejection in their asylum case, were not entitled 

to food or water (Human Rights Watch, 2023). No exceptions have been made for 

vulnerable residents, and the lack of NGOs within premises has posed another obstacle 

to the provision of basic needs to these individuals. Although relevant humanitarian 

groups have issued public statements demanding justice for the tyranny of leveraging 

food insecurity to force people out of camps, the Greek Ministry of Migration maintains 

the legality of the decision under EU asylum and migration law, arguing that aid is only 

obligated to those in the asylum process (IBID).  

 

Conclusively, the Greek State´s resource control, censorship, and authoritarian 

regulations have marked him as the perpetrator of a humanitarian crisis. Since none of 

these decisions have been contested by the EU as an institution, or by the NGOs who 

continued to go through registration, non-disclosure agreements, and no public criticism 

of the State´s oppressive regulations, it could be argued that, in fact, the Greek State is a 

perpetrator, but the EU and compliant NGOs are undeniable enablers. 

Section 2: Conditions of the RICs 

 

In theory (Dunn, E., 2015), RICs were designed to meet an emergency need and 

disappear, as their temporary nature reflects in terms of architecture and living conditions. 
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According to official reports, none of the RICs met the basic needs identified by Sphere 

Standards (Tschirpig, V., 2022). The state of the centers´ interior, as well as their 

surroundings, sadly enough deserves its own section in this study. 

 

As indicated in the problem analysis, the RICs, which were initially established as short-

term reception centers in 2016, have since evolved into long-term detention facilities 

(Hermans, M. P. J. et al., 2017). The main factors behind the transition are the lengthy 

asylum procedures and a backlog of over 90,000 cases, leaving asylum-seekers in limbo 

for years awaiting asylum, resettlement, or deportation (Gordon et al., 2023).  

 

When investigating the conditions of the RICs in the Greek islands, critical examinations 

revealed unambiguous evidence of institutional abuse perpetrated by the CAs 

(Eleftherakos et al., 2018). A general definition of institutional abuse could include the 

destruction of a person's self-esteem by instilling fear and failing to provide safety, 

including adequate living conditions, depriving people of information necessary to make 

future decisions, and systematically de-personalizing through power imbalances in the 

relationship (IBID). 

 

Life within RICs is challenging from the moment of arrival. To begin with, all RICs are 

purposefully located in remote and inaccessible areas away from city centers to prevent 

social cohesion, so asylum seekers can still be portrayed as public threats or external 

enemies rather than equal human beings among the local population (Ahlkvist, 2022). 

Once asylum seekers arrive at the facility, the process is the same in all RICs: residents 

are placed in a large tent with another hundred people for both registration and quarantine 

purposes. Quarantine is supposed to last a week, yet individuals and families are isolated 

for multiple weeks in a row, where they are not provided with any medical, legal, or 

administrative aid (Holz, 2021).  

 

When quarantine is over, individuals are housed in 15m² tents with eight to ten others, 

resulting in no privacy. (Eleftherakos et al., 2018). If residents are fortunate enough to be 

granted refugee status, or unlucky enough to be rejected, they will be considered outside 

of the asylum procedure and placed back in the large tent until their decision is appealed 

or the 30-day period elapses (Legal Centre Lesvos., 2024). This means not only sharing 
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your space again with hundreds of families and individuals but also not being eligible for 

food at camp. 

 

The life at the camp is designed to consume residents and render them powerless. Given 

no relevant information, and having constant delays in asylum case appointments, 

residents are kept in the dark about their future (Eleftherakos et al., 2018). Meanwhile, 

CAs provide no education or professional training, not even language courses that 

migrants will require to integrate and interact in the host state (Tzoraki et al., 2021). On 

top of this, while the RICs’ residents experience a mental health crisis, the camp provides 

no psychosocial care (van de Wiel, W. et al.,2021).  

 

Further into this, residents live in a permanent state of emergency due to daily violent 

fights and confrontations with CAs or other residents (Eleftherakos et al., 2018). Tensions 

amongst residents become almost inevitable as people from different countries and 

cultures are put in the same containers, often without a language in common. (Gordon et 

al., 2023).  

 

By creating a harsh reception model, The RICs’ conditions can be linked to the previously 

discussed EU non-entrée politics (DeBono, 2019). Humanitarian workers in Greece argue 

that the Greek State is attempting to remove the “pull factor” that attracts migrants to 

enter the EU by providing appalling living conditions, endorsing CAs' abusive 

management, and hindering NGOs from remaining within RICs. This argument is 

centered on the idea that RICs are set up in such a way that discourages asylum seekers 

from traveling through Greece and even incite current residents to self-deport (Gordon & 

Larsen, 2021). To that end, the State uses its most powerful tools – authoritarian 

ministerial regulations and CAs who create the most inhospitable environment 

conceivable. 

Subsection 1: Zervou 

 

Samos is the third largest of the Greek island hotspots for asylum-seekers in the Aegean 

Sea. Even though Samos is a relatively small island in comparison to the rest of islands, 

it is located two kilometers from the Turkish coastline, making it a desirable target for 

asylum seekers on the route to Europe (Gordon, et al., 2023).  
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The actual RIC referred to as Zervou, it is a “continuation” of the initial RIC opened at 

the end of 2016 in Vathy, which was commonly known as “The Jungle” on account of its 

gruesome living conditions (Stavinoha & Ramakrishnan, 2020). There are not enough 

words to convey the image of the Jungle, which with a capacity of 650, hosted more than 

seven thousand people (Gordon et al., 2023). After the situation escalated beyond the 

control of the relevant authorities, the Zervou RIC was established at the end of 2020. 

 

The new RIC does not portray the "apocalyptic" image of the previous one; instead, this 

center resembles an overcrowded prison, especially given its location on an ancient 

military base far from town (Parrotta, 2021). To one's disappointment, there is no major 

difference between Zervou and The Jungle, as shelter, cleanliness, and nutrition remain 

unacceptably low by worldwide Sphere' standards (Gordon, 2020). Significantly, a lack 

of access to adequate clean water on a regular basis, as well as only one meal per day, 

relates to the progression of respiratory and gastrointestinal disorders, skin disease, and 

psychological distress (Gordon et al., 2023). 

Subsection 2: Mavrovouni 

 

As one of the world's most famous camps, Moria, the initial center in Lesvos needs no 

introduction. After the camp was destroyed in 2020 in a deadly fire, almost ten thousand 

people, families, and children therein, were moved to the now existing RIC, known as 

Mavrovouni which only had capacity for half of them (Glatz Brubakk et al., 2022). 

 

On disused military shooting range located outside Mytilene, the capital of the island, 

Mavrovouni is located between the hills and the sea, becoming regularly flooded and 

exposed to strong winds, which exacerbates the residents´ exposure to toxic metal and 

ammunition residue on the soil surface, worsening the RIC's current health crisis 

(Tschirpig, 2022). 

 

 In fact, the camp´s health system remains inaccessible to thousands of asylum seekers 

since its opening (Devi, 2020). Producing dire consequences for migrants and their 

children´s well-being. Without even a vaccination program in place, humanitarian groups 

in the island have accused Greece of deliberately depriving children and adults suffering 
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of chronic and life-threatening diseases of adequate medical care and have repeatedly 

called for an immediate evacuation of children from Lesvos to mainland Greece or other 

EU states (IBID). 

 

Often referred to as Moria 2.0, Mavrovouni´s living conditions are as well reportedly 

below the Sphere Minimum Standards, presenting concerning factors such as one meal 

provided per day and 354 toilets shared by more than six thousand inhabitants (Holz, 

2021). Many inhabitants have experienced horrific experiences in their home country and 

while traveling to Greece, and the living circumstances in the centers compound their 

trauma, as evidenced by the fact that Mavrovouni has one of the highest rates of attempted 

suicide among RICs (van de Wiel, et al., 2021). 

Section 3: The Role of Humanitarian Organizations in the Greek Islands 

 

At the same time, neglecting the role of NGOs when examining the human rights situation 

on the Greek islands is simply one-sided, given that NGOs provide most of the support 

available within camps. Indeed, one of the most distinguishing features of the 

humanitarian response within Greece has been its reliance on international/local NGOs 

and generally untrained volunteers (Andersen & de Silva, 2017). 

 

It is important to emphasize that the non-governmental infrastructure that has emerged on 

islands consists of organizations operating either inside the camp (internal NGOs) or in 

the city and camp surroundings (external NGOs), with the vast majority falling into the 

second category. These external organizations perform an incredibly important role in 

covering asylum seekers' needs such as meals, clothing, informal education, legal and 

medical aid, and psychosocial support (Stavinoha & Ramakrishnan, 2020). However, we 

will not go deeper into their actions since the key actors in the analysis are the NGOs that 

operate within premises.  

 

In brief, internal NGOs play a critical role in countering the unwelcoming experience in 

RICs and rehumanizing the reception of migrants. A humanized reception begins with the 

possibility to treat asylum seekers as human beings, not only acknowledging their 

existence but also learning about their specific needs and individual personhood. One of 

the main challenges registered by asylum seekers is their loss of social networks; When 
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asked about their perspective, RICs’ residents confirmed that the daily interactions with 

humanitarian workers and volunteers alleviated their feelings of isolation and gave them 

a break from “refugee” life, admitting that this form of solidarity is essential (Bjertrup et 

al., 2018). 

 

In fact, humanitarian organizations often worked with people living inside the RICs in 

attempts not only to break down cultural barriers but to better respond to individual needs, 

such as providing wheelchairs, sanitary pads, or culturally sensitive clothing that the more 

depersonalized systems operated by the UNHCR could not provide, or that the State failed 

to provide at all (Stavinoha & Ramakrishnan, 2020). 

 

Humane reception practices extend to fundamental activities such as food provision. The 

bulk of food lines in the RICs (2 out of 3 in Lesvos and 1 out of 2 in Samos) are organized 

and run by humanitarian organizations. This means that NGOs are not only responsible 

for meeting people's fundamental nutritional needs, but they strive to serve food that 

adheres to the cultural codes of residents as well (Lambert & Bartolome, 2022). 

 

Furthermore, medical care, both physical and mental, is an essential component of first 

reception that has been largely, if not totally, provided by medical NGOs in the RICs (van 

de Wiel et al., 2021). At present, following the ministerial decisions on health in RICs 

and the requirement for NGO registration, Lesvos RIC counts with a single NGO offering 

most physical and mental aid within camp, whereas Samos has no NGO in this regard, 

with one doctor provided by the Greek government for the entire camp. Nonetheless, 

health services are still being provided by NGOs in certain RICs, even if the availability 

of these services is extremely limited due to severe overcrowding and limited established 

work hours (Eleftherakos et al., 2018).  

 

Moreover, education is another factor that refugees rely on NGOs to the greatest extent. 

Humanitarian organizations are the only ones that provide language and technological 

classes within camps, introducing asylum seekers to the tools they will need to integrate 

(Ahlkvist, 2022). Similarly, NGOs are the only organizations that provide professional 

skills to RICs’ residents, as they hire asylum seekers to work as language teachers, 

construction workers, painters, or cooks (Lambert & Bartolome 2022).  



32 

 

 

Lastly, all monitoring efforts are conducted by UNHCR. The former is the sole official 

organization collecting and monitoring data on the living conditions of both RICs 

(Gordon et al., 2023).  

 

Conclusively, NGOs have become key actors in upholding asylum seekers’ human rights 

in both Samos and Lesvos RICs and doing so by several rehumanizing techniques in such 

a degrading environment. Significantly, following the 2023 ministerial decision on NGO 

registration within camps, these services are now considerably more limited than before. 

Despite their intentions, NGOs still represent bodies of power, as they continue to provide 

most of the support available in the RICs (Ahlkvist, 2022). 

Section 4: The Choice of Humanitarian Organizations 

 

Finally, it is time for humanitarian organizations to make a decision. Given the reception 

model created by the Greek State and the EU, it is necessary to assess if RICs can be 

included within the geographies of humanitarianism, or if facilitating their internal 

conditions through humanitarian aid is too counterintuitive (Pallister-Wilkins, 2020). 

This debate addresses the ethical dilemma of whether it is possible to perform sustainable 

humanitarian action in dehumanizing environments without becoming involved in 

regimes of control (Stavinoha & Ramakrishnan, 2020). Answering this question has 

divided humanitarian organizations in the Greek islands between the ones who accept or 

refuse to operate within the camps (Alexandrakis, 2019). 

 

For many, the EU/Turkey deal was a “tipping point” in a long line of structurally violent 

EU migration policies, and the perfect reason to begin withdrawing from the reception 

centers and rejecting funding from the European Union (De Almeida Gama Costa, 2021). 

These organizations localized all their efforts in the cities and surrounding areas, where 

they considered their work engaged with refugees respecting relations of reciprocity 

(Rozakou, 2012). 

 

To be more precise, since 2016, MSF Greece has denied EU funding and vocalized the 

need to withdraw from RICs in order to prevent humanitarian assistance from being 

instrumentalized as part of a system that ignores the needs of asylum seekers (De Almeida 
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Gama Costa, 2021). Although MSF has been a particularly outspoken organization, the 

list of NGOs who refused to operate within camps following the registration and non-

disclosure requirements is lengthy (Gordon & Larsen, 2021). 

 

In conclusion, there are two types of humanitarian organizations responding to the refugee 

crisis in the Greek islands: those that place asylum seekers' needs above the State´s 

sovereignty, by refusing to operate inside and thus not contributing to the current 

reception model (De Almeida Gama Costa, 2021); and those that place asylum seekers' 

needs above the State´s sovereignty by working in oppressive systems because it is the 

only way to immediately cover the residents’ needs (Stavinoha & Ramakrishnan, 2020). 

 

Whatever the case may be, both types of organizations are adopting a realpolitik logic 

that they believe will place them in the most powerful position to benefit asylum seekers. 

Humanitarian organizations who refuse to operate in RICs consider that the end of 

working towards a long-term goal of offering a sustainable humane reception model 

justifies the means of not alleviating instant suffering (Lambert & Bartolome, 2022). In 

the eyes of NGOs operating within premises, the end of covering residents´ urgent needs 

to guarantee their survival justifies the means of enabling an inhume model (IBID). 

 

The question of which of these realpolitik logics is the most appropriate for the Greek 

islands’ scenario remains, and I believe that asserting the level of necessity within RICs, 

taking the case of Samos and Lesvos, will play the biggest role in answering this debate. 
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PART III: Empirical Chapters 

 

CHAPTER IV: Methodological Theory  

 

Essentially, this study follows a qualitative research approach, both in terms of data 

collection and analysis. There are several reasons behind this choice. In contrast to 

quantitative methods, qualitative research examines people's words and actions in 

descriptive ways that are more closely related to the situation as experienced by the 

participants, and it is the qualitative researcher's responsibility to critically present a clear 

picture of their social circumstances (Bergman, 2008). Apart from that, certain features 

usually attributed to qualitative research are highly relevant to this study, such as the 

impracticality to separate the researcher from the research subject, the impossibility to 

conduct research and interpret findings objectively, or the tendency to work with small 

samples (Guthrie, 2010). 

 

Regarding the data collection component, the semi-structured interviews data will 

triangulate the study´s literature. Ethical considerations are important in every research, 

but especially when data collection is done with vulnerable participants, as was the case 

here. Please find information regarding ethical conduct followed during the collecting 

process in Annex 2. 

Section 1: Qualitative Data Collection and Comments on Validity 

 

The reason to use interviews as the main data-gathering method is only logical, as 

including the voices of former residents of the RICs under consideration transforms them 

into participants rather than just study subjects and speechless emissaries. In this way, 

participants have the opportunity to develop their own thinking, providing the most 

relevant views regarding the study topic, while even opening up to things they previously 

did not have the space to do so (Brinkmann, 2022).  
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The decision to conduct interviews after the fieldwork rather than during it is based on 

the validity of the data. To begin with, it has been evidenced that refugees have more 

difficulty with interviews when they connect the interviewer with an official NGO with 

ties to authorities, as there is distrust that their answers will affect their asylum case 

(Hynes, 2003).  

 

Aside from the ethical element within, it has been proven that researchers who first 

engage with the community and establish trusting relationships produce better data results 

(Mertens, D. M., 2012). Especially, in the context of RICs’ asylum seekers, establishing 

a relationship between researcher and researched through emotional support before 

interviews produce richer data and understanding (Fotaki, 2022). 

 

Another reason for carrying out the interviews after fieldwork is that all selected 

participants are individuals who have exited the RICs. In terms of validity, the 

interviewees' responses can be improved because they have separated themselves from 

the scenario and conducted more personal reflections on it (Guthrie, 2010). This last 

factor is more about ethics, as I thought it would be harsh to answer certain questions 

about the difficult living conditions in RICs while still being subjected to them. 

 

Due to technical difficulties, certain participants could not carry the interviews online, 

prompting me to find a new approach that could be implemented for all participants. At 

first, I considered using online surveys, but I realized that a simple survey questionnaire 

would not pass the barriers that participants have about discussing certain topics, and it 

would not produce the same quantity and quality of responses. After receiving 

confirmation from relevant parties, I still deployed the interview questions I had already 

prepared, by emailing the questions to participants and giving them five days to send back 

their answers. They can nevertheless be considered as interviews as the nature of the 

questions corresponds to semi-structured interview formats. 

 

I chose the semi-structured interview style as it aims to obtain descriptions of the 

interviewee's life in order to interpret the meaning of their described phenomena. Semi-

structured interviews, as opposed to structured ones which feature closed-ended and 

standardized questions, have more knowledge-producing potential because they allow 
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more leeway to dig into the angles deemed significant by the interviewee (Flick, 

2002). Giving participants generous time and freedom to answer questions, represents a 

more receptive style, empowering informants and allowing them to have a large measure 

of control over how they answer the questions, leaving the interviewee as the protagonist 

of their story, which is a clear attribute of semi-structured interviews (Brinkmann, 2022). 

 

Annex 1 contains an explanation of the sampling method used for the study, as well as 

the final interview questions, which were clear, open-ended, and relevant to the research 

question. 

Subsection 1: Thematic Analysis as a Suitable Analytical Approach 

 

As previously stated in the introduction chapter, TA is a commonly used qualitative 

analytic method (Braun & Clarke, 2012). The method´s main characteristic is the 

description of social reality through a coding process and the creation of themes within a 

dataset. These themes may be implicit or explicit, numerous or few, what matters is their 

relation to answering a research question (Vaismoradi & Snelgrove, 2019).  

 

There are several reasons for choosing TA as a methodological framework. To begin with, 

it's one of the most accepted methods for understanding the subjective meaning that 

people give to their experiences and behaviors (Jason & Glenwick, 2016). Also, TA is 

valued as a means of giving voice to those traditionally underrepresented in research and 

presenting their views in their own words (IBID). In addition, employing TA is a 

technique regarded to be incredibly useful for analyzing fieldwork. In fact, there are 

examples in previous academia of the use of TA on interview transcripts and subsequent 

triangulation with field notes to evaluate fieldwork data regarding the asylum landscape 

in the Greek islands (Theofanidis & Fountouki, 2019; Tschirpig, 2022). 

 

As detailed by Braun and Clarke (2006), theoretical construction in TA follows a 

particular set of stages: 1) Data familiarization, 2) Coding production 3) Theme 

development, 4) Theme refining, 5) Theme defining, and 6) Report writing. The 

following chapter describes the manner these stages were applied in the study. 
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CHAPTER V: Obtaining Empirical Results through TA  

 

Section 1: Following TA six phases 

 

Starting with the first phase, data familiarization, the aim is to do a full immersion in the 

data, reading the material multiple times and sketching down potential ideas and codes 

seen in initial patterns. During this first phase, I reviewed the data set repeatedly and 

wrote down observations on firstly noticed recurrences in the interview extracts as well 

as ideas I thought were relevant to the study subject. The latter was done manually with 

Microsoft Word, through the creation of tables as the one below, where I first underlined 

keywords in the interview extracts and then added comments on the implication of those 

words or short sentences. 

 

Interview extract Observations 

 

R2: “I spent 22 days in quarantine and by 

the time I was in quarantine they had 

scheduled my interview for the next week 

without me having been taken outside to 

speak to a lawyer. I spend too much time 

in quarantine to look for a lawyer and 

when I got out, I still didn't have the permit 

to exit and enter the camp during the day, 

so I couldn't go to the city to find and talk 

with the lawyer. 

 

That’s why I felt I lacked so much 

information during my interview, because 

I didn't have the time to express myself 

well to my lawyer. 

 

As for social assistance, I didn't have the 

chance to see a psychologist in the camp. 

On several occasions, I tried to make an 

appointment to see a psychologist, but I 

never met one as there were too many 

patients waiting already.” 

1. Although there is no specific question 

regarding quarantine, various participants 

felt the need to highlight it as part of their 

stay 

2. Negligent behavior from CAs 

 

3. The absence of lawyers inside camp and 

difficulty to reach external ones presents 

an obstacle for residents to obtain asylum 

and reintegrate 

4. A few residents emphasize the unmet 

need for psychological treatment, 

although most of the participants focus 

more on the unmet need for physical 

health  
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Whereas familiarization was a process of making casual notes, the second phase, code 

production, is the thorough construction of meaningful labels attached to specific 

segments of the dataset that have meaning relevant to the research question. Following 

the explanation of Braun and Clarke (2006), I identified pertinent data within each 

interview segment, and then “tagged” this information with a few words which would 

capture the meaning behind. As recommended by the authors, I intended to create as many 

codes as possible, since they would be filtered in subsequent stages. The coding was done 

manually through Microsoft Word, to create tables where, as recommended by the 

authors, I utilized highlighters to ease the identification of repetitions in relevant data 

within the interview extracts.  

   

Interview extract Codes 

R6: “The meals that we received in the 

camp was terrible cause of taste, there 

was 2 food line, Red line and Yellow line. 

The red line food was provided by Greek 

government And the yellow line food 

was provided by MOTG and All4Aid 

organizations. They were giving it to 

refugees by volunteers too. If I want to 

talk about food quality, I have to say it 

was really bad. And we had 1 meal 

every 24 hours. Red line food had water, 

and the food was always so cold and 

tasteless but healthy. Yellow line food had 

fruits with it and sometimes milk or tuna 

and it was very little always and just for 

one meal per day.” 

 Meals in camp have terrible taste 

One food line is directed by NGOs in 

camp 

Meals in camp have bad quality 

Residents have 1 meal per day 

Comparison of quality and quantity 

between food in Governmental line vs 

NGO line  

 

Residents have 1 meal per day 

 

Moving into the third phase, theme development, it first involves examining codes and 

collapsing them together into broader, more meaningful patterns. In this process, I 

identified a clear core idea or concept that underpinned each theme shared across the 

range of codes. During this process, I took into consideration that, for a theme to be 

created, the patterning within must be recognized across the dataset, not only within a 

single data item. At the end of this phase, I refocused the analysis at the broader level by 

sorting the different codes and relevant coded data extracts within the selected themes. 

To complete this phase, I employed the same method of designing electronic tables where 

themes could be easily identified through code clustering: 
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Codes Themes 

1)  Meals in camp have terrible taste 

5) One food line is directed by NGOs in 

camp 

1) Meals in camp have bad quality 

4) Residents have 1 meal per day 

5) Comparison of quality between food in 

Governmental line vs NGO line  

2) Meals are not enough 

2) Food is needed at night 

5) Residents benefit from NGO food line 

6) External NGO provides food 

6) Resident exits the camp to find food 

2) Clear feeling of hunger 

1) Unsatisfactory food conditions 

2) Basic need is not met within RICs 

3) Insufficiency of meals 

4) 1 intake of food per day 

5) Internal NGO provides essential 

service 

6) External NGO provides essential 

services 

 

 Until now, the analysis has only developed candidate themes. The fourth phase, theme 

refining, is a vital part of the TA process, as the themes are further shaped, clarified, or 

even rejected. Throughout the reviewing process, I narrowed down the final themes to 

those that met the criteria of being distinctive enough from one another and were able to 

account for a large set of information captured by the coded data relevant to the research 

question. The tool I used for my filtering process was the creation of a provisional 

thematic map, displaying themes and subthemes. After witnessing that certain provisional 

themes did not hold enough substance or could be merged with others, I created a final 

thematic map. Both provisional and final thematic maps along with their explanation, can 

be found in Annex 4.  

 

Once the final thematic map works, the researcher moves into the fifth phase, theme 

defining. To accomplish this, I developed analytic definitions that summarized the chosen 

final themes, which also served as a final confirmation of whether each theme had enough 

depth to stand on its own. As a result, I created definitions as abstracts of the core idea 
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and meaning behind each theme and how it related to the study’s research question. These 

definitions will be used as part of the analysis chapter.  

 

According to Braun and Clarke (2006), during the sixth phase, report writing, the study 

reports must go beyond a simple description of the data to make an argument as the report 

shall address the critical questions of what the themes reveal about the topic in question. 

As this chapter is only designed to present the methodology, the significant question of 

what the themes' implications are for the research question will be addressed during the 

analysis chapter. In terms of reporting the data results, I will employ a mixed analytic and 

illustrative style, something common when writing around data in TA. Hence, 

information will be presented using analytical descriptions along with several quotes 

included within the interview’s narrative. 

Section 2: Report Production of the Results  

 

After finalizing the five first phases of TA, six themes are concluded: 1) The effect of 

camp authorities’ misadministration 2) State´s regulations having detrimental impact on 

RICs’ residents 3) Unmet basic needs within RICs 4) Mental health crisis among residents 

5) Effectiveness of external NGOs covering resident´s unfulfilled needs 6) Existing need 

for NGOs to operate within camp premises. 

 

1) The effect of camp authorities' misadministration 

 

The interviews revealed the residents' continuous struggle with CAs' operational practices 

that can be framed under institutional abuse. First off, residents voiced the constant fright 

they felt during their stay provoked by the CAs' installation of fear in them. More than 

one respondent stated how residents were afraid to exit the camp to seek external aid for 

fear of encountering problems with the camp police when they returned. Similarly, one 

interviewee admitted to getting involved in separating fights at camp for fear of the CAs 

witnessing the fight and punishing the participants. Fear is also conveyed in words such 

as “mistreatment” in the residents' testimonies, where they expressed feeling abused while 

unable to do anything about it. 
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Furthermore, the residents manifest the failure of CAs to provide a safe environment, 

voicing their uneasiness during their stay, particularly during the night and in their arrival 

when they were placed in the big tent with another hundred unknown residents. Aside 

from that, certain testimonies indicated maltreatment through power imbalances. On a 

similar note, one interviewee stated the struggle of power imbalance, describing how CAs 

would dissolve any peaceful demonstration by residents, even if they were simply 

expressing the need for more food. 

 

R5: “When I was one morning at class, the police entered my container, took all 

my personal belongings without consent, and placed them in a bed in the big tent. 

When I arrived at the tent my bed cover and coat had been stolen.”  

 

It is significant to note, that although there was no specific question regarding quarantine 

period in camp, many residents felt compelled to mention it in their response, articulating 

the number of weeks they were subject to quarantine even if the official rule only calls 

for one. Several respondents complained about how CAs deprived them of the necessary 

information to make future decisions during this quarantine period, as they received no 

aid or information on their case whatsoever while being isolated. One resident describes 

how his asylum interview was scheduled immediately after he left quarantine, without 

having the chance to contact a lawyer first, and how the impossibility of reaching an 

external lawyer, combined with the lack of legal services within camp, was the primary 

reason why he failed his interview. 

 

Aside from the institutional abuse, the interviewees protest the negligence of CAs in 

running camp operations. For instance, respondents state how the food line system 

organized by CAs is completely inefficient in handling the actual food shortage, as a very 

minimum number of residents can obtain meals from it, and no consideration is given to 

more vulnerable individuals. Likewise, CAs are in charge of distributing residents in 

camp zones, which according to respondents, results in a tense environment and lack of 

safety because residents are mixed together in accommodations without regard for 

cultural differences or shared languages. 

 



42 

 

Even when it comes to daily administration, residents complain about the negligence of 

CAs. It is worthy to note one resident´s mention about how the situation differed with 

humanitarian organizations, declaring that the internal NGOs pay more attention to 

refugees' administrative needs than CAs.  

 

R8: “I have been rejected more than four times due to an employee's error, such 

as forgetting a signature, losing files, or a malfunction of the fingerprint device. 

In general, there was clear negligence on their part. I am not the only one who 

suffered from this.” 

 

2) State regulations having detrimental impact on RICs’ residents 

 

Throughout the interviews, the residents voiced several difficulties which are a product 

of the recent State regulations discussed in this study. As explained earlier, the Greek 

government enforced a regulation forcing asylum seekers to vacate the camp within 30 

days of receiving their refugee status. During that month, individuals cannot benefit from 

camp food lines, and they are evicted from their containers, being placed in the big tent. 

Most interviewees affirmed that they struggled with the regulation´s effect, not being able 

to benefit from bare necessities as shelter and food after receiving their positive decision. 

R8: “I suffered a lot. Food support stopped until I left the camp. And also good housing”,  

Respondents verbalized how the 30-day regulation does not only represent an issue during 

the RICs’ stay, but when evicted from camp, residents are left without any assistance. 

Further to this, one of the interviewees communicated how after he was forced out of the 

camp, he became homeless, along with many others. 

 

R5: “On those 30 days, they were going to force me to leave without any 

information about my future, and I had nowhere to stay and no information on 

how to find a job,” 

 

The other relevant recent State regulation discussed was the prohibition of all non-

registered NGOs from operating within premises, which together with the State´s chosen 

geographical location for the RICs, have been seen as part of a larger plan to prevent 

asylum seekers from accessing aid. The majority of residents' answers reflected how 

complicated it is to obtain aid now that there are hardly any services inside camp and the 
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walking distance between external organizations and the RICs presents a risk for residents 

due to climate conditions and proximity to roads. 

 

R1: “Walking to the NGOs in Vathy is more than one hour to go and come back, 

in summer it’s too hot to walk there and it's dangerous with all the cars and buses 

going in the road.” 

 

3) Unmet basic needs within RICs 

 

During the interviews, the residents' responses include a lengthy list of basic needs not 

being covered within RICs. Unsurprisingly, the most frequently stated unmet need is for 

food. Residents' answers touch on both the quantity and quality of provided meals, 

symbolizing that there is more than one aspect to the issue. Most of the interviews directly 

mentioned how inadequate the food provision was, and how residents only received a 

meal every 24 hours. 

 

R6: “The meals that we received in the camp were terrible cause of taste, If I want 

to talk about food quality, I have to say it was really bad. And we had one meal 

every 24 hours.” 

 

Several residents felt that quality was an important factor when assessing the meals 

provided within camps, conveying that the food had terrible quality, to the point of finding 

out that it was already expired at times. Answers that are worth highlighting but were 

only found once in the data set include the mention of scarcity of water among meals 

provided by the camp administration, and the case of a resident spending more than one 

day without eating anything.  

 

Aside from food, residents' second most cited unmet need was learning about their legal 

and social rights, as they claimed they received no information whatsoever within the 

RICs about their rights at any point of their stay. The third most frequently mentioned 

unmet need within RICs in the residents’ responses was for health services, both physical 

and mental health.  Many respondents reported not having the chance to see a doctor in 



44 

 

the camp, even those who stayed for over a year, and most responses reflect at some point 

a demand for a better health system on the part of the camp administration. 

 

R8: “The issue of health in camp also requires strenuous efforts.” 

R2: “That's how I spent my time in Samos without ever having met a doctor”. 

 

In contrast to Samos, where there are no mental health services within the RIC, Lesvos 

counts with one humanitarian organization on premises which offers both physical and 

psychological help during working hours. Nonetheless, residents' testimonies complain 

about how inaccessible it is, as every time they attempted to schedule an appointment for 

psychological support, the waiting period was too long. 

 

4) Mental health crisis among residents 

 

In the interviews, residents provide valuable insight into the consequences that RICs’ 

conditions have on their mental health. Essentially, numerous respondents affirm that they 

are in need of psychological assistance but have been unsuccessful in obtaining it. 

 

R5: “On several occasions, I tried to make an appointment to see a psychologist, 

but I never met one as always there were too many patients waiting already.” 

 

The residents' responses object to more than just the appalling living circumstances or not 

having their basic needs satisfied, as they also express dissatisfaction due to their feelings 

of living in a constant state of emergency. To begin with, residents explain how the camp ́s 

excessive security measures pose a threat to them, especially because police guards can 

be found in the places where more people congregate, such as food lines. Additionally, a 

response alludes to the presence of a police car that circles the camp throughout the day. 

 

The participants´ testimonies included the tension felt in the camp due to the continuous 

violence between the residents and CAs, and residents themselves. According to 

respondents, extremely violent fights are witnessed every single day. When interviewees 

elaborate on their comments, they note how certain reasons for the ongoing violence are 

tied to camp administration, such as inefficiency in the food line and lack of space in 

containers or tents containing individuals from different ethnicities. 
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In the same way, the residents’ psychological stability is damaged by their sense of 

imprisonment, as informants state their feeling of being punished for an uncommitted 

crime and compare their stay in the RICs with prison. Several answers represent the state 

of mind of residents who feel helpless in the face of the injustices lived in the RIC, as 

they for instance recall being constantly hungry or mistreated but unable to do anything 

about it since their situation was not unique. Concerningly, the participants who stayed 

longer in the RICs expressed lower emotional stability. Their answers indicate more 

evident post-trauma-related symptoms such as reliving the traumatic event as if it were 

happening again. 

 

 R2: “The lack of effective aid inside the camp triggered psycho-emotional 

reactions in me. I have been traumatized and depressed, physically, and mentally 

ill.” 

 

5) Effectiveness of external NGOs covering resident´s unfulfilled needs 

 

As already established, external NGOs have achieved to build a strong aid network in 

Samos and Lesvos, where they aim to cover the unmet needs of residents. Most 

respondents confirmed they visited an external NGO for diverse needs, the most repeated 

ones were food, English courses, legal aid, and computer use, which includes both 

learning how to use a computer and being able to communicate with friends and family. 

 

Significantly, respondents manifested visiting external NGOs not only for fundamental 

needs, but also for services that reinforce dignity, such as building skills programs, 

particularly construction classes, sports activities, and even self-care, with the mention of 

a resident going to an external NGO for a barber appointment. 

 

Although the residents acknowledged the external NGO´s effort to cover needs, when 

addressing their actual effectiveness, the inability to reach the humanitarian organizations 

appeared as a great threat to their mission. Several participants mentioned the obstacle of 

having to pay for public transportation to reach essential services such as lawyers, while 
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other informants voiced how the first barrier to accessing external NGOs is the lack of 

awareness of their existence among RICs’ residents. 

 

 R4: “I don't think residents have the ability to reach NGOs because when I arrived 

at the camp, the people I talk to didn't know a lot of information about the NGOs 

outside of the camp that they could contact and get help from.” 

 

While considering the efficiency level of external NGOs, residents were asked if they 

considered humanitarian action would be more effective within RICs or, as it is currently, 

outside. Certain respondents directly addressed why humanitarian action must be within 

RICS for it to be successful. One of them cited the distance between external NGOs and 

RICs as the reason why that option is not feasible, whereas the other participant 

highlighted the inability to obtain aid after the curfew at RICs as the reason why 

humanitarian action must be on the inside.  

 

Importantly, the majority of residents concluded that for humanitarian action to be truly 

effective, it must be coordinated both inside and outside the camp. While these 

participants recognize that there is a significant need for aid inside RICs, as asylum 

seekers remain neglected, they believe that collaboration among internal and external 

NGOs is the ideal approach. 

 

 R8: “Both inside and outside are needed by the displaced. The more there are, the 

greater the integration.” 

 

6)Existing need for NGOs to operate within camp premises 

 

When explaining the support residents receive within RICs, respondents stated 

unequivocally that the actors who are providing the critical services that seek to cover 

residents' needs are the internal humanitarian organizations. Informants included sanitary 

products, clothes, medicine (in the case of Lesvos), and personalized items for pregnant 

women, newborns, and other particularly vulnerable groups, as some of the services they 

or their relatives received. Undoubtedly, the most frequently mentioned services provided 

by internal NGOs were meals from the NGO Zaporeak food line by the Lesvos residents 

and Greek classes from the NGO Metradasi, in both RICs. 
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Nevertheless, despite acknowledging the tremendous efforts made by internal NGOs to 

cover residents' needs, participants reported the actual difficulty to access these services 

due to the overcrowding at camp. Several residents admitted to receiving very short-term 

aid for what they needed; for instance, one resident stated how he requested psychological 

support but only received cold medicine, while several informants declared to never 

having received support from an NGO due to the demand being too high for the offer. 

 

R6: “There is always a problem and it’s the number of asylum seekers was so 

much higher than services offered.” 

 

When residents had to determine whether they believed the number of internal NGOs 

should be increased or if the current number was sufficient, nearly all respondents 

expressed how the number of internal NGOs is not enough and should be augmented. 

Besides, participants asserted the necessity for more humanitarian organizations to 

function inside in order to provide the same reintegration support and assistance for their 

asylum case they received by external NGOs. Residents spoke of the urgency for the 

services of legal aid and housing or employment they encountered outside the RICs to be 

available within grounds, which they believe will help with their reintegration once they 

leave the camp.  

 

Significantly, with regard to the prior question, responses highlighted the difficulty to 

reach external NGOs and the impact of mental health issues in the argument of why there 

is a need for more humanitarian organizations to deploy operations within RICs. 

 

R1: “There are not enough NGOs inside the camp. MSF is close to the camp. But 

some days I don’t have the strength to wake up and get out of my container or the 

camp. I wish the organizations were inside because it will be easier.” 
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CHAPTER VI: Empirical Results Analysis  

 

Throughout the answers on the first theme “The Effect of Camp Authorities' 

Misadministration,” we see an infringement from the CAs to fulfill their protective role, 

based on practices that can be considered institutional abuse and negligent management. 

 Notably, the informants' responses demonstrate that the quarantine period is a deeply 

harsh aspect of the reception model, as its duration is uncertain to the resident, and there 

is no actor informing the individual about their rights or possibilities to access aid around 

the island.  

 

Ultimately, this theme illustrates how CAs' abusive management is the initial step in 

developing an inhumane reception model for asylum seekers. Moreover, while it's 

expected from CAs to manage basic camp operations, they appear to lack the cultural 

competence to design an adequate organization of residents' living arrangements, the 

management skills to distribute food fairly, or the administrative expertise to fill out 

asylum paperwork and adequately inform residents of how to prepare for their crucial 

interview. Equally important, the interview responses indicated residents´ perceptions 

that NGOs would perform these tasks with greater care and attention. 

 

Across the testimonies gathered under the second theme “State regulations detrimental 

impact on RICs’ residents,” we observe how the State produces regulations that 

deliberately exacerbate the already harsh reception model for those seeking asylum, such 

as preventing the access to aid. As witnessed, the regulations have direct detrimental 

effects on the RICs’ stay and post-stay period for residents, due to the risk of 

homelessness. This theme also illustrates the implication of how the State leverages 

human needs such as food and housing to achieve full control over residents' lives. 

 

When examining the respondents’ answers through the third theme “Unmet basic needs 

within RICs,” one of the most evident judgments is that none of the RICs’ residents were 

able to meet adequate nutritional requirements. Not only that, but it is clear that 

informants protest about their need to receive legal aid not being addressed. To clarify, 



Sabina Jimeno Guillermo 

Master’s Degree in International Humanitarian Action 

 

49 

 

legal aid is a basic need for RICs’ residents, even if not as urgent as food. For an asylum 

seeker, legal assistance is crucial to achieve refugee status, as well as to understand 

essential social rights such as the possibility to benefit from public health and 

administration services. 

 

As evidenced by the residents' testimonies, other basic needs such as water or physical 

and mental health, are not being met within RICs. It is indisputable that a reception model 

that denies human needs is an inhumane model. The issue is not just that some of these 

services are nonexistent, part of the problem is that even when the services are found 

within premises, residents cannot benefit from them due to their poor quality or capacity. 

 

During the fourth theme “Mental health crisis Among Residents,” residents' responses 

demonstrate that their mental state is affected by more than just the appalling living 

circumstances or not having their basic needs satisfied, but also by their perception of 

living in a constant state of emergency due to ongoing violence, security measures and 

sense of imprisonment. 

 

Concerningly, the responses that present lower emotional stability correspond to the 

residents who stayed in the RICs for the longest period; This illustrates how debilitating 

is the current reception model for the human mind. It is incredibly important to 

acknowledge that the actual reception model, controlled by the State and the CAs, is 

having the effect of rendering residents powerless by subjecting them to this kind of 

psychological torture and simultaneously preventing the professionals who could help 

them to cope with the damage from entering the RICs. Residents' sense of powerlessness 

is most obvious in responses in which they concede their hardships in camp, such as 

starvation or mistreatment, while admitting to not being able to do anything about it. 

 

Unquestionably, the testimonies within the fifth theme “Effectiveness of external NGOs 

covering resident ́s unfulfilled needs” are crucial for the research. In evaluating the 

current state of the islands, primarily supported by external NGOs, residents affirm that 

the effectiveness is not enough for two main reasons. First, while the humanitarian 

organizations do provide essential services, they are not reachable for the general 

population at camp. Second, for humanitarian action to be truly effective, residents voiced 
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that NGOs must also operate within premises, contrasting the current situation. At this 

stage of the result analyses, it is understood that the State and CAs control an inhuman 

reception model which does not provide residents with their most basic needs and that 

sadly, external NGOs services are insufficient to challenge the status quo. 

 

In the sixth and final theme “Existing Need for NGOs to operate within camp premises” 

respondents consider the role that NGOs play, or could play, in opposing the inhumane 

reception model, which is critical to this study. This thesis investigates the need for NGOs 

to operate within RICs, but without the resident´s beliefs, it is impossible to determine 

whether humanitarian action in camps is something necessary to contest the present 

inhumane model. As the answers reflect, residents recognize that the current essential 

services within RICs are mostly being provided by internal NGOs, but they acknowledge 

their inaccessibility and insufficiency, resulting in them demanding more.  

Section 1: Conclusion of the Results 

 

Visibly, the residents' testimonies develop themes that are related to one another. In 

conclusion, it can be identified that the existing asylum landscape in Samos and Lesvos 

is built on an inhumane reception model based on RICs that are mismanaged by CAs' 

abusive and negligent practices and deliberately designed by the State to offer a harsher 

stay. The consequence of the CAs' administration and State regulations in the RICs is a 

model that fails to provide for the basic needs of its residents, leading to a crisis in the 

physical and mental health of asylum seekers.  

 

Consequently, external NGOs on both islands aim to cover the residents' unfulfilled 

needs, nevertheless, their efficiency is jeopardized by their remoteness and the 

resident´s desire to have equal help inside camp regardless. The actual need for NGOs 

to operate within RICs’ premises is thus a result of the unmet needs of the residents as 

well as the ineffectiveness of external NGOs in trying to address those. In fact, this need 

for internal NGOs is admitted by residents themselves, who protest about the 

accessibility of the few existing internal NGOs and demand an increase of humanitarian 

organizations on the grounds. 
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Chapter VII: Discussion Chapter 

 

In light of the results presented in the empirical section, this chapter evaluates how the 

study's literature research and theoretical framework can contribute to the interpretation 

and importance of the findings. 

Section 1: Discussion Regarding RICs’ Conditions in the Literature 

Review 

 

The residents' answers show that the RIC´s living conditions correspond to the ones 

gathered by the literature, indicating that both studied RICs’ standards are below 

recognized Sphere criteria. In particular, the inability to obtain food and water, especially 

during the 30-day period, makes it not viable to achieve the established daily intake of 

2,100 calories and access to 15 liters of water per person (Sphere Association, 2018). 

Similarly, the fact that the restriction of these needs during the 30-day period is made 

without any exception for vulnerable populations such as elderly or pregnant women, fails 

to comply with Sphere´s criteria regarding special requirements for particularly 

vulnerable groups to suffer from undernutrition (IBID).  

 

On the same note, the residents’ responses reveal how the RICs fall short of meeting 

sphere standards regarding shelter, as the centers don't provide culturally acceptable 

spaces, as ethnicity is not a consideration when assigning residents to their containers or 

tents,  physical safety is a concern due to the camps location and dangerous climate,  and 

there is a lack of adequate facilities for food storage, as residents complain about how the 

food is sometimes even expired (IBID). 

 

Furthermore, the answers to the interviews support previous investigations by 

demonstrating that residents are victims of institutional abuse from part of the CA 

(Eleftherakos, et al., 2018), as residents admit the constant practices of CAs to install fear 

into them, by mistreating them, failing to provide a safe living environment, particularly 

when being forced to live in the big tent during quarantine and 30-day period, depriving 

them of the necessary information to make future decisions, particularly during the period 
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of quarantine where they receive no legal or psychosocial  assistance whatsoever, and 

systematically dehumanize them through power imbalances, exemplified in CAs' actions 

such as dissolving peaceful demonstrations or removing personal property without 

permission. 

 

Sadly, it is clear from the residents' responses that the concerns in the literature regarding 

the rising mental health crisis among residents are well-founded (van de Wiel et al., 2021). 

Interviewees displayed signs of post-traumatic stress disorder, conveying the suffering 

and trauma they experienced during their stay in the RICs as well as the difficulty they 

had receiving the necessary psychological care within premises. 

 

Similarly, the study literature included a theory on how residents live in a constant state 

of emergency due to the non-stop violence and tension between residents at camp 

(Eleftherakos et al., 2018). The residents' answers validated this theory as they shared 

their struggle in witnessing constant violence at camp and explained how the tension 

amongst residents was mainly due to a non-culturally intelligent distribution of camp 

residents along containers, a main reason that other papers have attributed to the issue 

(Gordon et al., 2023), and the inefficiency of the food lines in exacerbating the already 

acute food shortage. 

Section 2: Discussion Regarding Scholarly Realist Theories 

 

From the empirical results, we can identify a reception model that suspends law in the 

sense of depriving residents of political and social existence, reflected in the interview 

results as how the State, CAs, and NGOs hold exclusive power to cover residents’ needs 

for survival, psychological stability, and future development to related to their asylum 

case. This is what Agamben referred to as becoming subject to the State of Exception 

(Agamben, 1998) in which the law is the sovereign's power. 

 

Similarly, the residents' comparison of life in the RICs to prison conveys the idea of a 

lack of social and political existence when living under the State of Exception, 

particularly in their feeling of helplessness, expressing how they are subjected to unjust 

treatment as if they had committed a crime but are unable do nothing about it. Another 

example of loss of political and social existence (and the authority that comes with it) can 
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be seen when a resident expressed his constant feeling of hunger but could not complain 

as he knew his situation was not isolated. 

 

Agamben claims that subjects of the State of Exception are forced to live under the 

paradigm of Bare Life (IBID). As previously explained, the concept of Bare Life refers 

to a state in which an individual is permitted to live a restricted version of what it means 

to be human, which occurs when the actor who holds the power provides their subjects 

with sufficient resources to keep them alive, but not enough to grant them any authority. 

The notion of Bare Life can be identified in several ideas brought up by the resident´s 

responses. 

 

Essentially, the camp operates in such a way as to provide only the option of surviving 

on the barest minimum. A model of Bare Life is created when residents are given only 

one meal and one bottle of water a day, live in an inadequate shelter, or suffer neglect 

from CAs. Technically, residents are not being left to die, but rather, they are not given 

the means to fully persevere or even have the strength to stand up to the unjust model.  

 

The preservation of Bare Life on the part of internal NGOs is also included in the 

theoretical framework. In truth, this theory is reflected in certain residents' answers that 

show how internal humanitarian organizations emphasize the preservation of Bare Life 

by maintaining the resident’s physical existence rather than giving them any real power. 

This is particularly reflected when residents explain how the few meals they received 

inside the camp were distributed by the NGOs’ food lines, or how inadequate they found 

the containers and tents provided by UNHCR. 

 

Foucault’s Minimalist Biopolitics theory (Foucault, 1978), which preceded Agamben’s 

Bare Life, can be equally linked to the residents' answers regarding the way the camp 

provides but does not cover basic needs, and how internal NGOs support this. As 

evidenced by both theory and empirical results, the State merely commits to meet 

residents' immediate needs for survival through the work of internal NGOs. Again, both 

State and humanitarian groups provide the bare minimum to keep residents alive but not 

physically or emotionally strong, encouraging a form of Minimalist Biopolitics. 
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Continuing with Foucault's theory, his description of Biopolitical Governmentality 

(IBID), in which the sovereign,  rather than being able to take the life of its subjects, has 

the power to enhance or deny life to the point of death, can be particularly visible in the 

State’s decision to leverage human needs to force the premature exit of the residents in 

the 30-day period, as the interviews include statements from residents who went more 

than a day without eating or became homeless after being forced out of the camp with no 

integration efforts.  

 

As resident testimonies reflect, although with limited accessibility, the few humanizing 

services offered inside camp are in the hands of NGOs, such as language courses, food 

lines, psychological support, and basic medicines. Even if their efforts are beneficial for 

covering their short-term needs, there is no denying the enormous power that internal 

NGOs hold over residents. This is highly related to Fassin´s theory of the Humanitarian 

Government (Fassin, 2012), which explains the penetration of power of NGOs operating 

within refugee camps and their authority to regulate "precarious lives."  

 

As seen in the resident's answers, both internal and external NGOs in the two islands 

match the notion of the Humanitarian Government which defined humanitarian 

organizations as the apparatus established during emergencies that accepts responsibility 

for the life of individuals who are not sufficiently protected by the state or other official 

authorities (Agier & Fernbach, 2011). Clearly, as interviews and literature have 

acknowledged, the network of NGOs in Samos and Lesvos ultimate aim is to fill the 

protection gaps left by the State and CAs.  

 

Although these scholarly theories reflected in the theoretical framework, among other 

arguments such as the “dependency syndrome” created by the “care and maintenance 

model” of NGOs within refugee camps (Oliver & Boyle, 2020), hold deeply negative 

connotations about humanitarian aid, it's important to note that nowhere in the residents’ 

answers there is any mention of the unsustainability of internal humanitarian work. 

Similarly, the residents' answers contradict the academic´s belief that aid within camps 

creates barriers to the eventual reintegration of residents (IBID). While we cannot refute 

these theories, the empirical data proves that residents believe that the presence of 

humanitarian aid in RICs is crucial to their reintegration, as they have demanded the 

internal presence NGOs who can provide legal, psychosocial, and administrative support, 
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expressing how these services will increase their chances of receiving their refugee status 

as well as of accessing necessary reintegration steps after their exit, like housing or 

employment.  

 

Considering this demand together with the president’s request for an increased number of 

humanitarian actors inside RICs, and their consideration that humanitarian action is most 

effective when deployed within grounds, proves that residents believe that the presence 

of humanitarian aid within camps is a step towards a more humane model, almost 

accepting the Humanitarian Government and its problematic implications. 

Section 3: Discussion Regarding Political Realism; The End Justifies the 

Means? 

 

Despite the absence of explicit references to the concept of political realism in the 

residents' responses, it is nonetheless discernible from their implications. The RICs’ 

conditions explained by the residents exemplify the previously discussed EU´s false 

dichotomy (Lambert & Bartolome, 2022), in which the European Union finances a 

reception model that is portrayed as a representation of solidarity when in truth, it is a 

realpolitik strategy. There is no room for idealization in the interview responses, where it 

becomes clear that the EU has in fact created a model with the purpose of retaining control 

of asylum seekers' lives through exaggerated security and monitoring measures.  

 

Indeed, the interview results convey the image of a reception system that has been 

purposely designed to not provide for the resident’s basic needs and even weaken them 

physically and psychologically. The logic behind the creation of this type of model can 

be traced to the previously discussed EU non-entrée politics, in which states strategically 

effect deterrence on the high seas through the production of a harsh reception model to 

prevent immigrants from coming (DeBono, 2019). 

 

The main implication of realpolitik practices we see reflected in the answers are those 

corresponding to the State. The responses confirm the theory discussed in the main text 

on how the Greek State has deployed realpolitik strategies to retain control over the 

refugee response and thus preserve sovereignty. 
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Equally important, the interviews prove that the State has achieved full resource control, 

by preventing residents from accessing aid, both prohibiting most NGOs within camps as 

well as preventing social cohesion between residents and relevant actors in the towns, 

such as external NGOs or local populations. In addition, certain residents note the 

authoritarian nature of the 30-day regulation, confirming how the State's leverage of food 

and shelter ended in the premature exit of residents from the camp just to become 

homeless. None of the interviewees referred to the third Greek State’s realpolitik strategy 

included in the main text, censorship, indicating that this is a struggle that has little 

bearing on their overall RICs’ stay. 

 

Regarding political realism practices conducted by NGOs to maintain authority in camp, 

no reference is made throughout the answers. In any case, when residents explain that 

food lines managed by NGOs stop providing food during the 30-day period, they are 

providing an example of how internal humanitarian organizations choose to have a 

physical presence in the camp even if this means rejecting the ideal and having to adjust 

their practices to an unjust reception model. 

 

A key tenet of political realism theory is that the sovereign must regulate by 

distinguishing between what is desirable everywhere and at all times and what is feasible 

under the specific conditions of time and place. The latter has been mirrored in the actions 

of the State, the internal and the external NGOs (Morgenthau, 2014).  

 

While the State chose to implement a harsh reception model that could create enough 

deterrence to decrease future immigration influxes (DeBono, 2019), the external NGOs 

opted to not offer immediate help to the RICs’ residents in order to not enable this 

reception model (De Almeida Gama Costa, 2021). From their part, the internal NGOs 

decided to support the State´s unsustainable model to ensure the residents’ survival to 

their greatest extent (Stavinoha & Ramakrishnan, 2020). Now, the question is, did the end 

of these actors justify their means?  

 

According to political realism, the good statement will always put the demands of public 

action over the needs of ethical conscience (Biscop, 2022), and produce regulations that 

are problem-solving, produce long-term feasibility, and achieve the control of both the 

territory as well as the subjects living in it (Pearson, 2023).  
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Starting with the Greek State, it has adequately prioritized necessary action over ethical 

conscience by developing a reception model that, albeit violating the human rights of 

thousands of asylum seekers, had the potential of feasibly stopping future large-scale 

migration in the long term. Moreover, it has effectively retained control of the 

psychological and physical well-being of residents by creating a system where their most 

basic needs depend on the State. Despite this, they have failed to achieve the problem-

solving nature of political realism, as the creation of this cruel reception model has not 

resulted in a discernible decline in asylum seekers' arrivals (Gordon, E. & Larsen, H. K., 

2021). 

 

Continuing with the external NGOs, they failed from the start as they chose to uphold 

their ethical conscience by refusing to give assistance in RICs over necessary action 

towards thousands of residents needing immediate access to humanitarian aid. External 

NGOs do, however, respect long-term feasibility practices, as their mentality is based on 

the desire to not support unsustainable realities that could then become permanent. Be 

that as it may, they also failed in exercising control over a territory and its subjects since 

they cannot reach beneficiaries as necessary. More importantly, external NGOs have 

failed to offer a problem-solving approach to their actions, as their choice to stay out did 

not lead to the dismantling of RICs or better coverage of residents' acute needs.  

 

Right now, internal NGOs are the only actors whose strategy respects the problem-solving 

nature of political realism. First off, by accepting to operate inside RICs, internal NGOs 

are gaining control over the residents, meaning that they have the means to help them in 

a much more efficient manner than external NGOs. Even though accessibility still 

represents an issue for several residents, internal NGOs are deploying operations that are 

meeting the residents’ immediate needs as well as ensuring their survival with efforts to 

provide food, clothes appropriate to harsh climate conditions, sanitary products, and in 

the case of Lesvos RIC, psychological support.  

 

The internal NGOs' sustainment of the current inhumane reception model may not be 

moral according to ethical conscience, especially since they accept to submit to the State´s 

authoritarian restrictions in the shape of registration requirements, non-disclosure 
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agreements, and acceptance of the unjust manner that CAs and State regulate RICs daily. 

Nevertheless, humanitarian organizations must always take necessary action to save lives 

and alleviate suffering, in accordance with humanitarian principles (UNHCR, 2024). 

Internal NGOs are simply abiding by this principle, even if that means sacrificing ethics.  

 

The results of this study cannot debunk the theory that humanitarian action within RICs 

is counterproductive to actual humanitarian values as it enables the unjust system created 

by the State, supported by its army, and financed by the EU. However, what this study 

proves is that when examining the need for humanitarian aid within the Samos and Lesvos 

RICs and asking the residents themselves, there is no attention given to the concern that 

NGOs may be supporting the State´s detrimental policies or Europe´s racism. Instead, 

residents believe that humanitarian action is more effective when it is deployed within 

campgrounds rather than just externally, to the extent of calling for an increase in the 

number of NGOs operating inside. 

 

It is therefore possible to argue that, given the complex asylum landscape on the islands 

of Samos and Lesvos, the internal NGOs’ approach is the only one whose end is justified 

by its means. 
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PART IV: Conclusion  

 

CHAPTER VIII: Concluding Remarks 

 

Section 1: Answering the Research Question 

To conclude this study, one must return to the initial research question. 

 

“What is the necessity of humanitarian organizations operating inside Reception and 

Identification Centers on the Greek Islands, particularly Samos and Lesvos, in 

opposition to their role in enabling the perpetuation of an inhumane reception model 

towards asylum seekers?” In order to answer the previous question, the study 

hypotheses must be responded. 

 

Hypothesis 1: The presence of humanitarian organizations within camps is imperative for 

the coverage of resident´s basic needs required for their survival and well-being, which 

are not adequately addressed by the Greek State and camp authorities. 

 

I consider that the former hypothesis has been validated by this study, as both the 

theoretical and empirical chapters demonstrate that internal NGOs play the principal role 

in ensuring the survival of RICs’ residents, by providing food, indispensable items, and 

physical and psychological health services to their best capacity. This contrasts with the 

Greek State and CAs, who deliberately contribute to a lack of fulfillment of basic needs 

by exacerbating the already harsh reception model. 

 

Hypothesis 2: Ultimately, humanitarian organizations who provide assistance within 

campgrounds are enabling the unfair reception model created by the Greek State and EU, 

as well as the harsh conditions and abusive control prevalent in the camps.  
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This hypothesis has been primarily addressed during the theoretical chapters, but as the 

empirical chapters provide insufficient data on the subject, it is fair to conclude that the 

hypothesis has not been validated. Nonetheless, this study confirms that organizations 

who wish to operate within camps must abide by the authoritarian State regulations. For 

instance, NGOs must comply with the registration process, even if they are aware this 

process is a State´s ploy to clean up the landscape of humanitarian aid in RICs and seize 

complete control over the refugee response. Similarly, NGOs accept to sign non-

disclosure agreements, knowing that doing so fosters the State´s censorship practices.  

 

Then, within camps, the study has proven that NGOs still need to adhere to authoritarian 

State regulations, such as prohibiting food to residents whose cases have been rejected or 

are on their 30-day period, or not assisting residents during quarantine. It is hard to refute 

that NGOs who comply with all these rules, and still benefit from EU funding, knowing 

that this is the institution upholding the grounds of the asylum landscape in Greece, are 

not contesting this reality and are, thus, enabling the actual reception model. Still, further 

research must be done to fully validate the former hypothesis. 

 

So, to answer the research question, we can then confirm that there is a significant 

necessity for humanitarian organizations to operate within RICs, particularly in Samos 

and Lesvos. This necessity stems from the main fact that internal NGOs are the only 

actors striving to provide a humanizing reception model within RICs, yet the residents’ 

basic needs are not being covered due to the few internal organizations compared to the 

number of asylum seekers in camp. Furthermore, the necessity is intensified since it has 

been proven that external NGOs' efforts are insufficient to meet the residents’ unfulfilled 

needs, mainly caused by the State regulations hindering the accessibility to external 

services.   

 

Namely, the need for NGOs to assist residents within RICs is increasingly significant as 

a result of the recent 30-day State regulation. While humanitarian organizations must 

comply with the part of the ministerial decision that prohibits food distribution, they can 

assist residents from their arrival, especially those who are already in the 30-day window, 

to cover their reintegration needs, thereby reducing the issue of homelessness after forced 

exit. Likewise, the necessity of humanitarian aid to exist within campgrounds is 

exacerbated because of the need to rehumanize the harsh reception model designed by the 
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EU as a non-entrée strategy and challenge the deterrence that might encourage residents 

to self-deport from RICs when they do not have a safer alternative. 

 

Additionally, the necessity for NGOs to operate within camp is deepened by the study´s 

evidence of the mental health crisis rising among residents while certain RICs (like in 

Samos) count with no NGO, or other actor, offering psychological services. Finally, the 

necessity is particularly visible in the residents’ statement that, in order for humanitarian 

action to be effective in the islands, it must either take place inside campgrounds or be 

coordinated both inside and outside, as well as in their request for a bigger number of 

NGOs present in camp, since they believe that humanitarian actors will provide a more 

protective role than CAs and that their presence is critical for better success in their 

reintegration and asylum case. 

 

This necessity, in opposition to the internal NGOs’ role in enabling the perpetuation of 

an inhumane reception model, prevails for several reasons. Although it is true that internal 

NGOs permit the State’s realpolitik initiatives regarding resource control, censorship, and 

authoritarian regulations, there is no conclusive evidence that external NGOs' refusal to 

follow these requirements, decline EU funds and deny deploying operations within 

grounds is resulting in the closure or modification of RICs conditions. 

 

Even though some of the residents’ answers contained implications that could be 

associated with the realist theories of the chosen scholars, their responses do not support 

their perspective which reduced all humanitarian action to be unsustainable if it occurred 

inside camps, nor the theory reflected in the main text defending that humanitarian action 

within RICs is exacerbating the unsustainable environment of the camps. No, residents 

have demanded NGOs to be inside.  

 

Lastly, when contemplating the realpolitik strategies of the State, external NGOs, and 

external NGOs, we see that internal NGOs’ strategy is the only one whose end justifies 

its means under political realism criteria, as is the only one offering a problem-solving 

response, ensuring at least the survival of RICs’ residents, achieving control over a 

territory and the subjects living in it, as they are permitted to be present in the camp and 

reach beneficiaries directly, and always prioritizing the demands of necessary action over 
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ethical conscience, by abiding to standard human principles instead of deciding to not risk 

the enabling of an immoral reception model. 

Section 2: Methodological Limitations and Recommendations  

 

As pointed out in the introduction chapter, this study has a series of limitations, 

particularly regarding the methodology. To begin with, in-person or online interviews 

would have produced larger material to analyze, further insightful discussions, and a 

stronger connection between the interviewer and interviewee. In any case, I consider that 

the interview results were satisfactory, as respondents gave detailed answers in which I 

could see they conveyed both their emotions and critical thinking.  

 

The sample being small is not an issue, as this is a usual feature of qualitative research. 

Nonetheless, the sample presentation of the universe (RICs’ population) may be limited 

as they are all unaccompanied men. Given more time and resources, I would have 

considered interviewing humanitarian workers since they would have provided more data 

regarding the potential unsustainability of internal NGOs, as they are directly affected by 

this reality. 

 

In terms of the overall study, I cannot deny that, despite my best efforts to conduct the 

research from a reflexive stance and objective manner, a part of me was already biased 

toward interpretations influenced by my fieldwork on Samos and Lesvos. Although, my 

certain level of expertise also worked as an advantage to create relevant research and 

interview questions as well as to better understand the RICs’ context in the Greek islands, 

especially since online data on Mavrovouni and Zervou camps is limited. 

 

Although I can’t give idealistic recommendations, as merely asking the Greek State to 

not deploy an inhumane reception model, or the EU to stop financing it, I would like to 

advocate for the State to recognize that no matter how cruel the conditions of the RICs 

are, the arrivals will continue, and this should allow to understand the kind of situation 

from which these individuals and families are trying to escape. The deterrent or “self-

deport” strategy is proven to be ineffective in the present, as it will also be in the future. 
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Consequently, more pressure is needed from relevant political and humanitarian actors to 

demand that the responsibility for providing adequate reception efforts must be placed on 

the State, rather than with the NGOs as it is currently done, which leads to a dependency 

on humanitarian aid within camps and unreliable streams of volunteers. 

 

This thesis has shown the need and desire from residents for a greater number of 

humanitarian organizations within RICs, for thar reason, I would also instigate external 

NGOs to consider shifting their methods and deploy operations on the inside, at least 

partially. However, I am aware that this shift implicates both changing an 

organization's mentality as well as being able to afford the registration cost, which may 

not be possible for local or grassroots organizations in the islands. As a result, I simply 

urge external and internal NGOs to better coordinate relief efforts for asylum seekers, as 

of right now, their cooperation is too restricted depending on what side of the debate they 

belong to. 

 

Lastly, I will encourage humanitarians who have conducted fieldwork in islands where 

RICs are located, and who have witnessed the daily struggles that their residents go 

through, to write about it for the rest of the world, as the prohibition of journalism and 

disclosure from humanitarian organizations hinder the knowledge of the reality for those 

on the outside.  

 

The narrative in this paper is by no means a complete account of the aspects that define 

the resident’s life in RICs throughout Greece, but rather a small portion of the study 

subject. What this thesis seeks is to put together a coherent story that captures the surface 

of camp realities in Samos and Lesvos. 

 

                                                  “This was my life on the island. Everything I overcame in 

Samos is now my story.” 

                                                                                                                                  

Interview extract from Resident 2. 
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ANNEXES  

 

Annex 1: Demographics and Interview Questions 

 

Prior to designing the interview questions, I conducted research about the most 

appropriate manner to construct qualitative questions for social contexts like the one in 

this study. First, it's crucial that questions are clear, relevant to the research question, and 

open-ended, meaning that they are formulated in a way that participants can provide 

detailed and unrestricted answers (Brinkmann, S., 2022). 

 

Logically, open-ended questions allow more flexibility in the analysis of the obtained 

data and, ideally, leave more room for coding systems. To achieve suitable open-ended 

questions, a basic rule to follow is to pose questions that contain a “how” instead of a 

“how much.” The latter question encourages us to think in terms of causes and effects. 

Moreover, questions should be worded in a way that they do not lead participants into a 

specific answer (IBID). 

 

With a few exceptions, I found very few papers containing extracts from interviews with 

residents of the Samos and Lesvos RICs (Gordon, A. et al., 2023). Some of the questions 

I observed during my research seemed highly relevant for mine as well, for instance: 

 

1.) How long have you been on Samos? 2.) How many meals are you eating per day? 

3.) Do you feel safe in your current accommodation at night?  

 

Although I opted to include comparable questions into my own study that would allow 

me to obtain responses regarding those topics, I reformulated the wording mirroring the 

essence but making them more open-ended, resulting in receiving greater and more 

extensive qualitative data.  
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Furthermore, the study included questions that I deemed significant such as “4. Have you 

suffered from psychological distress on Samos?”;  However, I considered that such a 

direct question in a sensible topic could be too intrusive for my study, and therefore 

decided to create questions that could give me an idea of how the participants were feeling 

emotionally during their stay in the RICs without explicitly asking. 

 

It is important to note that the interview was divided into two parts. The first five 

questions were about daily life inside the corresponding RIC, while the last five questions 

were about the participant's experience with humanitarian action delivered by the NGOs. 

This is due to the importance of making the interview questions relevant to the research 

objective, as in this study we are looking at not only the conditions of RICs or the 

effectiveness of NGOs, but the need of NGOs inside the camps due to the inability of the 

State, CAs, or external NGOs to meet residents' basic needs.  

 

The final interview questions send to participants were the following: 

 

Questions about life inside the camp 

 

1.) How long did you stay in the Center?  

 

2.) How were the meals you received by the camp administration? Did you have any 

experiences with NGOs who provided food inside of the camp?  

 

3.) What level of safety did you feel in your accommodation throughout both day and 

night?  

 

4.)  Can you describe any experiences you had with camp authorities throughout your 

time there? 

 

 5.) What was your experience regarding the level of information you received about your 

legal and social rights upon your arrival at the center by the camp administration?  

 

Questions about NGOs 



72 

 

 

6.) Please describe the services you received from NGOs inside the camp:  

 

7.)  Please describe the services you received from NGOs outside the camp:  

 

8.)  What are your observations about the number of NGOs present in the camp?  

 

9.)  How would you describe the residents' ability to reach the NGOs outside of the 

camp?  

 

10.)  In your opinion, is humanitarian aid offered by NGOs more effective when it takes 

place inside or outside the camp and why. 

 

Demographic of the participants: 

 

Resident 

Code 

RIC Country of 

Origin  

Age Gender Stay period 

Resident 1 

(R1) 

Samos RIC Palestine 19 Male 2 months 

Resident 2 

(R2) 

Samos RIC Haiti 28 Male 11 months 

Resident 3 

(R3) 

Samos RIC South Sudan 40 Male 4 months  

Resident 4 

(R4) 

Samos RIC Somalia 25 Male 2 months 

Resident 5 

(R5) 

Lesvos RIC Sudan 34 Male 4 months 

Resident 6 

(R6) 

Lesvos RIC Afghanistan 21 Male 4 months 

Resident 7 

(R7) 

Lesvos RIC Eritrea 31 Male 6 months  

Resident 8 

(R8) 

Lesvos RIC Sudan 24 Male 6 months 
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Annex 2: Ethical Considerations 

 

When conducting research in contexts involving vulnerable populations, there are two 

sides to research ethics to consider: formal institutional research ethics requirements and 

the need for the researcher to do no harm to the people or environment studied (Andersen, 

R. & de Silva, P. L., 2017). 

 

Starting with the do no harm principle, I abided to the mode of cultural competence to the 

best of my ability to navigate the power differentials given in fieldwork dynamics. 

Cultural competence in research can be broadly defined as a systematic mode of inquiry 

that is actively cognizant, understanding, and appreciative of the cultural context in which 

the research is conducted; employs culturally appropriate methodology; and employs 

community-generated means to arrive at results and further use of the findings (Mertens, 

D. M., 2012). 

 

A few examples of culturally competent practices from my part included deciding to 

interview participants in my study in the case where they had exited the RICs already, as 

I thought it would be difficult for them to reflect on their struggles while not knowing 

when they would be able to escape them. Additionally, I did not include any minor in the 

sample, as I understand that this goes beyond protection measures in research ethics. 

 

On a similar note, I decided to use individual interviews instead than conducting a focus 

group in the field, which would have been easier, since some of the questions are rather 

personal and sensitive, and I wanted to ensure an atmosphere of trust and discretion. As I 

will explain in the question section, I tried to create the questions in the least intrusive 

way possible, avoiding potential triggering issues such as torture, sexual assault, 

depression, self-harm, and so on. 

 

In terms of formal requirements, informed consent was imperative. All participants 

received an informed consent document in the same email with the interview questions.  
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Annex 3: Consent Form Given to Participants 

 

Consent form for Participation 

 

Study title: "Unraveling Humanitarian Realities: An Exploration of NGOs’ Dynamics 

within Samos and Lesvos Refugee Camps.”  ( original title) 

 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM  

You are being invited to participate in a research study conducted by a student at Uppsala 

University as part of her thesis project for the NOHA Master Programme in International 

Humanitarian Action. Please take your time to read this form. Do not hesitate to ask 

anything that might be unclear or if you would like more information.  

What is the study about?  

 

The purpose of this research is to evaluate the urgency and necessity of humanitarian 

organizations' presence within camp premises in contrast to aid provided by 

organizations outside. 

Why have you been invited to take part?  

You are approached to participate as you were a former resident within one of the two 

refugee camps studied in this project or a humanitarian worker operating in these specific 

contexts. Therefore, I believe that your knowledge is of value to this study as it provides 

first-hand information.  

 

What will happen if you decide to take part in this research study? 

 

Your participation is voluntary. If you agree to participate, you will be involved in an 

interview composed of ten open questions (approximately) on the topic mentioned 

above. Depending on your preference and connection availability, the interview can be 
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conducted either online with voice recording or through written responses to be returned 

within a few days. 

Privacy protection  

As participant identities (real names) are neither revealed during the presentation of the 

findings nor included in the results themselves, confidentiality is guaranteed. 

 

What are the possible disadvantages in taking part? 

 

There are no known risks associated with the participation with the 

present study.  

 

What are the benefits of taking part in this research study?  

 

While there are no direct benefits to you from the study, it will allow 

you to express your point of view and knowledge on the topic as well as 

other actors' opinions and, as a result of this exercise, the final report 

will present a wider perspective on this matter.  

 

Publication 

 

The research is conducted strictly for educational purposes and there is no intention of 

external publication. 

Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed as part of the above research project. This 

consent form is necessary to ensure that you understand the purpose of your involvement 

and that you agree to the conditions of your participation. Would you therefore read the 

entire document and then sign it to certify that you approve the following:  

● I have received sufficient information about this research project and understand my 

role in it. The purpose of my participation as an interviewee in this project and the 

future processing of my personal data has been explained to me and is clear.  
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● My participation as an interviewee in this project is completely voluntary. There is no 

explicit or implicit coercion whatsoever to participate.  

● I have the right not to answer questions. If I feel uncomfortable in any way during the 

interview session, I have the right to withdraw from the interview and ask that the 

data collected prior to the withdrawal will be deleted.  

 

 

I do not provide consent for the interview to be recorded.  

Signed on the day of the interview ( / / ): 

 

Participant’s Name:  Researcher’s  Name:  

Participant’s Signature:                                Researcher’s Signature: 
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Annex 4: Thematic Visual Maps 

 

First, a provisional map is created with the initial themes and subthemes obtained from 

the initial stages of TA. 
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A final thematic map is created ensuring that each theme is distinctive, has enough 

substance, and is pertinent to the research question.  

 

 

 

After reading the presentation and analysis of the interview results, one can better 

understand the significance of these final six themes as well as their interconnectedness. 

 

For a detailed explanation on the chosen shapes, the circle symbolizes the focal center of 

the issue, the existence of an inhumane reception model, while the themes represented in 

rectangles outside of it exemplify the actors attempting to interfere with the issue, 

resulting in the arrows connecting the actors with the problem.  

 

Inside the focal point, two rectangles on the left depict the two main factors that contribute 

to the creation of an inhumane reception model for asylum seekers. The poor 

administration on the part of CAs, together with the influence of State regulations during 

the RICs’ stay, results in a reception system which does not cover residents’ basic needs. 

Inhumane Reception Model 
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That’s why the theme Unmet basic needs within RICs is connected by two arrows from 

those rectangles, as it is seen as their ultimate outcome. 

 

The CAs' misadministration, States regulations and unmet basic needs within RICs not 

only debilitate their residents physically, but also psychologically, which is why the 

third theme and final rectangle inside the circle, "Mental Health Crises among RICs’ 

residents," is seen as a result of the first three themes, as indicated by the arrows 

connecting the other rectangles to this one. 

Then outside of the focal point we find the two actors that are responding to the issue 

reflected in the circle, seeking to contest the inhumane reception model, which explains 

the connecting arrows. As the empirical chapters demonstrate, one of the responding 

actors, the external NGOs, is not effective enough in responding to the issue created at 

focal point. Regardless of the external NGOs’ efforts, residents are demanding a bigger 

number of internal NGOs within RICs, due to their perception of external NGOs not being 

able to reach beneficiaries adequately as well as their opinion that humanitarian action is 

most efficient when is provided both inside and outside centers.  

 

Therefore, the arrow that connects the theme of external NGOs’ effectiveness in covering 

residents’ needs to the rectangle including the theme of existing need for NGOs to operate 

within RICs, is explained by the fact that the necessity for humanitarian organizations to 

work in camp has to do in part with the resident´s belief that the effectiveness of external 

NGOs is insufficient to contest the issue at the focal point. 
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Annex 5: Acronyms 

CAs: Camp authorities 

EU: European Union 

ESTIA: Emergency Support to Integration and Accommodation 

HRW: Human Rights Watch 

IR: International Relations 

MSF: Médecins Sans Frontières 

NGO: Non-Governmental Organization 

RICs: Reception and Identification Centers 

R1: Resident Number One 

TA: Thematic analysis 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


