
 
Duncan Lewis lawyers assisting stranded asylum seekers in Greece 

 
The images of Aylan Kurdi, a 3 year old boy found drowned on a Turkish beach in September 2015 
brought the full horror of the refugee crisis in Southern Europe to the world’s attention. Sadly it 
wasn’t news to refugee lawyers who have long been aware of the near impossible challenge for 
individuals and families fleeing persecution to find safe routes to protection.  
 
Few European countries have been at the receiving end of the refugee and migrant crisis to the 
same extent as Greece.  
 
Prior to the EU-Turkey agreement of March 2016, almost 150,000 refugees had entered Greece in 
the first 3 months of 2016 alone. Since then, refugees entering Greece must undergo an 
admissibility procedure to determine whether they should remain in Greece to have their asylum 
claims determined there or should be returned to Turkey. Even so, Greece continues to admit 
approximately 1200-1500 asylum-seekers a month.  
 
The asylum landscape in Greece is almost impossible for asylum-seekers to navigate alone. Even 
before the current refugee crisis, the European Court of Human Rights had recognised that 
reception conditions for asylum-seekers in Greece were unacceptable – the sheer volumes of 
people now arriving has placed even more strain on an already broken system.   
 
Early legal advice pilot projects in the UK have demonstrated that outcomes for asylum seekers can 
be radically improved by front-loading asylum claims with the right advice and assistance. 
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ILPA Athens Legal Advice Project  
 
With this in mind, ILPA (the Immigration Law Practitioners’ Association) has set up a 4 month pilot 
project in Greece to provide free legal advice to refugees in Athens to assist them in their asylum 
claims and to assist those with family members in other European countries to obtain family 
reunification.  
 

In collaboration with Khora (an Athens-based NGO) ILPA’s project coordinating committee of lawyers 
comprising of solicitors from Elder Rahimi, Laura Devine and Duncan Lewis and barristers’ chambers 
Garden Court and 3 Hare Court, is providing a rolling programme of experienced refugee lawyers 



volunteering for 1-2 weeks at a time to assist Greek lawyers in preparing asylum claims for 
individuals and families in Greece. 

The theory of change 

Many cases in Greece are won or lost at the initial asylum claim stages where the quality of a witness 
statement, or an understanding of the necessary evidence required and assistance in martialling it, 
can be the difference between success and failure.  Greek lawyers and NGOs do not have the 
capacity to assist at this stage, even where funds are provided.  UK lawyers stand ready to provide 
their expertise and skills to assist refugees and persons in need of international protection in Athens 
and to support those out there assisting them; making the difference between success and failure.  
With adequate logistical and administrative support, coordination and continuity, UK lawyers can 
add value and are not a drain on resources. With relatively small amounts of financial investment 
and low cost logistical support, the skills of UK lawyers, supported by interpreters, can be used to 
benefit refugees and other persons in need of international protection. They can do this in ways that 
represent the most efficient and effective way of using the available resources to secure tangible and 
lasting benefits for refugees. 

The programme has now been running for two weeks. Marios Kontos, a trainee solicitor at Duncan 
Lewis was one of the first to offer his time and his input has already been described as ‘invaluable.’  
Sondos Arafa and Elena Georgiou will be going out to Athens and other DL lawyers will be following 
in May and June. As a firm Duncan Lewis has both the language skills, cultural understanding and 
the legal knowledge of refugee claims to make a difference to people’s outcomes.  
 
Although the lawyers are giving their time and expertise for free, there are costs involved in 
providing interpreters, accommodation and office space. Both ILPA and Garden Court Chambers 
have provided financial support to the project but funds are also being raised through crowd-
funding. We are half-way to our £20,000 target.  
 
For more information about the project and how to donate, please click here: 
https://www.justgiving.com/crowdfunding/Athenslegalsupportpilotproject 
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Reception Conditions in Greece 
 
The need to provide assistance to people claiming asylum in their first country of arrival in the EU is 
evident. The media is full of reports of countries closing their borders to new arrivals.  
 
Along with the challenges arising from the refugee crisis, Greece’s reception conditions for asylum 
seekers have in the past been categorised as appalling. A ground-breaking recognition of this 
deficiency came in 2011, when the European Court of Human Rights issued the landmark judgment 
of M.S.S. v Belgium & Greece condemning the country’s reception conditions as being in violation of 
Article 3 of the European Convention on Human Rights. The effect of the judgment was profound, 
halting all transfers of asylum seekers under the Dublin regulations from other EU countries to 
Greece. 
 
Recently the European Commission announced that EU countries could resume transfers of asylum 
seekers to Greece in March 2017 following the country’s “significant progress” in improving its 
reception conditions.1 The Commission’s recommendation has been condemned by human rights 
organisations, with Amnesty International calling it ‘hypocritical’.2 Criticism has been partly based 
on testimonies of asylum seekers stranded on Lesvos and other Greek islands. Their main 
complaints are lack of access to food, healthcare and appropriate accommodation at the camps, 
where asylum seekers died during this year’s harsh winter.3 Prior to these fatal incidents, the Greek 
government had denied that people in the camps were living in the cold.4 More complaints from 
asylum seekers depict a bureaucratic and often chaotic asylum system with limited to non-existent 
legal assistance and representation. More recently, a group of Syrians in Lesvos have been on a 
hunger strike over the delay of the Greek Asylum Service in processing their claims.5 
 
The need for legal support for asylum-seekers in these conditions is evident and the pilot project 
will also concentrate on knowledge and skills transfer to local NGO workers to disseminate 
knowledge and best practice in preparing asylum claims.  
 
The EU-Turkey Agreement 
 
The European Commission’s recommendation to resume transfers to Greece combined with the EU-
Turkey agreement had a massive impact on the Greek asylum system, which according to 
practitioners has been practically split in two branches: one on the islands and the other on the 
mainland. Both are characterised by long delays in registering and processing asylum claims, as well 
as a lack of effective support to asylum seekers and their lawyers. Asylum seekers who arrived in 
Greece after the EU-Turkey agreement became enforceable can still benefit from family 
reunification procedures, but they remain ineligible for relocation.6 As a result of these changes, 
asylum seekers in Greece find themselves left with limited options and facing the prospect of being 
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 https://www.euractiv.com/section/justice-home-affairs/news/asylum-seekers-in-europe-will-be-sent-back-to-greece-

starting-march-2017/ 
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 https://www.thenationalherald.com/159154/twelve-syrian-refugees-moria-enter-third-day-hunger-strike-asylum-delays/ 

6
 http://aitima.gr/images/pdf/onhold.pdf 
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removed to Turkey. Even if they are found admissible on the Greek islands, they are arbitrarily 
restricted from accessing Athens and the mainland, where they would have had better access to 
healthcare, welfare and legal support. 
 
The ILPA Pilot, while having an office base in Athens is also providing support to asylum-seekers on 
Chios and assistance in navigating the admissibility procedures.  
 
Written by Marios Kontos and Zofia Duszynska.  

Marios Kontos is a Level 2 IAAS Caseworker and Trainee Solicitor in the Immigration Department; he has 

significant experience dealing with vulnerable clients including victims of torture and unaccompanied asylum 

seeking minors. He has been particularly successful in immigration appeal cases before the First-tier Tribunal 

and challenging removals to European countries under the Dublin Regulations. 

Zofia Duszynska is a Director of Immigration and based at the company’s Harrow office. Joining Duncan Lewis 

in 2015 she specialises in asylum working, representing victims of torture, human trafficking and gender-based 

prosecution alongside those excluded from protection under the Refugee Convention. She has established a 

reputation for obtaining international protection in the UK for adults and children trafficked for domestic 

servitude, sexual and labour exploitation and was a founder member of ATLeP (Anti-Trafficking Legal Project); 

an information network of lawyers and specialist practitioners assisting victims of trafficking. 

Joining Marios and Zofia in Greece was Sondos Arafa, a Trainee Solicitor in the Immigration Department. 

Qualified under the Law Society’s Immigration & Asylum Accreditation Scheme as a Kevel 2 Senior Caseworker, 

she has specialist expertise in cases involving stateless persecution, asylum-seeking children, human trafficking 

and exclusion from the Refugee Convention 
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