
Help for Asylum-Seekers on the Island of Lesvos 
 

As members of the Catholic community here on the island of Lesvos in Greece, we are still doing 

our best to help asylum-seekers who have arrived on the island from Turkey. The Covid-19 

pandemic and the destruction of the old Moria camp in September of last year have meant that the 

nature of our activities has changed, and are, in some areas, covering a wider-range of people. We 

are able to do this because our members within the African community are aware of the needs of 

that community and are important channels of communication with other asylum-seekers. It is also 

possible to distribute of food and non-food items in greater quantities because a significant number 

of them help us local Catholics, together with our friends in the local volunteer association 

Syniparxi, to do this. 

 

Church Services 

 

Before measures were introduced to limit the spread of the Covid-19 virus, many asylum-seekers 

attended our church – the Assumption of the Virgin Mary – in the centre of Mytilene. As many as 

120 people attended Mass or the Service of the Word each Sunday. At the start of the lockdown our 

church was closed. In the summer restrictions were eased and we were able to welcome 20 people 

at a time into the church, with some 10 people outside in the courtyard.  We arranged transport from 

the old Moria camp, as we had done before the pandemic, and had two services each Sunday to 

enable as many people as possible to attend. We were  unable to welcome everybody who wanted to 

attend each Sunday, but, with the cooperation of our refugee friends in the camp itself, we were able 

to ensure that everybody in the old Moria who wanted to attend  was able to attend a service at least 

once every two weeks. 

 

Attending the service in the yard presented some challenges for members of the congregation, we 

used some of the money given to us in donations to set up a sound system so they could hear 

properly and provide shade for them. Restrictions have been reimposed and at this time we are 

allowed to have only 5 people in the church. Nevertheless, we broadcast the service live on 

Facebook each Sunday. This has meant buying a tripod for the mobile phone we use and some costs 

are incurred for the Internet connection. 

 

We continue to help Father Martin Schneeburger’s costs when he is here by helping him with the 

cost of hiring a car. It means he can be present each Sunday at our church to say Mass. He also 

needs to be able to move around freely,  helping with distributions and meeting pastoral needs. 

 

Food distribution 

 

Before the fire, and before Covid restrictions, we gave food to those attending our services. 

However, once Covid restrictions meant that leaving Moria camp was difficult or impossible, we 

recognised that there was a need to help refugees by supplementing the food they might receive in 

the camp. We are often told that the food provided does not meet their needs, as most of it is  

inedible (particularly for Africans), and at that time, that many people did not receive portions. 

Father Maurice Joyeux from the Jesuit Refugee Service was on the island at the time. He organised 

the distribution of basic foods to the African community within the old camp. We were pleased to 

be able to help him do this by contributing some money to his funds. 

 

When Moria was destroyed by fire the situation for its former residents became quite desperate. 

Most were sleeping out in the open on the road between Mytilene and Moria. To make matters 

worse the area was closed off by the authorities, access to the area was very difficult and it was 

extremely difficult for refugees to get out. The contacts in the refugee community we had through 

those who attended our Sunday services meant that we could give  individuals we trusted money to 



purchase food, which they then shared out amongst those who they themselves had identified as 

being particularly in need. A group of 50 single vulnerable African women were also evacuated to 

an emergency hostel in the town. We became aware of this as some of the ladies had attended 

church when it was open. We were pleased to provide all of the women with food for meals until 

the NGO who were setting up the hostel could install cooking facilities and purchase food 

themselves. 

 

Now asylum-seekers who would have been in Moria camp are housed in a new camp set up on an 

army firing range which is no longer in use. Getting food to them presents its challenges as access is 

closed, and only a limited number of residents are allowed to leave the camp each day. In co-

operation with our friends from Syniparxi, and with the help of members of our community inside 

the camp, we are able to get basic supplies of food to tents housing members of the African 

community. Individuals who have permission to leave the camp collect the food and take it inside. 

We make every possible effort to answer the needs of everyone in the African community, 

irrespective of country of origin or religious belief –  from Congo, Cameroon, Togo, Nigeria, 

Ghana, Senegal, Somali, Eritrea and other countries – families, single men, single women.  

 

Our friends from Syniparxi also extend the distribution of food to those from Afghanistan, Iraq, 

Syria etc who are in particular difficulty. Those in particular difficulty are those who have had their 

asylum application rejected after appeal and, ironically, those whose application has been granted. 

They receive no financial assistance whatsoever from the authorities. Many of the refugees and 

immigrants who stay in town are  in this situation, and we also provide them with food as frequently 

as possible. 

 

Non-food items 

Many people living in Moria lost all the few possessions they had. Communication was very 

difficult at the time, but when we became aware of particular cases, those we knew from church or 

people they knew, we did our best to help them. We also bought suitcases for families travelling to 

the mainland, and shoes for the children. When winter came, we purchased hats, gloves and warm 

leggings for members of the African community housed in the unheated tents in the new camp. We 

also bought electric saucepans so that they were able to prepare meals. 

 

Boat tickets 

When asylum-seekers are granted residence in Greece they need to travel to Athens. This may be so 

that they can obtain tax or social security numbers that will enable them to look for work or perhaps 

qualify for financial assistance with accomodation. Some go with the intention of staying on the 

mainland, others intend to return. Other asylum-seekers are also given permission to leave the 

island to go elsewhere. In both cases they are given no money to meet their travel costs. If they have 

no other funds, we pay for their  boat tickets. Our co-operation with Syniparxi also means that, 

besides helping those in the African community, we are made aware of those who need this help in 

other communities.  

 

Cemetery 

Sadly, some asylum-seekers who are Catholic have died on the island. Catholics who drowned in a 

particular incident while crossing over from Turkey in 2019 are also buried in the cemetery here.  It 

is sometimes necessary to meet the cost of burying the deceased. It is also important to ensure that 

the grave is marked and offers the deceased some dignity in death. Pictures of well-kept grave also 

give the deceased’s relatives in other countries some measure of comfort. Disproportionately large 

sums of money are not spent. We try to have the grave marked  in a simple, but dignified manner.  

 

 

 



Lawyers and Legal Fees 

 

When cases of particular distress or injustice come to our attention we try to provide the person 

involved with a private lawyer. There are, of course, NGOs who provide asylum-seekers with legal 

assistance, but it is our experience that many of the lawyers working for them may have a very large 

number of cases to deal with. A complicated or difficult case can benefit from the individual 

attention of a private lawyer, and the legal representation may be more robust. Their asylum case 

itself is a great concern for any Asylum seeker, for many it is a concern that overrides all others. In 

an ideal situation it would be good to help many people in this way, but we extend this help only to 

individuals we know extremely well and whose cases we feel would benefit. Sadly we have heard 

of asylum seekers being asked to pay extortionate sums of money to private lawyers. The lawyer we 

use has experience of asylum procedure, is sympathetic to asylum-seekers and charges reasonable 

fees. We have also helped those granted asylum, and with no source of income, by meeting the cost 

of the fees they need to pay to obtain travel documents. 

 

Communication 

For many asylum-seekers their smart phone is an essential tool. For those in the new camp, a smart 

phone enables them to contact the world outside – their families in other parts of the world, public 

services, NGOs, and so on. We feel that it is important that those who are helping us are not asked 

to use up their valuable phone credits in communicating with others on our behalf, so phone credit 

is bought for them when they need it. We also bought a mobile phone for a lady who was 

handicapped, and a tablet to help those who assist us in the camp to make extensive lists of those in 

need and their details. 

 

Individual cases 

We become aware of individuals or families who need special help. We buy medicine for those who 

need them, after they have unsuccessfully tried to obtain funding elsewhere. Another example is 

that formula milk is bought for the mother of a small baby who has received a second rejection and 

has no source of income. In exceptional circumstances, we have also paid for accomodation for a 

brief period of time for the victim of sexual violence in the camp, or another person suffering from 

acute psychological distress because of conditions there, so that they had some respite. 
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