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“Whoever controls the story controls the people” 

CHIOS 

Over the past thirty years I have had the opportunity to volunteer overseas on a number of 
occasions. These varied from holiday stints to two year stints; from “just showing up” to formal 
volunteer contracts with international NGOs/WHO; from war zones emergencies to sustainable 
development; from “just being a humanitarian pair of hands” to working as a doctor developing 
regional health services. All of these were in 3rd world/economically developing countries in often 
very challenging situations. In April this year I headed to Chios, one of the Greek islands, as a 
humanitarian pair of hands.  

I returned to Ireland two weeks later stunned – emotionally and mentally – to a degree that I had 
not previously experienced. 

The following are my thoughts in trying to answer the question - what was so different? 

First, some background: Chios is the fifth largest of the Greek islands, population approximately  
53,000. Turkey, only 7km away, is usually visible. A lot of the time my phone was on Turkish eircell. 
Only 8% of the income of Chios relies on tourism. Compared with some of the islands, it has not had 
the same attention from countries such as Ireland  where the focus has been on more familiar 
tourist destinations. 

When I arrived at the start of April, Chios had one closed and two open “detention” centres (aka 
reception centres), plus an unofficial camp which was in the main port. All of these were located 
in/near the main town also called Chios.  By mid-week the unofficial camp was “cleared”.  

These centres* differed greatly from each other. The EU-Turkey agreement signed on March 18th  
had come into effect in Greece on March20th. As part of this all refugees** who arrived prior to 
March 20th were moved to mainland Greece (in fact some “irregular migrants**” were deported to 
Turkey). As per the agreement those who arrive post March 20th, in hotspots are held in closed 
centres, others can be held in open or closed centres. 

Vial was one such closed centre. Another word might be prison except that those locked inside 
hadn’t committed a crime unless successfully fleeing war and wanting a better life is a crime. The 
approximately 1200 (numbers varied) guilty of this crime locked in Vial ranged in age from month 
old babies to elderly grandparents. Access for volunteers*** was extremely difficult. It was clear that 
conditions were bad. It was unclear just how bad but sufficient that on the weekend I arrived, 
scoops of babypowder were being put into plastic bags by volunteers and pushed through the wire 
fence for hungry babies as there was insufficient food provided. Photos sent out by mobile phone 
showed insects in the food provided. Looking through the wire that weekend it was obvious in 
addition to lack of food, there was lack of nappies, underwear, appropriate clothing, hygiene and the 
list could go on. The remainder of this essay relates to open centres. 

Souda was an open centre sandwiched on a very narrow strip of land between the walls of an old 
fort and houses. Refugees wore a wrist band but could come and go via the security barriers. The 
“non refugees” including volunteers had variable access via security depending on their purpose etc. 



Souda consisted of two large tents each with a few hundred people – there wasn’t a toe space 
between the bed mats which were in long rows – plus approximately 30 huts each of which housed a 
number of families. Between the roofs of these huts, blankets were strung so more family groups 
slept in these narrow passageways. Outside the perimeter of the camp, there were additional tents 
for those who couldn’t be accommodated inside. One hut  - which opened for 2 hours most days - 
was kept as a play area for the younger children. The only other facilities were the toilet and wash 
blocks, phone charging points, drinking water point and a medical hut for emergencies. The capacity 
of this camp was approximately 800 – but the numbers linked with it was thought to be greater. 
Approximately 40% of the children were aged <5years of whom half were aged <2years.  

Dipethe was an open centre based at a port warehouse complex. It had one large room with 
bedmats. There were also tents, but a lot of the “accommodation” was just materials strung 
together to make roofs to protect bedmats. The number of refugees in this centre ranged from 250 
to 400 depending on who you asked. Volunteers had unrestricted access. 

Other than the above facilities of shelter, bedmats, toilet blocks, drinking water, emergency medical 
needs most other needs of refugees - food, clothing, hygiene items - were dependent on volunteers. 
This is turn depended on their identifying these needs and then both their ability to source and 
deliver on a continuous basis. Where volunteers couldn’t meet needs, they remained unmet. 

Prior to March 20th, the date the EU-Turkish agreement came into effect, when refugees arrived they 
came ashore, or were brought ashore by local or international volunteers. They were met on shore 
by volunteers. They were given one dry set of clothes. Their wet clothes were subsequently washed, 
dried and stored in a warehouse for recycling. They were brought to the various centres and 
accommodated until ready to move on by ferry to Athens usually within 72 hours. As these were 
people in transit the focus for those providing services – in the main volunteers - was on food, 
shelter for this short period and immediate health needs. The focus was not on the appropriateness 
of the diet, their ongoing medical needs, or the risks of holding unvaccinated, underweight people in 
overcrowded tents for a prolonged period, not to mention their very evident existing mental stress 
levels, all of which came immediately into play for the post March 20th arrivals.  

Systems to deal more appropriately with those who continued to arrive, given that they would no 
longer be moving on in a day or so, did not come into effect on March 20th. Indeed a number of 
experienced international organisations/NGOs/charities withdrew as they couldn’t support an 
agreement which was deemed to breech of human rights. So it was left to newer, smaller less 
experienced volunteers/groups/individuals  - most staying for brief periods of time - to “do their 
best” deciding for themselves what they could do, given their resources rather than systematically 
identifying basic (eg nutrition) and other needs (eg health) of the refugees and meeting these.  

During the fortnight I was there everybody in the two open camps got a change of clothes including 
underwear – the 1st since the change they got on arrival. Similarly they got once off packets of 
washing powder and hygiene kits (toothbrush, toothpaste, and in case of men one disposable razor). 
Likewise nappies for the babies - most had got three nappies on arrival but none since. In those two 
weeks there were two distributions of nappies but we could not put a regular system of supply in 
place.  



Of more concern was the matter of diet. Many of these people were seriously underweight and 
undernourished. On a practical basis this was evident when putting together the above mentioned 
changes of clothes. For a 7 year old, you took from the warehouse clothes for a four year old, for an 
18 month old, you took clothes for a 9month – 1 year old. For most of the men, trousers with a waist 
greater than 32inch were much too big and even with 32inches a belt was always needed. 
Volunteers struggled to deliver three meals a day for distribution outside the two open camps. On 
occasion food ran out or people missed the distribution or there was a shortage of volunteers so a 
meal wasn’t distributed. 

What was the diet? In the two open camps a month after the agreement it was the same as it had 
been for those who only needed it for the 1-2 days while they were in transit in Chios. It was the 
same regardless of age i.e. one croissant and carton of orange juice for breakfast, bread and either 
lentil or bean soup for lunch (alternate days) and a rice dish or equivalent in the evening. In the 
fortnight I was there on one occasion a half cup of milk was provided to children. On three occasions 
fruit was distributed (some local orange grove owners allowed volunteers pick oranges for free for 
the camp inmates).  

In the two open camps for those who needed baby powder, this was distributed in a variety of 
containers from the medical hut when it was open. Nurture international was at the early stages of 
trying to focus on a safer source of milk for the under 1year olds but in terms of solids there were 
only the above meals. 

So who were these 2500 or so people with wrist bands (reflection: number a guesstimate) or more 
accurately the 1500-1800 or so with whom I interacted (ie excluding Vial)? The majority were 
Syrians, the majority were women travelling with children, the majority were travelling with one or 
more family members. Relatively speaking there were only a handful of Kurds, Afghanis, Pakistanis, 
Iraqis, Eritereans. Likewise minors – usually teenage boys; also young children travelling with 
neighbours – often orphans – in some cases hoping to be united with a family member in Europe. All 
had survived war. All had felt /chose to risk their lives, that of their children to take a hazardous sea 
crossing at great financial cost (€750) because they wanted a better future for them. They deemed 
Turkey unsafe – that had not changed for them in March – and they no longer had homes to go back 
to in Syria. They had paid a relative fortune to reach a place of safety where they could build their 
lives. This meant leaving Turkey. This meant Europe/EU. The majority had travelled, taken these risks 
post March 20th. While the EU might have changed its view /relationship with Turkey overnight, this 
was not the case for those who opted to risk their lives rather than stay. 

Again who are these people? They had homes, families, jobs, hopes and dreams. In recent years, 
many had been internal refugees in Syria. Others had only fled their homes 2-3 weeks previously. All 
had witnessed atrocities. All had lost family members. They fled their homes so their remaining 
family members could live, eat, go to school, work and actually live. I sat and heard about family 
members killed by bullets, bombs, beheadings. I saw some of the injuries of those who survived – 
the baby with the skull plate post bomb, the toddler deaf for over a year after an explosion which 
killed her father, the teenager blind after schrapnel injury. I observed the psychological impact of 
what they have fled in the violence of the children’s play, the bed wetting of teenagers, the 
developmental delay of babies who should have been sitting and crawling and of toddlers who 
should be waddling and toddling but weren’t. 



And there were their chronic health conditions, be it cancer or diabetes, epilepsy or asthma, heart 
failure or cerebral palsy, for which there was no provision. And then there were the overcrowded 
tents and huts through which both nits and scabies were already spreading rapidly and which could 
be fatal for some in the event of an outbreak of gastro-enteritis or of a vaccine preventable disease 
such as measles given that there were hundreds of unvaccinated children. 

It is well known that most parents will do almost anything for a child. This is what these parents did 
by crossing from Turkey. If they had thought Turkey safe they would not have taken that risk. To 
harm a person’s child, to have a parent listen to their child cry from hunger, to have to choose 
between family members, to know that simple medical care for a child is being denied, is inhuman. 
This is what we are doing.  It can only mean we are storing up problems for all our futures. 

These people waited in hope of peace for many years despite the war around them. They waited it 
out in their own country for as long as possible. They then fled with hope. They came with hope. This 
hope sustained them for months even years. I watched this hope fade. I saw it replaced with 
disbelief and despair and I was ashamed.   

Their plan for the future was to travel on from Greece to another European country where they 
could start another life, provide for their families and contribute to society. Which countries did they 
have in mind? Which countries did they know of? Obviously those which they had heard welcomed 
refugees. Germany was always the first mentioned followed by the Nordic countries. I never heard 
Ireland mentioned. 

What is our plan for them – your plan, my plan, the Irish government’s plan and the EU’s plan on our 
behalf? It is to send all but a relative handful back to Turkey. 

Let me deal with the handful first. The 1st group are the unaccompanied minors. It is quite unclear 
what is going to happen to them but all we have to do is look to the Calais situation to guess at the 
plans/non plans. 

The other group are those who may be considered (note cautious term “considered”) for family 
reunification. This is listed as a husband, wife or child who is legally resident in or has applied for 
asylum in a European country. This does not cover the elderly mother-in-law travelling with her 
daughter and grand-daughter where the daughter’s husband has legal residence, it does not cover 
the 19 year old girl nor her young teenage brother travelling with their newly widowed mother - 
courtesy of the Syrian war - whose older daughter/older sister has legal residence in the EU. Nor 
does it cover the parents with their 9 year old daughter, one of whose teenage sons is being cared 
for as a minor (ie no legal rights) in Germany and whose other teenage son is missing somewhere in 
Europe. Family re-unification for many in fact will mean further family break-up as people decide 
whether to allow elderly parents be sent back alone to Turkey, or to travel back to Turkey with them 
while sending on young children alone to spouses with legal status. 

The remainder – the majority – have two options:  

a) Request deportation to Turkey 
b) Request asylum in Greece. As Turkey is now deemed safe this request will be turned down. 

This outcome is openly acknowledged by Greeks as they still have the large number of pre 
March 20th refugees to also process under different arrangements. The outcome of the 



request is supposed to be reached within weeks of the application but for many weeks have 
already passed. They will then be given approximately two days to appeal. This too will be 
rejected and then they will be deported. As these decisions are deemed internal matters, 
the remaining EU countries can legitimately claim that they cannot comment on such 
matters. For those who are already registered as refugees in Turkey, their application 
doesn’t even need to be examined – they are deemed inadmissible. This includes those who 
had made previous attempts to cross the sea but had been picked up on the Turkish side. 

And in the interim a few boats with refugees continue to come to the islands each week. New 
smuggling routes are opening – the cost of being smuggled from Chios to Athens is €450. 
Refugees are being told that the process is different in Athens or in Athens one can be smuggled 
onto Italy. For those still in Turkey the route is once again across the more hazardous 
Mediterranean route via Libya so the Mediterranean is once again reverting to its role as a 
cemetery.  

In Syria, where by implication of the EU-Turkey agreement, we expect people to remain despite 
war, the war will continue for as long as it suits the external players including the direct 
involvement of the majority of the permanent members of the UN Security Council. (And 
mention will be made of ISIS forgetting it got its teeth in 2003, after the West went into Iraq on 
the pretext of WMD to take out a ruler who had ceased to be of use to them but had forgotten 
as on previous occasions to have a plan to fill the vacuum). 

The local Greeks bore the burden of meeting these peoples’ needs before the international 
volunteers arrived. And they continue to help. They may no longer have many spare clothes to 
give but when the call went out for maternity clothes they were delivered the next day. Many 
continue to help out for a few hours each week in the warehouses. Others open their orange 
groves so volunteers can pick oranges for the camps. Despite austerity their generosity 
continues but they have little left to give. Many are aghast at the EU-Turkey deal but feel that 
Greece had little choice given the inactions/border closures across the EU. 

Greece is a country undergoing severe austerity measures. A Troika monitors the ability of its 
government to run the country’s economy. Yet Greece is expected to organise meeting the 
needs of the approximately 46,000 asylum seekers who arrived pre March 20th but who were 
unable to move on due to closed borders. At least for these some of the major experienced 
NGOs remain involved unlike for the post March 20th arrivals. Given that Chios had 
approximately 2,500 or so new arrivals by early April, with more arriving weekly, taking all the 
islands as a whole the post March 20th numbers are substantial. In the absence of  agencies 
experienced in working with refugees in this area, as mentioned earlier, meeting many of the 
basic needs of refugees was left to volunteers and NGOs with little or no experience.  While it 
may have been needed as an initial emergency response, it is not suitable on an ongoing basis as 
is the situation currently. 

When it suits we call Ireland a great little country. But when it suits we say we are helpless 
having just one vote in the EU. When it suits we punch above our weight. When it suits we have 
to go along with what Britain does. We could not stand with Germany. When it suits we are 
independent. When it suits we have to do what Brussels says. When it suits we are effective in 
the UN and support 3rd world countries to address various aspects of human rights as long as we 



can send personnel, expertise, other resources. When it suits actions are not for our back-yard. 
As individuals we support charities working on humanitarian issues in other countries. As citizens 
we have allowed our government to implement an agreement which is inhumane and we are 
paying a 3rd country (Turkey) to take on our responsibilities. In the meantime on our own 
doorstep as citizens we allow the policy of Direct Provision.   This latter is our policy, not that of 
an EU agreement. 

These two Irish policies in relation to refugees makes it difficult to see how requests by our 
Government for special treatment for the Irish illegal economic migrants in the USA.   

The recent decade of economic boom, recession, growth did not solve the challenge of 
homelessness for indigenous Irish or Europeans. Closing our borders will not address the needs 
of refugees nor our responsibilities.  

Like many I was unaware of what is being done in my name. The problem with indifference, 
apathy, lack of awareness is that a minority are making decisions/policies on our behalf. 

       Máire OConnor May 2016 

 

*officially called “reception” centres, but always referred to as “detention” centres  
(ss UN standards for prisons): 

** For ease of terminology I have used the word “refugee” throughout. The official definitions are  while 
acknowledging the official definitions: 

Asylum seeker:  a person who enters a country seeking recognition as a refugee (under the 1951 UN 
Convention and its 1967 Protocol). Individuals undergo an asylum process to have their claim assessed. 

Refugee: "a person who owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality, 
and is unable to or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country…".  

Migrants choose to move not because of a direct threat of persecution or death, but mainly to improve their 
lives by finding work, or in some cases for education, family reunion, or other reasons. Unlike refugees who cannot 
safely return home, migrants face no such impediment to return. 

 **** Volunteer: refers to local, national and international volunteers 

 

Appendix:  

My days:  

meetings 

Laundry 

Warehouse 

Car: clothes,  

Camps: rucksack: milk, clothes, nappies, sandals, dolls, balls week 1----2 

Sitting outside, in tents 


