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About Survivors2
Survivors2 are a group of experts by experience living in Greece, who come together to speak out for the rights and recognition of survivors of torture and ill-treatment. Between us, we have over 20 years of experience of living in this country. All Survivors2 members are either current or former beneficiaries of MSF’s rehabilitation clinic for victims of torture and ill-treatment based in Athens. We speak out to raise awareness of the realities facing survivors in Greece today. 
Survivors of torture in Greece are facing many barriers to their rehabilitation but we consider the following as the most urgent at this moment: living conditions and the asylum procedure.
Asylum Procedure
Early identification and management of the needs of survivors of torture is vital for their long-term rehabilitation. If survivors are not recognized and supported at this primary stage then it can have huge impacts on other areas of their lives and dramatically impact their ability to recover and integrate properly. 
1. Information
Many of our members have reported receiving no information at all before their asylum interview. This can leave people confused and can significantly impact the applications made, and decisions given thereafter. “This is the most important interview of your life and you feel so scared. You have no idea what will happen or what the procedure is. Nobody told me anything.” “I had no preparation. I had no support. I had no information about what was going to happen. I did not feel comfortable going in.”

2. Access to Interpreters
Our members report problems with accessing effective translation in order for them to deliver as full a testimony as possible: “I asked for a translator and they gave me an ‘Arabic’ speaker but there are many different dialects. So much information got lost between us. She got so much wrong. I believe this was a big reason I was rejected.” 

3. Lack of Legal Representation
We know that the majority of asylum applicants do not receive any legal support – in 60% of the 35,000 first asylum interviews held in 2018 there was no legal representation at all. But for survivors of torture, this lack of legal guidance adds to a loss of control that can impact disclosure and re-traumatisation: “Without a lawyer, I did not feel in control of anything – just like my torture. I had flashbacks in the interview. It was so difficult to have to tell my story again without anyone there to help me.”



4. Culture of Disbelief
Sharing intimate details of torture can be very difficult for survivors, especially with someone you do not know or trust. In many of our countries, there is a great shame and stigma attached to torture and disclosing this information is much harder when the person in front of you does not make you feel welcome or that they believe what you are saying: “I felt ashamed to say this in front of the lady from the Greek Asylum Service. I cried when I told her this part of my story. I thought she would be sympathetic but she was not. I remember it very well: she just turned the other way like she did not care. She was not interested. It made me feel like I should share less, not more of my story. I did not know then how important this would be.” “The lady that asked me questions in the interview did not care. She was asking me the second question before I finished the first one. I felt she made a decision because of my nationality even before we began.”  

5. Lack of Awareness Among GAS caseworkers
You cannot tell a survivor of torture just by looking at us and many of our members report being interviewed by caseworkers who clearly were not trained or specialised in identifying and working with survivors of torture:  “It was clear I was sharing my story with someone who had no idea about torture. I remember showing her wounds on my body and she just ignored them. I think GAS (Greek Asylum Service) need to have a better understanding of what torture is. Only then can we have justice in the asylum procedure.”

6. Impact of Rejection
Our members acknowledge that a rejection in your asylum application will be very difficult for anyone and everyone. But for survivors of torture it can be catastrophic. Not only does it impact you psychologically, it also has serious implications for your ability to access other services that are important for our rehabilitation, such as housing, welfare support and access to the public health system: “I was very, very badly damaged by my rejection. It felt like I was being tortured all over again. I think the GAS need to understand the impact of what happens when you tell a survivor No.” “It is difficult to explain the mental impact of this of this on a survivor. It feels like they are saying: ‘You are a liar. Your torture did not happen.’ This makes it worse. The more you want to prove it, the more the memories come back.”

7. Delays
Many of our members report long delays in receiving a decision on their asylum claim. This limbo can have enormous mental and physical impacts on survivors of torture, who are left in a state of insecurity and powerlessness familiar to the experience of torture itself: “It was two and a half years between my first interview and my final decision. This has a big impact: again, you have no control, every day you don’t know what will happen. Maybe they will send me back to my torture. I had many flashbacks during this time.

Recommendations
Survivors2 are calling for an asylum system in Greece that respects and protects the particular needs of people who have experienced torture. In order for that to happen;
· Survivors of torture need to receive information about the interview process that clearly explains what the procedure will be and what rights they have going through it;
· Survivors of torture need to have access to interpretation in the correct dialects
· Survivors of torture need to have access to legal support before and during their asylum interviews
· Greek Asylum Service (GAS) caseworkers must receive regular and compulsory training on how to identify and work with survivors of torture – survivors themselves should be involved in shaping what those trainings should be. 
· More caseworkers must be employed to deal with the delays in processing applications

Living Conditions
Among our members, Survivors2 have experienced the horror of ‘life’ in the hotspots, the realities of ESTIA ‘accommodation’, the poverty of dispersal camps and the degradation of homelessness on Greek streets. We believe that inappropriate, inhumane and insecure living conditions are the outstanding barrier facing survivors’ of torture in Greece today – this is what impacts survivors’ ability to access their legal right to rehabilitation more than anything else. 
1. Privacy
One of the main effects of torture is a loss of trust and a fear of others, and this can make sharing a living space, sometimes with large numbers of people, incredibly difficult. Many of our members also suffer from nightmares, insomnia and flashbacks as a result of their traumas, so falling asleep in the same room as other people can be deeply problematic. Combined, the mental impact of this lack of privacy can be huge: 
“One container. Eight people. Different nationalities. Different languages. Different lifestyles. Shouting. Self-harm. Addictions. No privacy. No sleep. This experience f***ed my mind. It made me think about my experiences back home. The two experiences became one.” 
“I had never seen anything like Lesvos before. So many people in one tent; 100 people for each shower; so much pain, so much fear. I could not sleep next to other people. It was so stressful.” 
“I told the UNHCR I was homeless. They put me on their Famous Waiting List. I went to a squat: it was the only place that opened its doors to me. We sleep maybe 18 or 20 in a room. Sometimes I sleep in the storage room because it is the only place I can be alone. I still get flashbacks to my experiences back in my home country. Yesterday, I dreamt I was back in the cell. I could not breathe.”

2. Protection
Many of our members report feeling unsafe or insecure in their living conditions and the re-traumatising impact of this can be catastrophic. Living with large numbers of people in poor conditions often results in exposure to theft, violence, abusive behavior and exploitation – a return to horrors of the past. Living on the streets, these dangers are amplified even more: 

“I came for security and freedom, and I got geographical restrictions, violence and police brutality. I was afraid to sleep, you don’t know what will happen when you close your eyes.”

“I slept in Omonoia. The pavement was my bed. People, passers-by, police, they kicked me. I can’t explain the level of fear I had. I had two or three hours sleep maximum, from 4 or 5am to 7am. There was no safety.”

“Greece signed the UN Convention Against Torture in 1985. Article 14 says survivors have the right to rehabilitation. But the reality is that you cannot have recovery from torture without stable and secure living conditions - they are directly related.”


3. Proximity
Given that Survivors2 members are all current or former patients at MSF’s clinic for survivors of torture and ill-treatment, we are almost all based in Athens. But many of us still have experience of being housed far away from our community, medical and/or legal support services. We are also aware of the Government’s dispersal policy, transferring people from the hotspots to different locations around the country – often at a great distance from MSF’s rehabilitation clinic.  

“Going to my appointments is extremely difficult for me since I live two hours away. The night before going I usually never sleep because I am under medication and I am afraid that if I do, I will most definitely miss my appointments because I have no control on how much I will  sleep. All my doctors, lawyer and social workers are located in the same area but I live very far way.”

“It is very difficult because I leave very far. I am an epileptic patient and it is not so easy for me to take these long trips daily because I am afraid I will have epileptic episodes. I have made many applications asking them to relocate me to an apartment close to MSF so that I can have access to all the doctors and psychologists that see me. I believe that the reason that I am so behind in my recovery is because I leave far away and most of the times I miss my appointments. People like us need to be close to our doctors and not far from them.”

4. Poverty
Our members report that, even in situations where housing is made available or is privately sourced, the quality is often extremely poor. We have experienced accommodation without basic essentials like hot water, fire alarms, electricity, sinks, or cooking utensils. We have experienced broken windows, leaking ceilings and infestations of mold, rodents and cockroaches. 

“I live in an apartment with no heating, mice everywhere and a broken window that faces the street. Living like this makes me feel small, like I have no dignity. It is difficult to reintegrate with society when you are made to feel like an outcast”




Recommendations
Survivors2 are calling for a government housing scheme that respects and protects the multidimensional needs of people who have experienced torture. In order for that to happen;
· Survivors of torture have the right to privacy and must be housed in single-rooms, wherever possible.
· Survivors of torture have the right to rehabilitation and must be located near to their respective support services.
· Survivors of torture have the right to protection and must be housed in safe and secure accommodation.
· Survivors of torture have the right to dignity and must be housed in appropriate, dignified and humane accommodation.
· The Greek Government must stop the evictions of recognized refugees from ESTIA accommodation. 
· The Greek Government must invest the necessary time and resources to prepare the recognized refugees before they move out of assisted shelter.  

