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Fenix Humanitarian Legal Aid is a U.S. 501(c)3 and Greek non-profit organization 
offering legal aid, protection, referral services and information to asylum seekers 
and refugees on Lesvos Island (Greece). The organization is made up mainly of 
lawyers, psychologists, protection officers, translators and other experts whose 
work is guided by the core humanitarian principles adopted by the UNGA, Fenix’s 
Code of Conduct and other Professional Codes of Ethics.

Fenix was founded in November 2018 by five volunteers who believed in a different 
approach to legal aid in humanitarian contexts: a holistic approach that considers 
the particular needs and skills of each client, empowers them by acknowledging 
their individuality, and offers them tools to navigate a very complicated procedure 
and build a new life in a safe country. 

Our aim is simple: we seek to replace charity with empowerment. We fight for the 
basics: legal assistance, empowerment through information and the agency of 
refugees to navigate their own future. 

Located just outside of Moria Refugee Camp, our offices serve as a safe haven for 
asylum seekers. In our first year, we have built a strong foundation of committed 
lawyers, cultural mediators, protection officers and other volunteers offering 
comprehensive legal and protection assistance to help asylum seekers regain a 
sense of dignity, and advocate for themselves in their asylum procedures. Parallely, 
we apply a bottom-top approach to advocate for a more equitable European asylum 
process that treats individuals with respect and upholds their dignity. 

The following report summarizes how Fenix worked towards its goals in 2019. Fenix 
remains steadfast in its commitment to achieving a more just European asylum 
system in 2020.
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Dear Fenix Community,Dear Fenix Community,
  
It is hard to believe that it has been a year since It is hard to believe that it has been a year since 
we formed Fenix in a tiny apartment in Lesvos. we formed Fenix in a tiny apartment in Lesvos. 
The interest and support that we have received The interest and support that we have received 
from concerned people like you has been from concerned people like you has been 
overwhelming. In the months since we formed, our overwhelming. In the months since we formed, our 
team on the ground has expanded substantially. team on the ground has expanded substantially. 
We started as five and today, as the year comes We started as five and today, as the year comes 
to a close, there are 24 Fenix volunteers and staff to a close, there are 24 Fenix volunteers and staff 
on the ground. Our volunteers this year come on the ground. Our volunteers this year come 
from Greece, Italy, France, Spain, Germany, UK, from Greece, Italy, France, Spain, Germany, UK, 
United States, Singapore, Argentina, Afghanistan, United States, Singapore, Argentina, Afghanistan, 
Iran, Cameroon, Democratic Republic of Congo, Iran, Cameroon, Democratic Republic of Congo, 
Portugal, Australia, among others, and include Portugal, Australia, among others, and include 
universities such as Harvard, Oxford, Berkeley, universities such as Harvard, Oxford, Berkeley, 
LSE, UPenn, Kabul Politechnic, Cambridge and LSE, UPenn, Kabul Politechnic, Cambridge and 
Karachi.Karachi.
  
We built an office just outside of the Moria camp We built an office just outside of the Moria camp 
with a donation from the international law firm with a donation from the international law firm 
Weil, Gotshall & Manges. We are able to provide Weil, Gotshall & Manges. We are able to provide 
transport and housing for volunteers and to keep transport and housing for volunteers and to keep 
a permanent staff on the ground because of a a permanent staff on the ground because of a 
generous grant from SolidariTee, a Cambridge generous grant from SolidariTee, a Cambridge 
based charity group. We estimate that we have based charity group. We estimate that we have 
had interactions, from disseminating information had interactions, from disseminating information 
about access to healthcare and legal aid, to about access to healthcare and legal aid, to 
advocating for safe housing or transfers out of the advocating for safe housing or transfers out of the 
islands with approximately 2500 individuals. We islands with approximately 2500 individuals. We 
have prepared 450 clients for asylum interviews. have prepared 450 clients for asylum interviews. 
Our weekly information sessions for women have Our weekly information sessions for women have 
consistently drawn standing-room only crowds. consistently drawn standing-room only crowds. 
It is a drawn out process, but we are beginning It is a drawn out process, but we are beginning 
to see our first positive results in the asylum to see our first positive results in the asylum 

process trickle in. process trickle in. 

While the year comes to an end, our work is just While the year comes to an end, our work is just 
starting. The situation in Lesvos is as dire as ever. starting. The situation in Lesvos is as dire as ever. 
Over 18800 asylum seekers, including people with Over 18800 asylum seekers, including people with 
disabilities and severe illnesses, are cramped in disabilities and severe illnesses, are cramped in 
makeshift and summer tents in Moria, a camp makeshift and summer tents in Moria, a camp 
built to house 2800 people. In November only, built to house 2800 people. In November only, 
3900 people arrived to the island. Services are at 3900 people arrived to the island. Services are at 
capacity and tensions are high, especially after capacity and tensions are high, especially after 
the government’s announcement regarding the the government’s announcement regarding the 
replacement of the camps by “closed centers”.replacement of the camps by “closed centers”.

It has been an overwhelming year – the stories we It has been an overwhelming year – the stories we 
hear on a daily basis are harrowing. The courage hear on a daily basis are harrowing. The courage 
our clients demonstrate is inspiring. And the our clients demonstrate is inspiring. And the 
support we receive from around the world, from support we receive from around the world, from 
people like you who care, keeps all of us on the people like you who care, keeps all of us on the 
ground going. It has been an honor to serve as ground going. It has been an honor to serve as 
the Executive Director of this organization and to the Executive Director of this organization and to 
have gained your trust and support and, although have gained your trust and support and, although 
we hope the day comes when we are no longer we hope the day comes when we are no longer 
needed, we look forward to continuing our hard needed, we look forward to continuing our hard 
work to serve the refugee communities of Lesvos work to serve the refugee communities of Lesvos 
in 2020. in 2020. 

On behalf of our board, our volunteers, and the On behalf of our board, our volunteers, and the 
community we serve, we thank you for your trust community we serve, we thank you for your trust 
and support.and support.
  
All the best,All the best,

Amanda Munoz de ToroAmanda Munoz de Toro
Executive DirectorExecutive Director
20/01/201920/01/2019
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The Year in Review
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While the overall number of sea arrivals in the EU dropped in 2019, 
the number of arrivals in the Eastern Mediterranean saw a sharp 
increase compared to previous years. With over 28,000 arrivals in 
Greece by land and sea between October and December, the route 
from Turkey to Greece received more than half of all refugees and 
migrants’ irregular arrivals in Europe in this period. In all of 2019, 
the island of Lesvos alone received 26,974 sea arrivals. Despite 
repeated calls of the Greek Government for other EU member 
states to share responsibility and relocate asylum seekers, the 
political discussions on responsibility-sharing mechanisms did 
not translate into significant support.

The EU-Turkey deal hindered asylum seekers from leaving the 
Greek islands and challenged them in securing appropriate 
accommodation on the Greek mainland; over 42,000 people were 
trapped on the Greek islands by the end of 2019. The vast majority 
of asylum seekers were living in unacceptable conditions in EU’  
hotspot’ camps, where conditions deteriorated even further over 
winter. In Moria, nearly half of the inhabitants were children, 
and overcrowding reached unmanageable levels. The population 
of 18,806 people was more than six times the ‘hotspots’ official 
capacity, which can officially accommodate no more than 2,840 
residents, for short periods.

The situation was accurately described by different human rights 
institutions as ‘at the edge of catastrophe’ and ‘the single most 
worrying fundamental rights issue that we’re confronting anywhere 
in the EU’. Events in Moria camp perpetuated this crisis. First, there 
were active tuberculosis cases. Second, violence ensued where a 
teenager was stabbed to death, and a girl was attacked in a safe 
zone. Next, many unaccompanied minors were homeless, sleeping 
in the olive groves; this became especially dire in 2019 with many 
more unaccompanied minors arriving  from Afghanistan. Finally, 
since July, asylum seekers no longer received a social security 
number (AMKA) - a number needed to access the public health 

system, and thus the medical aid to which they are legally entitled 
under EU and Greek law. As a result, people did not have access to 
the medical examinations and preventive care they needed. 

Since October, the state medical actor operating in Moria camp, 
NHPO, worked with three doctors and eight psychologists. The 
team carried out only basic medical screenings when people 
arrived on the islands. They could not provide any other necessary 
follow-up or urgent medical care in the camp when over 5,000 
people were waiting for a vulnerability assessment, which is key 
to ensuring respect for asylum seekers’ rights in the context of 
both reception and asylum procedures. 

On the islands of Lesvos, Kos, and to a certain extent Leros, the 
policy of automatic detention upon arrival persisted for newly 
arrived persons who belonged to a so-called “low recognition 
rate” nationality. They were still immediately detained upon 
arrival according to the “pilot project,” despite their explicit wish 
to apply for asylum and without prior application of reception and 
identification procedures as provided for by the law.

On 20 November 2019, the Greek authorities announced a plan 
to replace RICs facilities on the islands. These would be “closed 
facilities” (closed RICs and pre-removal detention centres). The 
facilities would have a total capacity of at least 18,000 places to 
detain all newly arrived persons, including families, and vulnerable 
applicants upon arrival, during the reception identification 
procedures, and up until the completion of the asylum procedure 
or the ‘removal’ of the person. With a letter addressed to the 
Greek Authorities on 25 November 2019, the CoE Commissioner 
for Human Rights requested further clarifications regarding the 
government’s announcement. 
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Between October and December, arrivals by sea to the five Greek 
islands (Lesvos, Chios, Kos, Leros, and Samos) reached 23,316 
persons. This is an average of 253 people per day: a decrease 
compared to the summer months, but a significant increase 
compared to the same period in previous years. The total number 
of arrivals into Greece in 2019 stands at 74,482, which is almost 
50% more people than in 2018 (50,508 arrivals) and double as many 
people as in 2017 (36,310 arrivals).

In the last week of December, there was a transfer of 700 people 
to the Greek mainland. However, overcrowding in Moria camp on 
Lesvos by the end of 2019 was over six times the official capacity of 
the EU’ hotspot’-18,806 persons in a space for a maximum of 2,840 
persons. For survivors of sexual and domestic violence, there is 
no available space in safe accommodation in Lesvos, so they are 
forced to stay in Moria camp around the perpetrators. The same 
applies to people suffering suicidal thoughts, for whom there is 
often no space in safe accommodation provided by UNHCR.
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Impact in Numbers
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People 
prepared for 

Interviews

Languages 
spoken by 

clients

19

450

Attendees 
of individual 
and group 

information 
sessions

Survivors of 
torture

120

+500

Clients 
assisted 

with Family 
Reunification 

Cases

Survivors 
of Sexual 
Violence

150

68

Referrals to 
Psychological 
& Psychiatric 

Support

Countries of 
origin

21

70
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Impact in Detail
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Fenix’s innovative approach to legal aid places the dignity of clients at the heart 
of what we do. We do not believe in band-aid or half solutions: we work to 
provide comprehensive legal, protection, psychological, and medical support 
and advocacy to our clients. 

Life as an asylum seeker in Moria Camp entails a lot of waiting and queueing 
for basic needs, such as food, clothing, information. Asylum seekers are treated 
as numbers, rather than as human beings with specific needs and desires. 
Regardless of the subhuman conditions in the camps, we are determined to 
preserve our clients’ dignity by ensuring that Fenix is the first and last organisation 
from which asylum seekers seek services on Lesvos. 

At Fenix, we believe access to information is a human right. Our core mission is 
to provide asylum seekers with the information they need to navigate a fraught 
asylum process. This comprehensive approach entails creating a safe space to 
provide a holistic response to our clients’ necessities. 

At Fenix we work directly in the Moria refugee camp. We go to the camp, find 
the hardest cases, assess them, and build a comprehensive plan of action for 
helping people try to build a new life in Europe. 

9



EmpowermentEmpowerment

We provided an individualized, holistic approach to legal aid, 
ensuring that we support our clients in gaining empowerment, a 
pivotal mission to our organization. Our work towards supporting 
our clients empowerment meant creating a safe and private space 
to listen to our clients, offering female staff trained to provide 
trauma-informed care and creating a support plan based on our 
clients’ goals and needs. 

Through our work in the first year,  Fenix reconfirms that 
empowerment is a long and individual process and not a result 
of a single experience or interaction. Empowerment is not akin 
to gaining new skills, but rather  knowledge, self-reliance, and a 
sense of self-trust that prepares them for the next steps in their 
asylum process and to a life in a new country. 
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Field-Based InformationField-Based Information

Fenix was the only organization providing both legal and protection 
services next to Moria camp throughout our first year. We are 
accessible to those who might not have the financial, physical, or 
language resources to travel to the city. Our location and outreach 
efforts allowed us to identify the most vulnerable cases, including 
survivors of Gender Based Violence (GBV), survivors of torture, 
clients with PTSD and other mental health diagnosis, serious 
illnesses, or disabilities, and other vulnerable clients including 
pregnant women, single parents with minor children, and 
unaccompanied and alleged minors. 

Our constant presence in the camp and our close ties with refugee 
community leaders make us a trusted source of information. We 
are convinced of the power of our work. On an individual level, 
it reduces the frustrations caused by the uncertainty of life as an 
asylum seeker, enabling people to feel empowered and regain a 
sense of control over their lives. On a more general level, providing 
clear information and timely assessments contributes to making 
the process more efficient, dignified, and fair and reducing the 
tensions in the camp caused by misinformation and rumors. 

We distributed information through different means. We held 
individual walk-ins in our legal and protection clinic for non clients 
to answer questions and provide information on services and 
pathways. We held group information sessions in Stand By Me 
Lesvos Community center, Safe Place International Shelters and in 
our own Moria clinic to non-clients and targetted those sessions to 
specific groups (women and their rights, legal procedure, services 
on the island). Finally, we informed our clients through individual 
sessions and follow up, preparing 450 people fro their registration 
and asylum interviews, following up on their legal or Family 
reunification case and ensuring access to protection services.
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Well-Being  Well-Being  

We believe that a one-dimensional approach to legal aid 
is not sufficient to achieve an equitable outcome in the 
asylum process. We therefore pursue a comprehensive, 
holistic approach that supports the entire person and 
their well-being. This year we supported our clients in 
accessing specific services by providing referrals to 
adequate accommodation and safe shelters, specialized 
psychological support for GBV, survivors of torture or 
children, medical emergency response, immediate transfer 
to the mainland and treatment in Athens hospitals, medical 
reports by torture or SGBV experts, and drafting of incident 
reports for GBV or other violence survivors. As part of our 
approach, our volunteers do things like walk our clients to 
their appointments, ensure access to non-food items, and 
are made available to provide translation and follow up 
with outside organizations to ensure individuals receive the 
services they need in a language they understand. 

Given the overcrowding in the camps and the insufficient 
amount of professionals in Lesvos, we have worked hard 
to build a referral network with other NGOs on the island 
to make sure that especially vulnerable individuals get 
the assistance they need. We are incredibly proud of the 
network and collaborative relationships we have fostered in 
our first year such as with Safe Place International shelters 
for women and LGBTQi+, medical organizations, women and 
children community centers, and distribution warehouses.
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Training & AdvocacyTraining & Advocacy

At Fenix we believe that it is not only important to provide 
information to the refugee communities of Lesvos but 
also to train our own staff, share information with other 
organizations and establish a bottom-up approach to policy-
making by ensuring accurate information reaches those 
making migration decisions. 

This year we received human rights and GBV experts that 
carried out month long workshops for our staff, oversaw 
our sessions with clients and reviewed our Code of Conduct 
and Policies. We partnered with Goldsmith Chambers who 
supports our research and strategic litigation efforts.

We also carried out different information sessions on 
humanitarian principles and code of conduct, and services 
and procedures on Lesvos to other organizations such as 
Kitrinos, Rowing Together and Watershed. We also organized 
a workshop by the European Network on Statelessness 
attended by members of camp management, UNHCR and 
many other organizations. 

This year we also hosted Damian Boeselager, Member of 
European Parliament and Shadow Rapporteur on the EASO 
file, and Refugee Rights Europe, during their visit to Lesvos. 
We informed the former in his emergency call with 100+ 
other MEP to address the refugee crisis in Greece. We also 
informed Frank Heinrich, Member of German Parliament, 
on the main legal challenges faced by asylum seekers in 
Lesvos regarding family reunification to Germany and 
discussed opportunities for strategic litigation.

Finally, we were featured in the media by different channels 
such as Human Rights Watch and BBC World News.
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Vulnerable CasesVulnerable Cases

At Fenix, many of our clients have experienced gender based 
violence, either in their country of origin, the country(ies) 
of transit, or Greece. For these individuals it is especially 
hard to access services where they can feel safe and be 
heard. This year the increased amount of arrivals caused an 
increase in incidents of gender based violence in the camps. 
The continued presence of our team in the camp meant 
that we could support those who had experienced GBV and 
monitor and report on the increase of violent incidents. 
This year 150 of our clients were survivors of gender based 
violence. 

Many of our clients have also suffered other types of violence 
such as torture. This year we assisted 120 survivors of 
torture.

We support these survivors by providing them with a safe 
space where they can be heard, in confidence. This can be 
extremely difficult and traumatizing, but is crucial for their 
healing and their asylum process. We also help them access 
safer accommodation and ensure access to the medical and 
mental health support they need. 

Unfortunately because of lack of capacity, we turn away an 
average of 200 people per month from our offices. These are 
extremely vulnerable clients whom we will not be able to 
inform of their rights and provide services because of lack 
of resources. 

Unaccompanied and Alleged Minors Unaccompanied and Alleged Minors   

Unaccompanied and Alleged Minors (UAMs/AMs) are one 
of the groups that are most at risk in Lesvos. This year, 
with the sharp increase of arrivals has come an increase in 
the amount of children arriving alone. There are over 1000 
unaccompanied minors in Moria Camp of which 850 live 
with the general population of the camp, in the streets of 
the camps or the olive groves. We estimate than less than 
10% have an official guardian. 

Throughout the year we initiated an emergency pilot 
program for children. We carried out weekly information 
sessions where children would be explained the system 
and the rights they are entitled to. We distributed basic 
non-food items, supported them in accessing medical 
and mental health services, and advocated for adequate 
shelter and presented complaints to the Greek Ombudsman 
for children. We reported instances of abuse in the camp 
and followed up on their cases. We accompanied them 
to services with a staff member and translator trained in 
trauma-informed care and that they trusted. We created 
a “check in” system according to which our clients would 
come to see us every week,  to ensure their safety. 
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Organizational development Organizational development 

During our first year we focused on building a network 
of cooperation and collaboration with international and 
local actors and establishing a reputation among the 
asylum seekers and refugees of Lesvos as a trustworthy, 
professional and ethical legal and protection actor. 

We were fortunate to have been awarded a grant from 
SolidariTee; a student-led organisation that funds legal aid 
for refugees and asylum seekers through t-shirt sales. This 
funding was vital for Fenix to establish its programming in 
Moria Camp Lesvos throughout 2019. Since the first grant 
from SolidariTee, we have been able to secure other types 
of funding that allowed us to develop the organization. 

From its founding until the end of 2019, Fenix was a 
volunteer-run organisation. Volunteers commit for a 
3-month minimum, except for our team of coordinators who 
have been with us between 6 months and a year.

Our field team is supported by a team of 6 researchers 
working remotely and providing support on drafting country 
of origin and human rights reports to support our clients’ 
asylum claims, as well as by administrative volunteers who 
support with media, communications and IT related issues.
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Moving Forward
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Fenix is a young organization and, therefore, with a long list 
of projects and plans for the following year. 

For 2020, our main goal is to hire a full time attorney to 
supervise and lead our legal efforts. We seek to further our 
fundraising efforts to be able to retain our already trained 
staff so that we can increase the size of the organization 
under their supervision, as well as increase the volunteer 
period to six months and the recruitment of locals. 

Due to the uniqueness of our services, the constant influx 
of arrivals and the increase in violence in the camp, FENIX 
has been at capacity for the last 4 months. It is urgent 
that we increase our capacity to make sure less people 
are left unattended. Given the amount of emergencies 
we see in our clinic daily and the insufficient capacity of 
other organizations to take more cases, it is urgent that 
we hire a psychologist to support SGBV cases. Also, the 
overwhelming nature of the work combined with the lack of 
financial stability, contributes to our staff members inability 
to stay in the island after their 3-6 month self-funded month 
period. Retaining staff would translates into better and more 
stable services for already traumatized clients. 

Fenix also seeks to employ female translators from the 
asylum seeking community. There is no woman that can 
understand our clients better than members of their own 
community. Hiring female translators is a priority for FENIX, 
not only because it creates jobs and promotes integration, 
but also because of the the empowering and inspiring effect 
it has on our clients.

Given the potential increase of staff, we also envision having 
to rent a second office or increase our current space. A 
bigger space will allow us to see more clients and also to

create a children-friendly space where they can wait and 
play while their parents attend their sessions. We aim to try 
to create a sense of normalcy for our clients while leaving 
the camp to visit our office. 

From a development perspective in 2020 we will design our 
strategy for 2021-2023, including a Monitoring, Evaluation 
and Learning Plan, a Recruitment and Training Program. 
Also, we will invite an external consultant to carry out a 
baseline assessment of the impact of our work. Finally, 
we will focus on diversifying our funding and recruit a 
development team to carry out this efforts. 

At Fenix, we pride ourselves on our flexibility to adapt to the At Fenix, we pride ourselves on our flexibility to adapt to the 
needs of our clients and the changes in the field. We have needs of our clients and the changes in the field. We have 
done so in our first year of existence and expect to do so in done so in our first year of existence and expect to do so in 
the months to come, so long as the everchanging situation the months to come, so long as the everchanging situation 
in Greece and its refugee camps require it.  in Greece and its refugee camps require it.  

Although our biggest wish is that we are no longer needed Although our biggest wish is that we are no longer needed 
on Lesvos next year, the increase in arrivals of the last on Lesvos next year, the increase in arrivals of the last 
months says otherwise. We remain committed to working  months says otherwise. We remain committed to working  
hard to serve the refugee communities of Lesvos through hard to serve the refugee communities of Lesvos through 
our holistic approach to legal aid. our holistic approach to legal aid. M
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Maria Cane; Inés Peralta Agüero; Celine Leong Ying Xian; Carol Matthews & Alan Dobson; Zachary Margulis-Ohnuma; Mathew 
Harrington; Nick Keppel-Palmer; Diego R. Mantilla; Bonnie Anderson; Karen Platt; Ariela Levy; Judy & Sid Shroyer; Joe Inwood; 
Rose Marie & Edmund Woollen; Kent Walker, Esquire; Domitille Gautier de Charnacé; Alejandro Lagomarsino; Lucía Del Valle 
Lietti; Freddy Belliard; Ali Millad; Eduardo Rabadan; Eva Virginia Alimonda; Maria Chiban; Chloe Powers; Anastasia Balta; Dr. 
Helene Feinberg Walker; Dina Francesca Haynes; Renée Wolforth; Ethan McCollister; Ioannis Petropoulosdimitras; Costas 
Petropoulos; Anthy Doxiadis; Andrew Tripp; Rebecca Plummer; European Network on Statelessness; Weil, Gotshal & Manges 
LLP, and especially Robert Powell and Milosz Palej for their generosity; World Psychologists, and especially Gea, Myra and 
Jeanette for providing crucial mental health support to our team and clients; Goldsmith Chambers, and especially Sangeetha 
Iengar for her expertise and support; SolidariTee, and especially Tiara for her trust and encouragement.

To all of the organizations, staff and volunteers who welcomed us with open arms and supported and encouraged us during our 
first year,

To all of our supporters who trusted we would be able to establish our organization and carry out our vision,

To all of the volunteers who joined our team when we had just started and made Fenix what we are today,

To our first translators, Ferdows, Ahmad, Sami, Shafiq and Zohra, who not only excelled at their jobs and built Fenix into what it 
is today, but also filled the office with their kindness, positivity and energy constantly inspiring and motivating the team,

And above all, to our clients and the refugee community of Lesvos, whose courage and resilience inspire us to continue our work 
for another difficult year.

We are forever grateful to those that supported, donated, and shared information on our project when we were 
taking our first steps in Lesvos. We are also incredibly thankful to the extremely committed, passionate and skille 
volunteeres that joined our field teams during our first year. Above all, we are grateful to our clients, who entrusted 
us with their legal and protection cases, and therefore with their and their family’s safety and future.

Thank You
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