
 

 

1) Mitarachis doubles-down on ‘real refugees’ claim, makes (probably) deliberate 
error 
Greece’s Migration Minister Notis Mitarachis has claimed he was correct to call 
Ukrainian refugees ‘real refugees’, (Saturday 26 February 2022, Ukrainians are ‘war 
refugees, real refugees’ – Mitarachis) while simultaneously claiming that he was not 
claiming other people in Greece were not ‘real refugees’ and then – probably 
deliberately – misquoting international law to make it clear that he was, in fact, claiming 
that non-Ukrainians were not actually ‘real refugees’. 

Speaking to the Greek Parliament, Mitarachis said: ‘Indeed, at the European Council I 
said Europe and Greece must show practical solidarity to refugees from Ukraine who I 
correctly characterised ‘real refugees’.  

‘Ukraine borders with the European Union, the country has been illegally invaded and 
these people come directly from the country they are in danger in.  

‘I did not make the statement about ‘real refugees in contrast to other groups. There is 
however a contrast with two other groups of migrants.  

‘First, economic migrants who come illegally to the Schengen area violating Article 4 of 
the Schengen Borders Code and they are not entitled to international protection.  

‘There are also asylum seekers who are from faraway countries and faraway continents 
who have crossed one or more safe countries in violation of article 31 of the Geneva 
Convention and on the basis of EU law such applications are inadmissible. In the case of 
Ukraine, it borders with the European Union and come directly.' 

To break this down in the order in which he said it, Mitarachis here fails to address the 
fact that the phrase he used was in fact ‘war refugees, real refugees’: as we noted on 26 
February, not only does there not have to be a war for a person to be a refugee, as Mr 
Mitarachis’ statement to the European Council very deliberately suggested, but also in 
the definition of a refugee set out in the 1951 Refugee Convention, the prime source of 
all refugee law, the word ‘war’ is not in fact mentioned at all. 

A refugee is a person who faces persecution, including all kinds of threat to life, in their 
homeland, and/or any other country in which they may have resided. This clearly 
includes war, but it is absolutely not limited to it. 

Either K. Mitarachis is not aware of this, in which case he is incapable of doing his job, or 
he is deliberately misleading the Greek (and in the first instance European) public about 
it, in which case he is not responsible enough to do his job. 

In failing to address this, his Parliament speech weakens itself from the outset. 

He then says he did not mean that other refugees in Greece were not ’real’ refugees, but 
then names ‘two groups’ who he claims are not. 

The first, he says, are ‘economic migrants who come illegally to the Schengen area 
violating Article 4 of the Schengen Borders Code and they are not entitled to 
international protection.’ 

To get this out of the way quickly, Article 4 of the Schengen Borders Code is titled 
‘Fundamental Rights’ and reads in full: ‘When applying this Regulation, Member States 
shall act in full compliance with relevant Union law, including the Charter of Fundamental 
Rights of the European Union (‘the Charter), relevant international law, including the 
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Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees done at Geneva on 28 July 1951 (‘the 
Geneva Convention’), obligations related to access to international protection, in 
particular the principle of non-refoulement, and fundamental rights. In accordance with 
the general principles of Union law, decisions under this Regulation shall be taken on an 
individual basis.’ 

Mitarachis, deliberately or otherwise, did not mean Article 4. He probably meant Article 
6, which deals with the people allowed to cross EU borders (including refugees) and the 
circumstances under which they may do so. 

It is quite ironic, however, that in highlighting Article 4 he reminds us that in fact no EU 
Regulation on refugees and border crossings may overrule or contradict the 1951 
Refugee Convention, even as he attempts to cite such regulation for that precise 
purpose. 

He is correct, however, that ‘economic migrants are not entitled to international 
protection’. Nobody claims they are, however. The law is that anyone who believes they 
are entitled to international protection must be allowed to apply for it. No-one says 
everyone who applies is entitled, or that ‘economic migrants’ must receive protection. 

The reason this is so important is that Mitarachis and many other members of his 
government continually insist that people arriving in Greece are ‘economic migrants’ 
without having processed their applications, and then refuse to allow them the right to 
apply for asylum on the grounds of this evidence-free, baseless and arbitrary 
‘judgement’.  

He adds: ‘There are also asylum seekers who are from faraway countries and faraway 
continents who have crossed one or more safe countries in violation of article 31 of the 
Geneva Convention and on the basis of EU law such applications are inadmissible. In 
the case of Ukraine, it borders with the European Union and come directly.' 

This is, without any shadow of a doubt, one of the clearest possible examples of the 
(probably deliberate) misinterpretation of a single word to change the meaning of a law – 
and in doing so stripping men, women and children of their rights. 

‘Directly’ in article 31 of the 1951 Refugee Convention, absolutely does not mean 
‘without crossing any other (safe – as we have noted on numerous occasions, the term 
‘safe (third) state simply does not appear in international refugee law, and as Mitarachis 
has helpfully reminded everyone, the EU’s own regulations specifically say that law must 
not be overruled by EU regulation) countries.’ 

English is not everyone’s first language, and so for the benefit of those for whom it is not, 
‘directly’ means ‘by the fastest possible or available route’. Mitarachis and many other 
European politicians have consistently gone out of their way to make those routes longer 
and more difficult. 

We have said this many times, and we have pointed out that one of the major reasons 
why this is the case – the pragmatic, rather than moral reason (which is that people 
should be allowed to choose which would be the best country for them to live and work 
in) – is simply because if the law was that people had to go to the closest (usually 
neighbouring) ‘safe state’, no nation would ever have signed up to the law: this is a piece 
of international law, a statement by the world that the world will work to ensure every 
human has a safe place to live, not one which places all the responsibility on the country 
which happens to be nearest. 
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Gratifyingly, a contact today pointed us to a document, written by UNHCR, the body 
charged with the international response to refugee situations all over the world, which 
specifically states this. 

In the UNHCR Observations on the New Plan for Immigration policy statement of the 
Government of the United Kingdom, published in May 2021, the second paragraph on 
the third page (point 13) reads: ‘[the Bill’s] new inadmissibility proposals are built on the 
misunderstanding that “people should claim asylum in the first safe country they reach… 
Asylum should not be refused solely on the ground that it could be sought from another 
State. 

‘Requiring refugees to seek protection in the first safe country to which they flee would 
undermine the global humanitarian and cooperative principles on which the refugee 
system is founded, and which were recently reaffirmed by the General Assembly, 
including the UK, in the Global Compact on Refugees. It would impose an arbitrary and 
disproportionate burden on countries in the immediate region(s) of flight and threaten the 
capacity and willingness of those countries to provide protection and long-term solutions. 
In turn, this would - and does - threaten to make these first countries unsafe, and 
encourage onward movement.’ 

Finally, if K. Mitarachis says that he does believe that ‘non-Ukrainian’ people who have 
arrived in Greece ‘are’ ‘real refugees’ but then says that all the people he claims to be 
‘economic migrants’ and all those people who have had to cross another country to 
reach Greece are in fact not, this would mean that the sole people in Greece Mitarachis 
would ever accept as ‘real’ refugees would be people from Turkey, Bulgaria, Albania, the 
Republic of North Macedonia, arguably some people from Southern Italy, Maltese 
people, Egyptians, some Libyans, some Israelis and depending on how careful they 
were about their route, Lebanese people. 

Not only is this a ludicrous claim, and in direct contravention of international law on 
refugees, Mitarachis has deliberately denied some people of those nationalities from 
entering Greece and from applying for asylum. 
https://twitter.com/migrationgovgr/status/1498621943897014274, 
https://www.unhcr.org/uk/60950ed64.pdf, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32016R0399#d1e951-1-1   
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