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Name
project

of Refugee Legal Support (RLS)

Duration

April 2017 – to date (21 months)

Location

Athens, Greece

Objective(s)

1) Deliver Access to Justice. Promote effective access to justice by
the provision of free legal support and assistance to refugees in
Greece who, due to the systemic lack of resources within the
Greek legal aid system would be denied such support - this
includes both those refugees seeking legal routes to family reunion
in Europe and those undergoing the Greek asylum determination
process
2) Empower Refugees. Empower refugees to advocate for
themselves by disseminating information on the asylum process
and on substantive asylum and refugee law
3) Knowledge sharing between European asylum lawyers in all
aspects of refugee, international protection and family reunification
4) Raise Public Awareness. Promote public awareness in all aspects
of refugee, international humanitarian law, and in particular the
legal remedies that may be available to secure effective human
rights protection and integration of refugees in Greece.
5) Drive Coalitions for Change. Forge partnerships with Greek legal
and non-governmental organisations to influence effective social
and legal change to the approach to protection of refugees in
Greece through supporting policy advocacy and strategic litigation.

Operational
structure

RLS is a restricted fund under the auspices of Prism the Gift Fund, charity
no 1099682.
RLS is managed by an Executive Committee of volunteers, assisted by
other volunteers for discrete tasks. The Executive Committee is currently
comprised of the following seven members:
•

Annette Elder, Partner, Elder Rahimi Solicitors
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•
•
•
•
•
•

Rebecca Chapman, Barrister Garden Court Chambers and fee
paid Upper Tribunal Judge
Sarah Booker, Photographer
Asma Nizami, Barrister 1 Pump Court Chamber
Marios Kontos, Trainee Solicitor, Duncan Lewis Solicitors
Jennine Walker, Solicitor, Wilson Solicitors LLP
Eva Doerr, Senior Paralegal at Laura Devine Solicitors and future
Pupil at Lamb Buildings

The committee has regular meetings, on a monthly or bi-monthly basis.
Each member has responsibility for leading on a specific area of RLS’s
work, including overseeing the running of the clinic in Athens, fundraising,
governance, finances, compliance, volunteer recruitment and training.
Athens team:
The RLS clinic is staffed by permanent team in Athens – Iliana Bompou,
a specialist asylum lawyer responsible for our casework, and Efthymia
Stathopoulou, our clinic coordinator, a current student at Athens Law
Faculty. We employ recognised refugees as interpreters utilising their
remarkable skills and enabling them to participate in professional life and
society. The Athens staff is supported by Ella Dodd, a UK law graduate,
who has volunteered on a long-term basis.
Both staff members report regularly to the executive committee on their
activities and receive regular supervision from the executive committee
member with responsibility for overseeing the running of the clinic.
To assist our permanent staff in Athens, we send volunteer specialist UK
refugee lawyers on a rota basis to Athens. They provide legal expertise in
European asylum law and policy, by bringing their long-standing
experience from the UK asylum system to Greek jurisdiction and
increasing capacity within the RLS clinic.
Description

RLS was founded as a response to the lack of action by European
governments to observe and honour the rights of refugees arriving on the
shores of Greece. We run a legal clinic for asylum seekers and refugees
in Athens, which is hosted by SolidarityNow (“SN”) at the Athens Solidarity
Centre (“ASC”).
At the RLS clinic, we:
1.

Provide information and assistance to asylum seekers and refugees
in accessing legal routes to family reunification in Europe and
discourage those seeking reunification from turning to dangerous and
unlawful routes. Without legal assistance, it is extremely difficult for
asylum seekers to navigate the legal maze allowing them to apply to
be reunited with family members elsewhere in the EU. Our family
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2.

3.
Progress

reunification expertise particularly complements the work of our SN
colleagues at the ASC.
Offer legal support in the articulation of asylum claims, up to and
including the first appeal stage. In our experience this is crucial, as
asylum claims are often won or lost at the initial stages where the
quality of a witness statement or an understanding of the necessary
evidence can make the difference between grant and refusal of
refugee status.
Foster skills development amongst refugee communities to promote
integration.

The RLS clinic was initially hosted by Khora Community Centre where the
focus was mainly on legal information provision and general counselling.
Since May 2018, the RLS clinic is hosted by SN and integrated in their
legal team, where we focus on family reunification across Europe and
interview preparation.
Our partnership empowers us to share experience on procedural and
substantive issues whilst enabling us, together with SN, to carve out legal
avenues for refugees to have their rights respected. Joining forces in the
way we do expands our reach to provide access to legal information for
refugees and allows us to better explore legal avenues challenging hostile
and punitive policies against asylum seekers and refugees in Greece and
across the EU.
Since our clinic became operational in April 2017, we have assisted over
450 refugees with their legal cases, often relating to family units
encompassing routinely 4 or 5 children. For these achievements, RLS has
been awarded the Lexis Nexis Pro Bono Award 2018.
In August 2018 RLS expanded its team in Athens and hired a Greek
lawyer.
RLS has established a reputation in Greece for family reunification work
among various stakeholders including refugee communities, the Greek
Asylum Service and other grassroots projects and non-governmental
organisations in Greece and in Europe. A result of this growing reputation,
the Greek Asylum Service has started referring family reunification cases
to the RLS clinic.
The Bar Human Rights Committee of England and Wales visited the RLS
clinic. We have established links with other providers of legal support in
Europe with a view to inputting into strategic litigation on the operation of
the Dublin system on a pan-European level.
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Main activities completed
Activity

Number
of Demographic info Outcome
beneficiaries (e.g. age, gender,
disability,
unaccompanied
minors, etc.)
Providing legal 450
We assist some of
• Enabling
refugees
to
support
and individuals
the most vulnerable
understand their rights and
representation assisted,
asylum seekers in
entitlements to international
to clients
many
of Athens: single men,
protection
and
family
whom
are families
and
reunification empowering
parts of family LGBTQI+1
who
them to make decisions in
units
have no access to
relation to their legal status
encompassin legal
assistance
• Supporting refugees to
g routinely 4 and
whose
articulate their claims for
or 5 children
applications
for
international protection in
asylum have been
Greece. 61% of clients who
repeatedly refused.
have received a decision on
their asylum claim in
47 unaccompanied
Greece
have
been
minors
recognised as refugees.
This is significantly higher
than the average figure in
Greece of 41%
• Supporting refugees to
make applications to be
reunited with their family
members elsewhere in
Europe
Outreach

24

Young
boys
(between 16 and 21
years old) who are
often
overlooked
and underserved
by other refugee
services available
in Athens as they
are considered less
vulnerable due to
their gender. In
reality, these young
boys are often
highly traumatised,
fighting
severe

•

•

•

Providing hard to reach
communities access to
legal support
Enabling
unrepresented
refugees to understand
their rights relating to their
asylum claims
Identifying availability of
legal routes to international
protection
or
family
reunification and referring
refugee children to lawyers
where appropriate
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mental
issues.
Providing
training to and
sharing
expertise with
Greek asylum
lawyers

75
lawyers
have
benefited
from
this
activity

Participating in
conferences
and meetings
with external
stakeholders
including with
the Head of the
Greek Asylum
Service

Number
of n/a
conferences
attended in
2018 – 2

Hiring
interpreters
from
the
refugee
community

Number
of
refugee
interpreters –
5

Challenges
faced with how
were
these
challenges
overcome?

health

People who take Applying
knowledge
gained
part in this activity through training and expertise
are lawyers at all sharing to practical casework
stages of their legal
careers, from law
students to retired
Number
of judges
info sessions
–6
Awareness
issues

raising

of

refugee

Number
of
stakeholder
meetings – 6

•

•

•

Refugees
from Enabling
skills
development,
various countries increasing
employability
of
including
Syria, refugees in Greece, ultimately
Libya,
Morocco, contributing to integration
Afghanistan, Iran;
4 men and 1
woman,
predominantly
LBGTQ+
Operating in a different jurisdiction with a different set of rules
relating to charity law and employment law compared to the UK.
We overcame this challenge by forging a close partnership with
SN, an established Greek NGO.
In terms of casework, we face the challenge of a lack of
transparency and predictability in the procedures and practices of
the Greek Asylum Service and ever-changing and increasingly
hostile legal landscape. We have overcome this by hiring an
experienced Greek lawyer, and strengthening working relationship
with the Greek Asylum Service.
The legal needs in Athens have shifted from general information
about the different procedures to the need for representation and
greater involvement in each case. To provide this, we have
narrowed our focus on legal routes in which our assistance has the
greatest impact. We have also established a number of flexible
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criteria that assist us to make decisions on case referrals to the
clinic.
Success
These are some of our recent success stories:
stories; quotes
1. Alongside German colleagues (AWO International advisors who
from
assisted the family member in Germany to gather the required
beneficiaries
evidence), we assisted a family from Afghanistan to be reunited
under national German immigration rules. Prior to being referred
to the RLS clinic, the family had lost all hope to be reunited as there
are no other organisations assisting with these kinds of legal
matters.
2. We assisted a family who had sought help from numerous other
NGOs in Athens who were unable to take on their case due to its
nature and complexity. The family had already gone through an
asylum interview when they were separated from their 9-year old
child. By the time they came to RLS, their asylum claim had been
refused. We identified shortcomings both from the Swiss and
Greek side which no one had sought to investigate. We achieved
a revocation of the first instance decision and achieved a take
charge request being made to the Swiss Authorities. The family
was transferred to and reunited in Switzerland soon thereafter.
3. We assisted a woman from Turkey to join her husband and three
children in the UK. This case would have not been successful had
the husband not received legal support from a UK volunteer lawyer
at the RLS clinic. The nature of the status of the sponsor in the UK
did not allow for the mandatory clauses of the Dublin Regulations
to be applied in the first place but this issue was resolved once
both sides received the appropriate advice.
4. We assisted a Pakistani unaccompanied minor who arrived in
Greece in the beginning of 2017. When he came to the RLS clinic
in Khora Community Centre he was only 16 years old, without
documents. Our Team assisted him from the very beginning; from
the registration of his asylum claim, to the lodging of his application
for family reunification with his uncle in Germany. 16 months later,
after the German authorities refused his request to join his uncle
for three times in a row, he is finally going to travel to Germany to
find security. RLS never gave up on this application, we made four
substantive applications which brought the desired outcome in the
end. Persistence and continuity were key in this case. Hard work
and resilience paid off.
Quotes from beneficiaries:
‘Thank you for helping me go to get DNA testing so I can join my uncle.
The whole team has supported me in all my life, you are fighting for me
every day’ unaccompanied minor (UAM) from Afghanistan
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‘Every time I wonder about my case I get a call from my lawyers from RLS’
UAM from Syria
‘It was good to have had advice from more than two lawyers, 2 brainsmore ideas’ Asylum Seeker from Afghanistan
‘I never put any effort to understand anything relating to my case, I thought
that is what lawyers are for; RLS made me realise that I was mistaken.
They helped me understand my case and do my part to support myself’
Asylum Seeker from Afghanistan.

Please attach photos from the project activities including a caption.

RLS lawyer at the Khora Community Centre Athens advises Syrian refugee on family
reunification matters. © Sarah Booker
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RLS Executive members sign Memorandum of Understanding with SN legal team
consolidating their collaboration housed at the ASC, which began in June 2018. © Sarah
Booker
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Refugee at Greek Asylum Service (GAS), Katehaki, Athens. RLS volunteers often accompany
many beneficiaries to help them navigating procedure and chase up cases with GAS. © Sarah
Booker
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SN/RLS team lawyer at ASC prepares beneficiary for Asylum interview at GAS. © Sarah
Booker

RLS wins 2018 Lexis Nexis 2018 Pro
Bono legal award
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Syrian Refugees relocate from camps on Lesvos to Athens as their island restrictions are
lifted. Few are accompanied by UNHCR and provided with accommodation but the majority
are left to fend for themselves pending decisions on their cases. © Sarah Booker
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With island restrictions lifted Syrian refugees journey from Lesvos to Athens. © Sarah
Booker
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Financial Report
For the period 1 April 2018 - 31 March 2019
£

12,000

£

100

£

900

£

2,750

Staff costs

£

56,950

HR

£

90

Organisation & Governance

£

3,700

Total

£

76,4905

Volunteer expenses
Comms and RD
Office costs
IT

Break down of staff costs
Project Coordinator (Net)

£

12,960

Project Coordinator (Gross)

£

20,485

Part-time interpreters x3 (Net)

£

13,758

Part-time interpreters x3 (Gross)

£

21,747

Lawyer (Net)

£

10,810

Lawyer (gross

£

14,718

Clinic Intern (expenses only)

£

4,700

TOTAL

£

56,950

*These figures are estimated and will be updated following the end of this financial year.
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