
Update on the context and situation of children
There are over two million children in Greece today, equivalent to 19% of the population, with a 
nearly equal gender split – 51% boys and 49% girls. Greece has always been a firm supporter of 
children’s rights and committed to ensuring that all children have access to equal opportunities in the 
country. Yet, nearly a decade of austerity measures and government spending cuts, combined with 
continuous migratory flows, has taken its toll on Greek public services, structures and systems, with a 
particular impact on the most vulnerable children in Greek society. 
Specifically, in Greece, 30.7%  (21% after social transfers) of children are at risk of poverty or social 
exclusion, there remains a high percentage of 15-year-old children who underachieve in reading 
(30.5%), math (35.8%) and science (31.7%), early childhood participation remains low (75.2%) 
compared to the EU target (95%), and youth unemployment is the highest in Europe at 35.2% (men 
33.5%, women 37.1%). Additional areas in need of improvement include monitoring and eliminating 
all forms of violence against children, identifying solutions for the 1,700 (845 boys and 844 girls) 
children living in institutions, and empowering youth and adolescents to become full and active 
members of society. 
Much like the rest of the world, the Greece Country Office was heavily impacted by the COVID-19 
pandemic leading to periods of national lockdown, school closures, limited population movement, and 
restricted travel. At the end of 2020, the total number of COVID-19 cases in Greece rose to 136,976 
(including 948 confirmed cases within the refugee and migrant population) with the majority in the 
two largest cities, Athens and Thessaloniki, in addition to a rise in the total number of deaths to 4,730. 
While children are at a heightened risk of abuse, exploitation and violence due to ongoing preventative 
measures while economic shutdowns, social distancing and confinement measures also pose serious 
threats to children’s health, wellbeing and protection. Furthermore, they are missing out on education 
as a consequence of school closures and children rely on remote support through distribution of 
learning materials and/or online classes (depending on connectivity and necessary devices). Similarly, 
since group activities are banned due to increased risks of infection, children and women who had 
previously participated in psychosocial support or GBV prevention activities no longer have this option 
with case management, counselling and GBV prevention/response services provided remotely. Access 
to health services have been equally affected by the pandemic with hospitals and health clinics facing 
unprecedented demand and challenged by lack of resources and staff.  
By the end of the year, it is estimated that more than 44,000 refugee and migrant children (56% boys 
and 44% girls) remain in the country, among them 4,027 unaccompanied and separated children (93% 
boys). More than 33,000 refugees and migrants were transferred from the Greek islands to the 
mainland within this period, however a significant number of people remained in Reception facilities 
on the islands –14,265 refugees and migrants, including approximately 4,000 children,  resided in 
RICs on the islands of Samos, Kos, Leros and Chios, as well as the new RIC site in Lesvos as of 31 
December 2020.  
Refugee and migrant child arrivals in Greece (via land and sea) decreased significantly compared with 
the previous year: from January to November, 4,520 children (58% boys and 42% girls) arrived in 
Greece (80% less than in 2019) with the majority (3,415 children) arriving in the islands. Most 
children arriving in Greece are between 0-13 years old (74%), while the main countries of origin are 
Afghanistan (38%) and Syria (24%). 
While the overall number of arrivals went down during 2020, the first quarter of the year saw a brief 
spike in arrivals at the mainland crossing from Turkey into Greece resulting in large groups of refugees 
and migrants (including children and families) located at border areas which created increased 
humanitarian needs in specific geographic locations and overwhelmed frontline workers. On 1 March 
2020, the Government of Greece decided to invoke 78.3 of the TFEU and suspend asylum applications 
for a total period of two months. Greek Asylum procedures were re-instated at the end of May while 
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the population pressure at the border was eased during the same period. 
In September 2020, several fires broke out at the Moria RIC in Lesvos which burnt down the facility 
and displaced the entire population (approximately 12,000 refugees and migrants, including 4,200 
children). The Government of Greece quickly moved to erect a temporary site in the nearby vicinity 
and priority was made to transfer vulnerable children and families to the mainland in the weeks that 
followed. By the end of year, approximately 7,000 individuals were being hosted in the temporary RIC 
site, including 2,000 children. 
In addition, the Special Secretary for the Protection of Unaccompanied Minors (SSPUAM) in Greece 
made steps to transfer all unaccompanied children from the RICs into more suitable accommodation on 
the mainland, and if eligible, to be included in the European Relocation scheme. These efforts, 
supported by UN Agencies and civil society, helped reduce the current number of UAC in RIC to 127 
compared with 900 children in August 2020. The number of UAC in protective custody has also 
dropped to 30 children (compared with 205 UAC in protective custody throughout Greece) with the 
government announcing an end to the 21-year long practice of UAC protective custody in police 
stations throughout the country.
The Government of Greece worked closely with the European Union and other Member States, 
alongside UN Agencies and civil society, in order to create a European relocation scheme for 
unaccompanied children to help share this burden among European Union countries. At the end of the 
year, nearly 600 unaccompanied children were relocated to EU Member States. 

Major contributions and drivers of results
Refugee and Migrant Response
UNICEF’s humanitarian strategy in Greece includes a combination of direct implementation through 
service delivery in the areas of non-formal education, child protection, and gender-based violence 
prevention/response in various geographic locations (islands, mainland, Open Sites, urban). 
Furthermore, UNICEF works closely with government counterparts (e.g. Ministries of Education, 
Labour and Social Affairs, Migration and Asylum, General Secretariat on Family Policy and Gender 
Equality) and independent entities (Hellenic Statistical Authority and Deputy Ombudsperson for 
Children’s Rights); advocating for child rights and providing technical support as needed.
In 2020 UNICEF Greece and partners reached over 34,000 refugee and migrant children (20,700 boys 
and 13,400 girls), including 14,500 indirect beneficiaries, as well as directly reached 11,500 women 
with an integrated package of child protection, GBV prevention and response services, and non-formal 
education in open accommodation sites, islands, and urban settings, through a combination of direct 
services, systems building and advocacy. 
Among the total children reached, UNICEF made efforts to provide support to 5,800 unaccompanied 
children through a combination of direct services (e.g. Supported Independent Living, child protection 
and education) as well as systems building and advocacy through partnerships with government 
counterparts (EKKA). By the end of 2020, UNICEF concluded the successful scale up and handover of 
the Supported Independent Living (SIL) scheme for unaccompanied children. In total over 200 places 
were created in SIL apartments which now operate under a national regulatory framework with support 
from state funds.
UNICEF continued to roll out the ‘Checklist towards Child Friendly Sites’ to promote harmonization 
of child protection standards across mainland camps. Following these self-assessments, 27 Open 
Accommodation Sites drafted priority action plans for children which included child safeguarding and 
protection.
UNICEF continued its work with the General Secretariat for Family Policy and Gender Equality 
through a dedicated Information Management Expert who contributed to the harmonization of national 
data collection on GBV.
UNICEF, in partnership with the Ministry of Education (MoE), strengthened inclusive quality 
education (including primary and secondary levels) throughout the year; providing both direct service 
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delivery (NFE) for children across Greece through local NGO partners and technical assistance around 
teacher training, coordination, and advocacy. Accelerated learning materials for secondary school level 
were developed in collaboration with University of Thessaly. Throughout 2020, UNICEF, in 
collaboration with the Institute of Education Policy (IEP), trained a total of 1,827 teachers on different 
pedagogical approaches.
UNICEF led the development of an education sector support plan for all refugee and migrant children 
in the country jointly with the MoE and other UN agencies (IOM and UNHCR), which will be 
finalized and submitted to the European Commission in January 2021. The Ministry of Education also 
started a new coordination group on Refugee Education with UN agencies in which UNICEF is a key 
member. UNICEF continued its role as lead of the Education Sector Working Group (ESWG), 
chairing coordination meetings fortnightly with a focus on supporting enrolment and attendance in 
formal education as well as advocacy and coordination of non-formal education activities. 
During 2020, UNICEF also expanded child protection, GBV prevention and response as well as non-
formal education activities on the islands through the establishment of a new CFSH on Samos Island.
During the year UNICEF coordinated closely with UNHCR, IOM, civil society as well as national and 
local authorities in order to collect key data on refugee and migrant children and establish 
dissemination channels to inform planning. In addition, new relationships were built to strengthen 
availability of data for unaccompanied children. 
To that end, technical support was provided to the Deputy Ombudswoman for Children’s Rights 
around analysis and trends of unaccompanied children in Greece. UNICEF also recruited a technical 
expert to support the Office of the Special Secretary for Unaccompanied Children around information 
management and monitoring who took up the post in September 2020.
Finally, during the year, UNICEF created an emergency preparedness plan in coordination with 
national authorities and UN Agencies in response to the increased land border flows in early March 
2020. This plan was partially activated in early April to address emergency needs both inside Greece 
and at border areas, including hygiene and dignity items which were procured and distributed to 
children and families in need. 
Lesvos Fire Emergency 
In September 2020, several fires broke out at the Moria RIC in Lesvos which burnt down the facility 
and displaced the entire population (approximately 12,000 refugees and migrants, including 4,200 
children). 
UNICEF initiated an emergency response which included: emergency accommodation for 
unaccompanied or separated children and single mothers with their children; identification, referrals, 
and case management through outreach teams; and recreational, psychosocial support, and learning 
activities through a mobile Child Friendly Space. 
At the same time, UNICEF created a specific emergency appeal in coordination with the regional 
emergency team for the Lesvos fire which was nearly fully funded with generous contributions from 
both public (Governments of USA, Ireland and Netherlands) and private (UNICEF National 
Committees in Denmark, Netherlands, France, Germany, Norway, Sweden and Switzerland). 
 
COVID-19
Due to the outbreak of the COVID-10 pandemic, UNICEF expanded its programmatic work beyond 
planned activities to address emerging needs. This included:

•  
• Procurement and distribution of     WASH and dignity kits for vulnerable children and women 

residing in     reception facilities to mitigate the prevent the spread of COVID-19 
• Hygiene promotion and risk     communication activities that included distribution of child 

friendly     posters and stickers to raise awareness on how to combat and prevent     transmission 
of COVID-19 

• Procurement of Personal     Protective Equipment for frontline professionals who are at a higher 
risk     of contracting the virus. 

In addition, UNICEF had to adapt its regular programming and shift to remote modalities to ensure 
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children and families continued to be reached during periods of national lockdown, school closures, 
limited population movement and travel restrictions. 
UNICEF initiated dedicated CP and GBV coordination meetings on the COVID-19 response to 
identify emerging needs and facilitate information sharing on adapted programme modalities.
Establishment of Greece Country Office and Expanded Mandate
In 2020 the UNICEF Greece Country Office was formally established in the country and started 
expanding its mandate from focusing exclusively on refugee and migrant children, to supporting all 
state institutions involved in the realization of children’s rights, with the aim to address the needs of all 
vulnerable and left-behind children in the country. To date, UNICEF is engaging with counterparts 
including the ministries of Labour and Social Affairs, Education, Migration, Justice, Interior and 
Development/Investment on issues including foster care and deinstitutionalization, inclusive education, 
and youth skills and employability, as well as exploring options to ensure the availability of increased 
financing for children in the years ahead.
In line with this expanded mandate, accelerated results and reform were seen across programme areas 
in 2020.  In August, the UNICEF GCO launched its first Situation Analysis on the situation of children 
and young people in Greece together with the Ministry of Justice in Greece, which is mandated to 
develop a national child rights strategy, as well as all other relevant counterparts. The SitAn will be 
used to leverage both planning and action for 2020 and beyond, and the bottlenecks it identifies will be 
addressed through the GCO first Country Programme Document (2021-2026).   
UNICEF also initiated its Country Programme in Greece which was developed through a participatory 
process involving various stakeholders from government, independent authorities, and civil society as 
well as UNICEF Regional Office experts from relevant thematic areas. A series of consultations, 
discussions and meetings were held during the situation analysis development and used to identify the 
main challenges for children in Greece and priority areas for UNICEF in the coming years. These 
included:
·       A two-day NGO consultation to discuss challenges and progress made towards the full 
implementation of child rights in Greece. This was a critical step in mapping bottlenecks and barriers 
to the realization of children’s rights in Greece from the perspective of frontline workers. 
·       UNICEF co-hosted with the Ministry of Justice a national consultation (7 December 2020) to 
present the main findings of the situation of children in Greece with participation from ministries (11), 
coordination and administrative departments, and independent authorities (Hellenic Statistical 
Authority, Deputy Ombudswoman for Children’s Rights). 
·       Thematic meetings (Child Rights Monitoring and Social Policy, Education, Child Protection and 
Youth empowerment) with UNICEF Regional Advisors were organized to benefit from their expertise 
and experience in the region as well as to discuss the relevant change strategies and priority areas the 
Country Office had identified in Greece. 
While continuing its refugee and migrant response in Greece (including as a main highlight of the year 
the emergency response following the Moria fires of September 2020 in the island of Lesvo) the 
launching of the Child Guarantee programme in Greece, a multi-country multi-sectoral high-profile 
initiative aimed at reducing child poverty and increasing social inclusion, provided the GCO with an 
opportunity to embark on new areas of work in line with the program main pillars (child care reform, 
inclusive education, job readiness, poverty research). New partnerships and governance mechanisms 
were established to oversee it - including an external steering committee comprised of state actors, and 
an internal management structure to enhance coordination, communication and monitoring of the 
program.
The UNICEF GCO underwent an important management transition in April 2020, with the arrival of a 
new Representative followed by the new Deputy Representative and Operations Manager as well as 
the establishment of a dedicated Greece Business area in June as a stand-alone Country Office.  
The GCO, and Operations Unit in particular, dedicated significant efforts during the second half of the 
year to establishing and strengthening sound governance and internal controls to ensure clarity and 
transparency in accountabilities. These included:

•  
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• Successful submission of a new     PBR and office structure 
• Establishment of GCO Statutory     Committees (including relevant TORs and membership) 
• Creation of the necessary     accounts to support day-to-day functions of the office and newly 

launched     PSFR activities
Private Sector Fundraising, Advocacy, and Partnerships 
Despite major challenges relating to external factors such as the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
subsequent national lockdowns, and internal administrative issues such as finalizing banking 
agreements and publicly launching the new Country Office, the PSFR plans of the GCO finally got 
underway in December 2020. The first step of contacting the previous database of supporters is now 
underway, and priority will be given from early 2021 to engaging a new generation of supporters to the 
national mission of UNICEF in the country.
Specifically, the PSFR section undertook a mapping of business and corporate opportunities, 
identifying an initial list of key foundations that support CSR initiatives in Greece and started a first 
round of introductory communication. Based on the growing interest of the Greek corporate sector in 
CSR and related fundraising opportunities, the GCO will recruit a new staff – Business Development 
Specialist – who will develop a robust business acquisition plan based on the already identified GCO 
business priorities for 2021. This three-year plan will include a mapping of corporations, major donors 
and foundations in Greece as well as Greek diaspora opportunities. The plan will also include an action 
plan to engage key influencers, a specific timeframe and potential financial streams. 
During the last quarter of 2020, the Greece Country Office was publicly launched as part of a national 
communications campaign including the launch of four new social media platforms (Facebook, 
Twitter, Instagram and YouTube), enabling the GCO to have direct contact, for the first time, with 
Greek and global audiences. Bi-lingual content (Greek and English) was shared around UNICEF key 
messages, advocacy asks, programme updates, and calls to action – covering the refugee and migrant 
response, COVID-19 pandemic, and the expanded mandate to all children in Greece.    
Key social media moments resulting in high engagement and reach included: 
-        the nationwide coverage of the joint announcement of UNICEF’s Country Office in Greece 
along with the Prime Minister on 20 Nov 2020 (27K reach on Twitter), 
-        a social media activation and office launch campaign on World Children’s Day (overall reach of 
4M on Instagram), 
-        a “Learning at Home” campaign during COVID-19 engaging a series of key influencers, d. the 
launch of the global “Reimagine like a gamer” campaign on refugee and migrant integration, and 
-        a series of activations amplifying programmatic priorities such as GBV prevention, children with 
disabilities, education, child protection, UAC relocation, etc.
Partnering directly with influencers and key media individuals and investing in building an ongoing 
relationship with them has significantly increased the reach of campaigns and initiatives, further 
amplifying messages among audiences we may not otherwise have had access. This in turn increases 
support to UNICEF’s work, advocacy efforts and brand development in the country.
UNICEF also produced a number of visibility products (offline and online) covering programmatic 
achievements in education, child protection, and prevention/response to gender-based violence, 
specific work around the refugee and migrant response, and efforts in addressing the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on children and families. In total, 14 human interest stories, 12 videos, and a 
series of child-friendly products were developed, showcasing UNICEF and its partners work in the 
field as well as acknowledging the various donor contributions making it possible. In addition, 7 
libraries with more than 2,000 photos were uploaded on UNICEF’s WeShare account providing 
content for the entire organization for global communications and fundraising campaigns.
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UN Collaboration and Other Partnerships
Essential to the impact of all initiatives are partnerships and advocacy to mobilize wider societal action 
for change.  A wide range of domestic partnerships were maintained and strengthened in order to 
effectively deliver quality results for children. Memorandums of Understanding and/or Letters of 
Agreement were signed with the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs on child care system reform, 
the Hellenic Manpower Organization on youth employability, and the Hellenic Statistics Authority on 
evidence generation. Work was significantly strengthened with the Special Secretary on the Protection 
of UAC around information management and relocation efforts, the Ministry of Education on refugee 
education and the General Secretary on Family Planning and Gender Equality on GBV data collection 
and reporting. UNICEF’s partnerships in Greece are broadening to include in addition to government 
and UN sister agencies a wider array of civil society partners and academia, while work is underway to 
increase partnerships with foundations and the private sector. 
In addition, UNICEF initiated discussions within the context of the GCO expanded mandate with 11 
ministries and the Office of the Prime Minister while also strengthening partnerships with 
municipalities (particularly Athens) through the Child Friendly Cities Initiative.
UNICEF continued its close working relationship with IOM around several joint programmes 
including the new Voluntary Relocation project funded by DG HOME. Similarly, UNICEF and 
UNHCR completed a joint project on non-formal education on the islands funded by ECW and 
continue coordinating on the refugee and migrant response.
UNICEF participates and is a valued member of several inter-agency working groups in Greece, 
including, among others:
·       Education Sector Working Group (chaired by UNICEF) with participation from all relevant 
education actors in Greece (NGO, UN, and national authorities).
·       Inter-Agency Monitoring Committee for the SMS project and its Working Group with 
participation from government stakeholders, the European Commission, UN Agencies, local NGOs 
and international NGOs. 
·       Network for the Rights of Children on the Move (chaired by the Deputy Ombudsperson for 
Children’s Rights).
·       Protection sub-working groups (e.g. child protection, GBV).
To that end, consultations with civil society and relevant government counterparts took place during 
the year through bilateral meetings and workshops, the outcomes of which were reflected in the first 
completed situation analysis on children in Greece which will also guide UNICEF’s programmatic 
priorities for years to come. 
Finally, at the end of the year, UNICEF strengthened relationships with national authorities and 
initiated new partnerships with Civil Society Organizations as well as UN Agencies (IOM) around the 
WASH response in the new RIC site in Lesvos. This included leading the WASH sector working 
group in Lesvos in coordination with the relevant state authorities.

Lessons Learned and Innovations
UNICEF undertook a multi annual evaluation, in close coordination with the Regional Office, which 
examined how and how well UNICEF contributed to responding to the refugee and migrant crisis in 
Greece from 2016-2019. Using a non-experimental, theory-based approach, the evaluation gathered 
evidence from review of documentation, key stakeholder interviews, focus group discussions and two 
surveys based on UNICEF’s quality assurance criteria for evaluations, including gender-
responsiveness. COVID-19 only nominally impacted the evaluation process since all field mission for 
data collection occurred before the crisis. 
The evaluation team gave a final virtual presentation of the evaluation to the Greece Partnership Office 
staff, ECARO representatives, and partners from the Government of Greece and civil society. The 
findings and recommendations directly fed into the new Greece programme and office modality, as 
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well as the broader discussion for the region on its work in middle- and high-income countries.
The evaluation found that UNICEF played a critical role in raising awareness on child rights in the 
migrant and refugee response in Greece, embedding important international frameworks, such as the 
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), CCCs, and UNICEF’s 6-point Agenda for Children 
on the Move. It was also found that UNICEF swiftly and effectively adapted its “two-track” 
intervention approach, which included both emergency response and institutional support, to the local 
context. Whereas the initial response mostly implied provision of essential services to migrant and 
refugee children and their caregivers, from 2018 an “all children approach” started being considered. 
UNICEF overcame challenges related to the out-posted nature of its presence in Greece and developed 
pertinent programmatic modalities with regard to all thematic areas, adapting them over time and to 
changing needs and context. 
The COVID-19 pandemic was an opportunity to identify new ways of working within UNICEF as well 
as with partners and communities. For example, the recent, ongoing exercise on distance learning 
assessment revealed difficulties in access to the digital platforms (facebook, podcasts, wordpress, etc.) 
by children due to the availability of internet and a lack of digital devices, but more significantly by the 
lack of digital literacy by the parents and insufficient communication about the online platforms. With 
this as a lesson, a new project funded by ECW is trying to fill this gap and have outreach community 
mobilisers who will explain the available tools and resources and support parents in home-based 
learning. In addition, remote modalities have offered the opportunity to have an even great reach, 
particularly with online trainings.
In July 2020, UNICEF decided to carry out an assessment of distance learning using a sample of 
school-age children from 12 Open Accommodation Sites where UNICEF and partners currently 
provide non-formal education (among other services). Some key findings included: 
-        77% of children participated in at least one of the distance learning tools and the majority rated 
them positively. Homework packages were the most used (72%) usually daily or 2-3 times per week.
-        Children already enrolled in NFE participated in distance learning at a much higher rate (72%) 
compared to those out of education (20%).
-        Engagement with education actors was seen as critical to children’s interaction with the various 
distance learning tools/materials.
-        Girls had an overall higher participation rate than boys, yet boys engaged more with self-learning 
tools. 
-        Among children enrolled in formal education, only 11% participated in the MoE distance 
learning materials for various reasons including primarily lack of information (48%). 
-        Connection and access to internet impacted the ability of children to use online learning tools  
Through this exercise UNICEF was able to take away critical lessons learned such as the importance of 
communication between children and their teachers, multiple delivery channels (e.g. print and digital 
materials), and the benefits from blended learning programmes.  
UNICEF continued and scaled up the implementation of the Akelius digital language learning 
platform, an innovative global partnership promoting language learning in different contexts. The 
advanced offline version of the platform in 2020 helped reached unaccompanied children residing in 
shelters during school closures. 
The UNICEF Greece Country Office supported a research initiated by the Innocenti research centre 
and UNICEF HQ to evaluate the outcomes thus far of the Akelius platform and its impact on children. 
The research, published in November, revealed the advantage of the blended learning approach 
incorporating  the Akelius course in the Greek context, specifically showing:  8%  improvement in 
listening, 9%in reading, 25% improvement in speaking and 34% in writing skills in comparison to 
students in similar GSL classes but without the use of the Akelius course.
UNICEF GCO capitalized on the LearnIn experience which engaged formal education teachers based 
on the translated Emergency Manual developed by ECARO. The LearnIn platform provided a wealth 
of knowledge and good practice exchange for teachers in response to COVID-19 temporary school 
closures.
In the face of transitional context with the formal establishment of a UNICEF Country Office in 
Greece, the programme future effectiveness is centered around shaping the new vision for the country 
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program, in close consultation with all related actors. Such vision will respond to the bottlenecks and 
challenges for the realization of children’s rights in the country, as identified through the Office 
Situation Analysis, and to priorities at national, regional and global levels and will be supported by the 
ongoing change management process, restructuring and capacity building of the programme team to be 
able to respond to the new identified areas of work, while continuing the GCO work with refugee and 
migrant children. These efforts will be further supported by an integrated approach to planning through 
alignment of advocacy, fundraising and programme priorities. 
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