
   

 

   

 

Columbia University 

Graduate School of Arts and Sciences 

Human Rights Studies Master of Arts Program 

 

 

 

 

          

 

 

 

 

 

An Exploration of Sedentarist Assumptions,  

the Refugee Experience in Cyprus, and Civil Society’s Valuable Role  

as a de facto “Ombudsman” of Enabling Human Rights Legislation 

 

Anita Frances Shenoi 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thesis Advisor: Louis Bickford  

 

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the 

requirements for the degree of 

Master of Arts 

 

September 2022 

 



 

   

 

2 

Abstract 

The historical prevalence of sedentary cultures – those which inhabit the same locality 

throughout their lives – has inherently impacted how displacement is viewed beyond its literal 

definition. Through the theoretical framework of the territorialization of national identity, this 

thesis examines displacement in Cyprus as experienced by Greek Cypriot, Middle Eastern, and 

sub-Saharan African refugees. After addressing the ongoing tension between Greek Cypriot and 

Turkish Cypriot ethnic groups over cultural, ideological, and geographical space, this paper 

outlines the geopolitical implications of the current refugee crisis in Cyprus. The absence of an 

effective national integration strategy and sufficient humanitarian support, consequences of which 

are seen through inadequate reception conditions and human rights violations including illegal 

pushbacks and refoulement, has delegated the responsibility of advocating for human rights and 

facilitating societal cohesion to civil society. Following an in-depth analysis of the operating 

theories of change and advocacy strategies of Cypriot civil society organizations KISA, Caritas 

Cyprus, and Home for Cooperation, this paper contends that the criminalization of solidarity and 

tolerance of stigmatizing vernacular within social and political spheres set a dangerous precedent 

for the future of civic participation and the global response to refugees. In showing how civil 

society strives to create an improved international order that prioritizes humanity and adherence 

to agreed-upon human rights frameworks, this paper concludes with the recommendation that the 

global community mobilize to instill a protected space in which civil society is welcomed as a 

legitimate intermediary and granted respect as an unofficial “ombudsman” of enabling human 

rights legislation. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 
 

“To be rooted is perhaps the most important and  

least recognized need of the human soul.”1 

 

The historical prevalence of sedentary cultures – those which inhabit the same locality 

throughout their lives – has inherently impacted how displacement of persons is viewed beyond 

its literal definition. As addressed in discourse on the territorialization of national identity, humans 

hold a deep connection towards places in which they feel rooted and their affinity to these places 

is often interlaced with a sense of belonging, a feeling of security, and the formation of their 

identity. Historically, this emotionally charged reverence and dedication towards “place” has 

inspired the creation of nation-states, sparked deadly wars and mass atrocities in defense of these 

borders, and created a fear of displaced persons as “others” whose arrival is viewed as a threat to 

the existing cultures and ways of living.2 With attachments to places as embedded as this, it is not 

too unexpected that the belief exists that those who are forcibly displaced – torn away from their 

roots and forced to abandon their home soil – experience more of a crisis than just the loss of their 

worldly possessions. Postwar literature paints an alarming perception that these persons are 

somehow also stripped of their moral bearings. “Rootless,” anthropologist Malkki writes regarding 

a postwar view on refugees, “they were no longer trustworthy as ‘honest citizens.’”3 These plain-

spoken views may appear less prevalent in contemporary literature, yet it is perhaps because such 

comparisons now exist instead as implicit subconscious beliefs, or because similar harmful rhetoric 

has evolved to different platforms over time, stemming now through social and political spheres.4 

 
1 Liisa Malkki, “National Geographic. The Rooting of People and the Territorialization of National Identity among Scholars and Refugees,” 

Cultural Anthropology 7 (1) February 1992, 24. 
2 Lemkin Raphaël, Axis Rule in Occupied Europe: Laws of Occupation, Analysis of Government, Proposals for Redress (Carnegie Endowment 
for International Peace, Division of International Law, 1944). 
3 Malkki, “The Rooting of Peoples and the Territorialization of National Identity,” 32. 
4 Malkki, 32. 
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Such rhetoric has been overt throughout the course of the current refugee crisis in Europe. 

The global community has had over a decade to develop and execute an efficient humanitarian 

response to the hundreds of thousands of persons displaced as a result of conflict in the Middle 

East and sub-Saharan Africa, yet conditions for those seeking asylum within European borders are 

often inadequate and arguably inhumane. European Union Member States equate this to a lack of 

resources, finances, and overall inability to manage the influx of refugees, but fear-inspiring 

political rhetoric, stigmatizing vernacular, and inequitable policies which frame refugees as 

burdens are the among the more prominent impediments to implementing adequate reception 

conditions for refugees and asylum seekers. 

The narrative of displacement is particularly complex in Cyprus, a nation with a deep 

history of ongoing tension and competition between the Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot ethnic 

groups over cultural, ideological, and geographical space. The 1947 divide in which Turkish forces 

occupied 37% of northern Cyprus resulted in the forced displacement of close to 200,000 Greek 

Cypriots – over 40% of the ethnic Greek Cypriot population at the time – to southern Cyprus. 

These individuals, who are legally classified as internally displaced persons but identify as 

refugees, often use the phrase me ta rouxa pou forousame – ‘with only the clothes we were 

wearing’ – to describe how they fled without preparation, expecting to return when the conflict 

subdued.5 However, it was almost thirty years before they even had the option to cross into 

northern Cyprus, and the UNHCR describes their experiences since 1974 as displaying familiar 

characteristics of challenges faced by refugees who have not been resettled.6  

 
5 Lisa Dikomitis, “Cyprus and Its Places of Desire: Cultures of Displacement among Greek and Turkish Cypriot Refugees,” Google Books 

(Bloomsbury Publishing, February 28, 2012), 
https://books.google.com/books/about/Cyprus_and_its_Places_of_Desire.html?id=7RKJDwAAQBAJ. 
6 Roger Zetter, “The Greek-Cypriot Refugees: Perceptions of Return under Conditions of Protracted Exile,” International Migration Review 28, 

no. 2 (1994): https://doi.org/10.2307/2546734, 308. 
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Geographically located 40 miles south of Turkey and 60 miles west of Syria, Cyprus has 

become the arrival point for thousands of refugees and asylum seekers over the past decade.7 As 

of 2022, Greek-administered southern Cyprus has the highest number of refugees and asylum 

seekers per capita in the European Union.8 Greek Cypriot immigration authorities report that they 

are “overstretched and struggling to deal with the unabated flow of migrants” to the island.9 

Reception centers on the island are severely under-resourced and overcrowded, and Cypriot 

Members of Parliament publicly criticize such conditions, recounting that on one visit, they 

“witnessed 12 children cramped in a container, sometimes without beds, blankets strewn on the 

floor, families with children as young as three years old, pregnant women.” 10 

Since Cyprus is not a member of the Schengen zone of passport-free travel, does not offer 

family reunification for asylum seekers, and notoriously takes years to process applications, many 

refugees skirt registering upon arrival in hopes that they can instead apply for asylum in a country 

within the Schengen zone.11 Unregistered, these refugees are excluded from sheltering in Cypriot 

refugee camps and left to live in homeless encampments, which further exacerbates tensions in 

Cypriot communities.12  

“The migration system…is extremely outdated and non-existent,” states Corina 

Drousiotou, senior legal adviser at the Cyprus Refugee Council, a non-governmental organization 

 
7 David Hunt, “Cyprus,” Encyclopedia Britannica (Encyclopedia Britannica, inc., March 1, 2022), https://www.britannica.com/place/Cyprus, 2. 
8 Matina Stevis-Gridneff, “Asylum Seekers Find a New Route to Europe, Flowing into a Divided Cyprus,” The New York Times (The New York 

Times, January 28, 2020), https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/28/world/europe/cyprus-migrant-crisis.html. 
9 Monir Ghaedi, “More than 700 Migrants Have Reached Cyprus This Year,” InfoMigrants, January 20, 2022, 

https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/38015/more-than-700-migrants-have-reached-cyprus-this-

year#:~:text=The%20government%20of%20Cyprus%20says,crisis%22%2C%20propelled%20by%20Turkey, 1. 
10 European Council on Refugees and Exiles, “Cyprus: UNHCR Urges Fair and Fast Asylum Procedures with Increased Arrivals and Raises 

Concern over Situation for Unaccompanied Children in Overcrowded Reception Centre,” European Council on Refugees and Exiles (ECRE), 

January 28, 2022, https://ecre.org/cyprus-unhcr-urges-fair-and-fast-asylum-procedures-with-increased-arrivals-and-raises-concern-over-situation-

for-unaccompanied-children-in-overcrowded-reception-centre/.; InfoMigrants, “'a Ticking Time Bomb': Cypriot Mps Shocked by Visit to 

Pournara Migrants' Shelter,” InfoMigrants (Infomigrants, December 17, 2021), https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/37266/a-ticking-time-

bomb-cypriot-mps-shocked-by-visit-to-pournara-migrants-shelter, 1. 
11 The “Schengen Zone” refers to 26 European countries who have abolished their internal borders to allow for the for the free and unrestricted 
movement of people. 
12 Tania Karas, “Breaking International News & Views,” Reuters (Thomson Reuters, September 28, 2015), 

https://www.reuters.com/article/idIN71031502920150928. 

https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/38015/more-than-700-migrants-have-reached-cyprus-this-year#:~:text=The%20government%20of%20Cyprus%20says,crisis%22%2C%20propelled%20by%20Turkey
https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/38015/more-than-700-migrants-have-reached-cyprus-this-year#:~:text=The%20government%20of%20Cyprus%20says,crisis%22%2C%20propelled%20by%20Turkey
https://ecre.org/cyprus-unhcr-urges-fair-and-fast-asylum-procedures-with-increased-arrivals-and-raises-concern-over-situation-for-unaccompanied-children-in-overcrowded-reception-centre/
https://ecre.org/cyprus-unhcr-urges-fair-and-fast-asylum-procedures-with-increased-arrivals-and-raises-concern-over-situation-for-unaccompanied-children-in-overcrowded-reception-centre/
https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/37266/a-ticking-time-bomb-cypriot-mps-shocked-by-visit-to-pournara-migrants-shelter
https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/37266/a-ticking-time-bomb-cypriot-mps-shocked-by-visit-to-pournara-migrants-shelter


 

   

 

7 

that provides legal assistance to asylum seekers.13 The absence of an effective national integration 

strategy and sufficient humanitarian support has de facto delegated the responsibility to civil 

society – networks comprised of entities, actors, and organizations unaffiliated with the 

government – to work together to bridge the dichotomies they see in their communities to facilitate 

development, progress, and societal cohesion. 

By way of limited direct services designed to meet identified gaps in available welfare and 

to equip refugees with legal and social aid, integration support, and employment guidance, civil 

society in Cyprus has ameliorated the effects of the humanitarian crisis on the island.14 By 

persistently conducting and publishing extensive research and credible reports that appeal to the 

global audience, politicians, governments, and international law monitoring committees, civil 

society relies on mobilization to significantly advance its efforts.15 The feasibility and 

effectiveness of utilized advocacy and outreach strategies rely on extensive access to resources, 

nonpublic information, and influence obtained through partnerships with similarly goal-oriented 

organizations. This access is granted through transnational advocacy networks (TANs) – naturally 

formed alliances among activists, NGOs, INGOs, and other actors voluntarily uniting around 

specific causes.16   

Due to its smaller size and the absence of large cities and metropolises, Cyprus has fewer 

civil society organizations than most other European countries. As such, TANs are indispensable 

in allowing these organizations to function as effectively as they do. This paper will explore three 

prominent civil society organizations in Cyprus which operate with TANs: KISA: Action for 

 
13 Daniel Thomas and Marcos Andronicou, “Murder, Media Frenzy, and Poor Refugee Integration in Cyprus,” The New Humanitarian, April 1, 

2021, https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news-feature/2020/09/29/Cyprus-migration-xenophobia-refugee-integration, 2. 
14 European Commission, “Governance of Migrant Integration in Cyprus,” European Website on Integration, accessed March 2, 2022, 
https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/country-governance/governance-migrant-integration-cyprus_en. 
15 European Commission. “Governance of Migrant Integration.” 
16 Margaret E Keck and Kathryn Sikkink, Transnational Advocacy Networks in International and Regional Politics (1999), 80. 

https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news-feature/2020/09/29/Cyprus-migration-xenophobia-refugee-integration
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Equality, Support, Antiracism, which addresses xenophobic rhetoric and advocates for a more 

inclusive society, Home for Cooperation, which centers its work around improving bi-communal 

relations, and Caritas Cyprus, which focuses on providing direct refugee support.  

Aims and Objectives 

 This paper aims to provide an understanding of the interactions between sedentarist 

assumptions and the refugee experience in Cyprus as experienced by Greek Cypriots before 

exploring how civil society functions within Cyprus and how it benefits from the broader TAN 

sphere. 

After exploring the 1974 division and relatively recent creation of checkpoints along the 

previously impassable dividing line, Chapter II dives into an analysis of stigmatizing vernacular 

and symbolic labels, the Greek Cypriot refugee experience, and perceptions of the current refugee 

crisis by Greek Cypriot society. By analyzing these specifically chosen topics alongside each other, 

Chapter II contextualizes the complexities that must be acknowledged when studying the dynamics 

of the current refugee crisis in Cyprus. 

The geopolitical implications of the refugee crisis in Cyprus are explored in Chapter III, 

along with an analysis of standing human rights laws and instruments regarding human rights 

violations faced specifically by refugees and asylum seekers (the “enabling legislation”). 

Governments are the primary guarantors of human rights, but, paradoxically, they are also among 

the primary violators. Chapter III offers a glance into the overcrowded and underfunded reception 

camps, and through an investigation of illegal pushbacks and refoulement, highlights the broader 

implications of how the divide can contribute to the exacerbation of human rights violations. 
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For years, Cypriot civil society has played a vital role in manufacturing spaces for bi-

communal conversation and cooperation and providing humanitarian support.17 Chapter IV 

presents an extensive assessment of the role of civil society and TANs in Cyprus. By identifying 

operating theories of change, advocacy strategies, and measurement tools for three select 

organizations, this chapter outlines how civil society engages in strategies to counteract illegal 

pushbacks and refoulement in an effort to highlight broader implications of how the divide with 

what government does exacerbate this issue. 

Ancillary to the antecedent analyses presented, Chapter V considers the impact of the 

Cypriot government’s active opposition and efforts to shut down civil society organizations that 

support refugees and migrants.18 Tara Esfahani, a European Asylum Law specialist explained, “it’s 

a lot easier for countries to criminalize NGOs and crack down on them instead of actually taking 

account of the accusations that NGOs are making of states.”19 This chapter surmises how refugee 

rights have become a target of political agendas that aim to make it unattainable for persons 

deemed unworthy of this protection and how an absence of harmonization by the EU Member 

States to fulfill their obligations perpetuates this humanitarian crisis despite the laudable voluntary 

work of civil society and their transnational advocacy networks. 

Chapter VI concludes with the observation that civil society organizations, in serving as 

the “conscience” of the community, seek to attain the purest and truest intent of the enabling 

legislation and have emerged as a natural, de facto “ombudsman.” The paper concludes by 

 
17 Norman Gillespie, Vasiliki Georgiou, and Sevinc Insay, “Civil Society and Trust Building in Cyprus,” JSTOR, November 2013, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/24565429, 1078. 
18 Amnesty International UK, “Cyprus: Police Violence Must Be Investigated and Protest Ban Lifted,” Amnesty International UK, February 25, 
2021, https://www.amnesty.org.uk/press-releases/cyprus-police-violence-must-be-investigated-and-protest-ban-lifted, 1. 
19 TRT World, “Why Is Cyprus Cracking down on NGOs Serving Migrants?” (TRT World, July 7, 2021), 

https://www.trtworld.com/magazine/why-is-cyprus-cracking-down-on-ngos-serving-migrants-48170, 3. 

https://www.trtworld.com/magazine/why-is-cyprus-cracking-down-on-ngos-serving-migrants-48170
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applauding the constructive role of civil society organizations within southern Cyprus, with a 

recommendation to foster and permit a protected space for such civil society organizations.  

Terminology 

Legal frameworks that exist to protect those outside their country’s borders fall into three 

categories: refugee, asylum seeker, and migrant. Given the different connotations associated with 

these labels, they are sometimes used incorrectly in media coverage, gray literature, and societal 

discourse in order to evoke a certain reaction.  

Refugees, by definition, are people who hold a well-founded fear that, within their 

homeland, they are at risk of being persecuted for their race, religion, nationality, political opinion, 

or membership in a certain group.20 Indeed, refugees hold such an immediate, overwhelming fear 

for their safety that they are willing to uproot themselves from the lives that they have built to seek 

asylum in new and unfamiliar lands, where they face the possibility of living indefinitely without 

access to health care, education, safety, in exchange for the opportunity of just temporary refuge.  

Asylum seekers are individuals who have fled their homeland in search of protection in 

another country and have officially exercised their human right of filing for asylum. Asylum 

seekers have not been “legally recognized” as refugees, which means their filed asylum claim has 

not been approved.21 

The term migrant does not have an internationally accepted legal definition, but in the 

context of the refugee issue, is most often used to evoke an association of “economic migrants,” 

individuals that emigrate purely for economic reasons, and to seek material improvement in their 

 
20 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “What Is a Refugee?” UNHCR, accessed September 7, 2022, https://www.unhcr.org/en-
us/what-is-a-refugee.html. 
21 Amnesty International, “Refugees, Asylum-Seekers and Migrants,” Amnesty International, June 20, 2022, https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-

we-do/refugees-asylum-seekers-and-migrants/. 
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quality of life.22 Refugees and asylum seekers are often conflated as migrants for exactly that 

reason – implying they are entering these countries for purely economic purpose contributes to 

highly prevalent and widespread politicized discourse and agendas centered around protecting 

perceived notions of the traditional ways of the existing European cultures, and fuels a national 

patriotism that at its core calls for the exclusion of non-Europeans. Nationalist culture has 

increasingly tilted toward nonuniversal discourses on rights and instead promotes xenophobic 

sentiments, which results in an unwillingness to allow “others” into their countries and societies.  

As addressed further in the Chapter II section on the refugee experience of Greek Cypriots, 

those displaced during the 1974 divide do not meet the international law requirements to be 

considered refugees according to the Geneva Convention 1951 and Protocol 1967, due to the fact 

that they are not outside their country of origin. The label codified in international law would be 

internally displaced persons. Given that the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR) describes their plight as a “refugee-like situation” that displays the familiar 

characteristics of refugee populations, both scholarly and gray literature honors their decision to 

identify as such.23  

Methodology 

The analysis presented in this paper is based on research acquired from a variety of sources: 

government reports, academic studies, policy briefs, newspaper coverage, mass media, social 

media, testimonies, and images that shaped public opinion and awareness. In my research, I 

discovered an abundance of data collected by prominent humanitarian organizations including the 

UNHCR, Amnesty International, the European Council on Refugees and Exiles, and local civil 

 
22 European Commission Migration and Home Affairs, “Economic Migrant Definition(s),” European Commission, accessed August 23, 2022, 
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/pages/glossary/economic-migrant_en. 
23 Zetter, “Perceptions of Return under Conditions of Protracted Exile,” 308. 

 



 

   

 

12 

society organizations in Cyprus. Conducted with Institutional Review Board approval, interviews 

with both civil society and TAN actors also proved vital in drawing connections between the 

various fields involved. This information was useful in determining the influence of public 

opinions on policy and in shedding light on issues that are either not widely or accurately 

publicized. Primary sources also served as an essential resource, given the constantly evolving 

nature of the crisis.  

Scope and Limitations 

It is vital to recognize that, given the limited scope of this assignment, this analysis does 

not purport to be exhaustive but rather focuses on the sedentarist assumptions and refugee 

experience of Greek Cypriots in relation to the experience of recent refugees arriving in southern 

Cyprus, and the role of civil society in acting as a de facto “ombudsman” in enforcing enabling 

human rights legislation. 
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Chapter II: “The Cyprus Problem” 

A Brief History of Cyprus 

Cyprus, a small country located in the eastern Mediterranean Sea, holds a cultural, 

linguistic, and historic background comprised of years of influence by occupiers. “The Cyprus 

problem” refers to the ongoing tension and competition between the Greek Cypriot and Turkish 

Cypriot ethnic groups over cultural, ideological, and geographical space. 

Ottoman rule which began in 1571 was surpassed in 1878 (de jure 1914) by the United 

Kingdom. Enosis, meaning union with Greece, was pursued by the Greek Cypriot population in 

Cyprus beginning in the 19th century, while the Turkish population supported a policy of taksim, 

which advocated for the partition of Cyprus and the creation of a Turkish polity in the north. 

Following nationalist violence in the 1950s, the Republic of Cyprus proclaimed 

independence from Great Britain in 1960, with a population of 78% Greek Orthodox Greek 

Cypriots and 18% Sunni Muslim Turkish Cypriots.24 Inter-communal clashes between the Greek 

Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots that had been brewing for decades sparked international attention 

when three years after independence, intense violence occurred over the Christian Christmas 

holiday. This prompted the establishment of a demilitarized United Nations Buffer Zone, a cease-

fire line first drawn on a map with a green wax pencil, earning its name of “the Green Line.” 

Stretching for 112 miles across the island with a width from less than 20 yards to more than 4 

miles, to this day it remains patrolled by the United Nations Peacekeeping Forces in Cyprus.  

 The Green Line became impassable in 1974 after Greek Cypriot extremists staged a coup 

against the island’s president in an effort to force Cyprus’s union with mainland Greece. Turkey 

responded with a military invasion that resulted in their occupation of 37% of the northern part of 

 
24 Evangelina Moisi and Alexandros Zachariades, “Performing Identity: The Case of the (Greek) Cypriot National Guard,” Studies in Ethnicity 

and Nationalism 21, no. 1 (2021): https://doi.org/10.1111/sena.12341, 4. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/sena.12341
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the island. Ultimately, 45,000 Turkish Cypriots from the south were internally displaced to 

northern Cyprus.25 Close to 200,000 Greek Cypriots – over 40% of the ethnic Greek Cypriot 

population – who lived in the north were forcibly displaced from their homes and communities 

into southern Cyprus.26 

 The buffer zone became the de facto partition of the island, and the island’s capital Nicosia 

remains the last divided capital in Europe, following the fall of the Berlin wall in 1989.27 In 1983, 

Turkish Cypriots authorities proclaimed the occupied territory as the “Turkish Republic of 

Northern Cyprus,” which is recognized only by Turkey.28 Along the northern side of the zone, 

Turkish forces reportedly installed an additional barrier composed of barbed-wire fencing, anti-

tank ditches, concrete wall segments, watchtowers, and minefields.29 The island still technically 

remains EU territory, though only southern Cyprus operates under EU law.30  

The communities on either side of the dividing line faced almost 30 years of complete 

isolation before checkpoints that allowed for movement were created along the buffer zone in 

2003.31 The government of Cyprus actively asserts that the dividing line is only the ceasefire line 

beyond which lie “areas not under government control.”32 However, this buffer zone is often 

described as a border in societal discourse, and since the start of the current refugee crisis in 

Europe, Greek Cypriot media and discourse have also stated that these checkpoints are being 

manipulated by Turkey to push “illegal immigrants” into southern Cyprus. A Republic of Cyprus 

 
25 Norwegian Refugee Council/Global IDP Project, “Profile of Internal Displacement: Cyprus,” Refworld, April 27, 2005, 
https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/3bd98d542.pdf, 35. 
26 Norwegian Refugee Council/Global IDP Project, “Profile of Internal Displacement,” 4. 
27 United Nations Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus, “About the Buffer Zone,” UNFICYP, June 18, 2021, https://unficyp.unmissions.org/about-

buffer-zone. 
28 New World Encyclopedia, “Turkish Invasion of Cyprus,” accessed March 3, 2022, 
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Turkish_invasion_of_Cyprus. 
29 Menelaos Hadjicostis, “Turkish Cypriot Leader Calls Air Link-for-Land Offer 'Stunt',” ABC News (ABC News Network, February 10, 2022), 

https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/turkish-cypriot-leader-calls-air-link-land-offer-82804111. 
30 United States Department of State Office of the Historian, “A Guide to the United States’ History of Recognition, Diplomatic, and Consular 

Relations, by Country, since 1776: Cyprus” (U.S. Department of State), accessed March 3, 2022, https://history.state.gov/countries/cyprus. 
31 Yiannis Papadakis, Divided Cyprus: Modernity, History, and an Island in Conflict (Bloomington, IN: Indiana Univ. Press, 2007). 
32 France 24, “Cyprus Minister Pins Blame for Migration 'Emergency' on Turkey,” France 24, February 13, 2022, 

https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20220213-cyprus-minister-pins-blame-for-migration-emergency-on-turkey. 

https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/3bd98d542.pdf
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government spokesman reported that of the 10,868 arrivals in the first 10 months of 2021, more 

than 9,000 had arrived through that route. The alleged use of the Green Line in this way evokes a 

certain response from Greek Cypriots given their history with Turkey and portrays what has been 

labeled as “a clear policy of instrumentalizing human pain by Turkey.”33 

Stigmatizing Vernacular, “Othering,” and Symbolic Labels 

Rhetoric has played a large role in setting the narrative for refugee discourse in the EU. 

The term “migrant,” often associated with those seeking economic gain, has been intentionally 

used to stigmatize refugees and asylum seekers as self-serving individuals and competition to those 

in the communities in which they settle temporarily. UNHCR Representative in Cyprus Katja Saha 

shared in 2019, “Such worrisome trends of labeling refugees as a threat have recently been 

intensified also in the political and public debate in Cyprus. Statements made by politicians or the 

press, presenting Cyprus as being swamped by refugees; refugees branded as possible terrorists or 

as a cause for demographic changes on the island are not conducive to a welcoming environment, 

which is a prerequisite for a smooth integration of refugees.”34  

Stigmatizing vernacular, which operates by “assigning, legitimating, and disrupting value,” 

can be seen through how displacement is sometimes inferred to be transplantation or 

uprootedness.35 While it still refers to the movement of removing roots from one place and 

replanting them elsewhere, transplantation holds a dignified and even impressive connotation and 

is reserved to describe those with the privilege and ample resources to choose to migrate to a new 

 
33 Reuters, “Greek Cyprus Accuses Turkey of 'Instrumentalizing Human Pain' Using Migrants,” Duvar English, November 11, 2021, 

https://www.duvarenglish.com/greek-cyprus-accuses-turkey-of-instrumentalizing-human-pain-using-migrants-news-59496; 

A. Casareggio, “News Highlights: Protesters Met with Violence in Sudan, Concerns over Ethiopian Integrity, UK Pushback Strategy 

Challenged,” EEPA, November 19, 2021, https://www.eepa.be/?p=5634. 
34 UNHCR Cyprus, “What Are Cypriots' Perceptions about Refugees and Migrants? Survey Results Presented Today,” March 8, 2019, 
https://www.unhcr.org/cy/2019/03/08/what-are-cypriots-perceptions-about-refugees-and-migrants/. 
35 Amy Shuman and Carol Bohmer, “The Stigmatized Vernacular: Political Asylum and the Politics of Visibility/Recognition,” Journal of 

Folklore Research 49, no. 2 (2016): pp. 199-227, https://doi.org/10.2979/stigmatizedvernacular.0.0.05, 217. 
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place, and then acclimatize to their new home comfortably. The phrase uprootedness, however, 

depicts the discouraging image of “roots that threaten to wither, along with the ordinary loyalties 

of citizenship in a homeland,” which affirms the belief that being displaced can lead to the 

disruption of moral grounding as well.36 While contemporary literature exploring refugee studies 

has moved away from this angle of focus, this problematization of refugees keeps the sentiments 

of the discussed postwar views highly prevalent in social and political conversations.37 

On a societal level, the impact of associating loss of roots with loss of morals reaches 

further than expected. When people denounce this theory through the phrase refugees are not 

criminals, the focus shifts away from who refugees are and the struggles they face and toward the 

debate of whether or not refugees are criminals. Through that lens, people automatically address 

the information they are presented with alongside an implicit bias against criminality. The impact 

of this can be seen through a survey conducted in 2018, in which researchers found that nearly 

four in ten people globally believe that human rights protect criminals.38 This in turn creates a 

skepticism of human rights and has the potential to inhibit the realization and enforcement of such 

rights in context including and beyond displacement.  

An analysis of online articles and television stories about third-country migrants published 

in Cypriot media in 2013 found “explicit discursive and sourcing mechanisms by which 

immigration is constructed as a problem and immigrants ‘othered.’”39 Achieved by centering the 

media discourse around ethnic and cultural characteristics which are viewed as ‘alien’ to Cypriot 

communities, this threatens to “disrupt the political and cultural order of the nation by threatening 

 
36 Malkki, “The Rooting of Peoples and the Territorialization of National Identity,” 32.  
37 Malkki, 31. 
38 Yves Bardon, “Human Rights in 2018,” July 25, 2018, https://www.ipsos.com/en/human-rights-2018. 
39 Dimitria L. Milioni, Lia-Paschalia Spyridou, and Konstantinos Vadratsikas, “Framing Immigration in Online Media and Television News in 

Crisis-stricken Cyprus,” Cyprus Review, 2015, 155. 
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its ‘purity’ and ‘authenticity.’”40 As the crisis has since continuously escalated, the framing of 

refugees in a negative light has also increased.41 Dutch culturist theorist Mieke Bal argues that as 

cultural practices by non-natives become more visible, regardless of if they are practices in which 

the host community itself engages, “the host culture perceives them in terms of difference, a view 

that is always threatened to tip over into racism or its mitigated forms of exoticism and 

condescendence.”42  

Studies have specifically identified a “persistence of strong racist tendencies” by Greek 

Cypriots against those from the “East,” defined in the studies as the Middle East, Asia, and Africa. 

These feelings are expanded from the central view of Turks as “Eastern” enemies.43 A study on if 

national identity in Cyprus was learned explained that the par excellence “other” of Greek Cypriot 

society, the “Turk,” has also become a symbolic category that can refer to anyone within a diverse 

range of migrant populations. The findings showed that this label has the potential to “rouse the 

collective imagination of Greek Cypriots, stoking fears and anxieties” reminiscent of the ethnic 

conflict that prompted the divide.44  

In comparison, wealthy Russian and Chinese immigrants were considered welcome in the 

same studies.45 These views are, in part, a result of class-defined judgments, cultural and 

geographical views, and feelings developed after years of media, social discourse, and political 

rhetoric associating those from the “East” as disenfranchised and those with a higher socio-

 
40 Russell King et al., “‘Racists? Us? Are You Joking?’ The Discourse of Social Exclusion of Immigrants in Greece and Italy,” in Eldorado or 
Fortress: Migration in Southern Europe (Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), 187. 
41 Argyro Nicolaou and Yiannis Papadakis, “Reaching Across: Migrant Support Activism on a Divided Island,” SpringerLink (Springer 

International Publishing, July 5, 2020), https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-030-44590-4_8. 
42 Mieke Bal, “Food, Form, and Visibility: Glub and the Aesthetics of Everyday Life.” Postcolonial Studies 8 (1), 2005: 54. 
43 Nicolaou and Papadakis, “Migrant Support Activism on a Divided Island,” 210. 
44 Nicolaou and Papadakis, 211.; Christos Anagiotos, “Is National Identity Learned? The Case of Turkish-Cypriot Young Adults in Cyprus,” 

Adult Education Research Conference, 2014, https://core.ac.uk/display/267186085. 
45 Nicolaou and Papadakis, “Migrant Support Activism on a Divided Island,” 206. 
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economic class as elites.46 They also result from teachings deeply ingrained within the educational 

curriculum.47 Historically, within Greek Cypriot classrooms, “Cypriot-ness” has been defined as 

monocultural, Greek, and Christian.48 Studies have identified “significant levels of ethnocentrism, 

racism, and xenophobia among Greek Cypriot students,” correlating frequent correlating racist 

incidents on school grounds.49 The ascension of Cyprus into the EU in 2004 generated additional 

“feelings of superiority” of Greek Cypriots as Christians, Westerners, Europeans, and Greeks, 

perceived as those who founded European civilization.50 This reinforced the view that those who 

did not fit those labels, especially migrants and refugees from the “East,” were inherently inferior.  

The Greek Cypriot Refugee Experience 

There is a further complexity associated with the term “refugee” within the context of 

Cyprus. Hannah Arendt, a prolific political theorist, presented one view through her experience as 

a Holocaust survivor: “[w]e lost our home, which means the familiarity of daily life. We lost our 

occupation, which means the confidence that we are of some use in this world. We lost our 

language…we left our relatives, and best friends…[but] we don’t like to be called “refugees.”51 

Anthropologist Liisa Malkki presents another perspective of the term, writing, “[f]ar from being a 

‘spoiled identity,’ refugee status was valued and protected as a sign of the ultimate temporariness 

 
46 Cyprus’s option to purchase citizenship which was suspended in 2020 supported the idea that those with means were welcome, and those 
without were not. The program stated that through an investment of €2.0 million in real estate, a donation of €100,000 to the Governments 

Research and Development fund , and €100,000  to the Land Development Organization, individuals would be granted a Cypriot passport and 

citizenship of an EU country, allowing the freedom to work, travel, study and live anywhere within the EU including countries such as Germany, 

France and the UK.; “Naturalization for Investors by Exception in Cyprus,” Elma Global Second Citizenship by Investment Naturalization for 

Investors by Exception in Cyprus Comments, accessed September 7, 2022, https://www.second-citizenship.org/publications-on-immigration-and-
dual-citizenship/naturalization-by-exemption-in-cyprus/. 
47 Michalinos Zembylas and Hakan Karahasan, “The Politics of Memory and Forgetting in Pedagogical Practices: Towards Pedagogies of 

Reconciliation and Peace in Divided Cyprus,” Cyprus Review, January 24, 2018, http://cyprusreview.org/index.php/cr/article/view/292, 17. 
48 Zelia Gregoriou, “De‐Scribing Hybridity in ‘Unspoiled Cyprus’: Postcolonial Tasks for the Theory of Education,” Comparative Education 40, 

no. 2 (2004): pp. 241-266, https://doi.org/10.1080/0305006042000231374. 
49 Nicolaou and Papadakis, “Migrant Support Activism on a Divided Island,” 211. 
50 Nicolaou and Papadakis, 210. 
51 Hannah Arendt, “We Refugees,” International Refugee Law, May 2017, pp. 264-265, https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315092478-1. 
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of exile and the refusal to become naturalized, to put down roots in a place to which one did not 

belong.”52 

The housing provided for Greek Cypriot refugees displaced from northern Cyprus 

following the 1974 divide reflects, in many cases, inhumane and inadequate living conditions. This 

reinforces the hope in these displaced persons that, despite all other indications, their situation is 

indeed temporary. In light of the abandonment of houses and apartments of Turkish Cypriots who 

moved to the north, the government decided to rent such spaces to Greek Cypriot refugees for a 

small fee, under the condition that they would return the property to the original owners should 

they return. In 1991, an office for the management of Turkish Cypriot real estate was established, 

but upkeep has not occurred and most of the buildings have become hazardous. In a 2021 review 

of houses located in the area of Larnaca, the chairperson of the Cyprus House Standing Committee 

on Refugees stated, “The buildings are dangerous to live in. Pipes hang down, plaster crumbles, 

dampness, and mold are everywhere.”53 In a similar review of Avdimou, he stated, “The village is 

literally falling apart…the question [is] whether they should be restored or demolished.”54 

The three durable solutions for refugees and internally displaced persons as outlined by the 

UNHCR are voluntary returns in safety and dignity, local integration, and resettlement to another 

location or country.55 The conditions in which many Greek Cypriot refugees exist have not allowed 

for comfortable integration or resettlement. Reflective of that, repatriation has been consistently 

presented as the desired solution in this case. However, it has been close to 50 years since the 

almost 200,000 Greek Cypriots displaced during the divide left behind their homes, businesses, 

 
52 Malkki, “The Rooting of Peoples and the Territorialization of National Identity,” 35. 
53 Liza Medvetskaya, “Greek Cypriot Refugees Forced to Live in Crumbling Houses in Cyprus,” Недвижимость на Кипре. Цены на жилье, 

объявления от собственников (DOM LiVE, December 8, 2021), https://dom.com.cy/en/live/digest/greek-cypriot-refugees-live-in-emergency-

buildings-in-cyprus/. 
54 Medvetskaya, “Greek Cypriot Refugees Forced to Live in Crumbling Houses.” 
55 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “The 10-Point Plan in Action: Chapter 7, Solutions for Refugees,” UNHCR (UNHCR, The 

UN Refugee Agency, 2017), https://www.unhcr.org/protection/migration/50a4c17f9/10-point-plan-action-chapter-7-solutions-
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and communities, and their social and economic situations have drastically changed in that time. 

In 1994, the International Migration Review published a study that examined “how socioeconomic 

differentiation and the processes of adaptation through protracted exile become crucial variables 

in understanding the contradictory and paradoxical attitudes to a return which refugee populations 

display.”56 Ultimately, it argued that the protracted political uncertainty surrounding the future of 

the divided island limits the likeliness of repatriation that might have been possible soon after the 

divide. Would a political settlement grant access or return to only part of the north? What would 

the political rights be for the individuals allowed access? Will more urban– or rural–based refugees 

decide to return? For those whose families had been immersed in the agricultural sector but who 

themselves have not farmed since the divide, what would repatriation look like? 

Perceptions of Refugees in Cyprus by Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots 

The uncertainty and frustration surrounding the Greek Cypriot refugee experience are still 

prevalent to this day and lend way to the question of if this history of displacement makes Greek 

Cypriot society more or less welcoming towards refugees arriving from other nations. Through 

“transference,” do existing feelings regarding bi-communal relations redirect to the current refugee 

situation on the island?57 

UNHCR Representative in Cyprus Saha spoke about this when presenting a study on 

perceptions of refugees by the Greek Cypriot society conducted by the UNHCR and University of 

Cyprus Center for Field Studies. “One of the main challenges in effectively protecting refugees in 

their reception countries is the public opinion,” she stated. “A new country will only become a 

 
56 Zetter, “Perceptions of Return under Conditions of Protracted Exile,” 308. 
57 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Perceptions Matter: Opinion Survey Commissioned by the UNHCR Representation 
in Cyprus.” UNHCR, July 2015. https://www.unhcr.org/cy/wp-content/uploads/sites/41/2015/11/Opinion_Survey_Report_2015.pdf.; United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Perceptions of Cypriots about Refugees and Migrants,” UNHCR, March 2019, 

https://www.unhcr.org/cy/wp-content/uploads/sites/41/2019/03/Perceptions_FULL-REPORT-FINAL_8March2019.pdf, 44. 
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new home if refugees feel welcome and accepted. Getting laws and policies right is also vital. But 

it’s the local people and communities that are on the frontline when refugees arrive, and whose 

attitude makes the difference between rejection and inclusion; between despair and hope; between 

being left behind and building a future.”58 

Due to the economic and social insecurities societies are experiencing, refugees throughout 

Europe are often targeted with hostile and antagonistic attitudes.59 Scholarly discourse argues that 

the retreat of multiculturalism pressures migrants to conform, while growing anti-migration 

stances increase competition between social groups for public resources, reducing the space 

available for migrants to integrate into society while surcharging existing resources.60  

The UNHCR published two opinion polls analyzed in this section: one in 2015 which 

assessed the public perception toward refugees and migrants in Cyprus, and another in 2019 which 

aimed to observe changes in attitudes since 2015.61  [Let it be noted that the 2015 study asked both 

Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots questions about “the government,” but did not define the 

term further. Their use of the term “Republic of Cyprus” infers that the participants were asked to 

analyze the work of the universally recognized Republic of Cyprus government, and not the 

“Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus” (TRNC), which is recognized only by Turkey.62] 

The survey results showed that the majority of the Greek Cypriot side felt that the 

government was doing all it could for refugees and was perhaps even allocating too much funding 

towards the issue, while the Turkish Cypriot side overwhelmingly responded that the government 

 
58 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “What Are Cypriots’ Perceptions about Refugees,” March 2019, 44. 
59 Knud S. Larsen et al., “Threat Perception and Attitudes toward Documented and Undocumented Immigrants in the United States: Framing the 
Debate and Conflict Resolution,” ... of Social Sciences (eurojournals.com, June 7, 2016), 
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60 Milioni et al., “Framing Immigration in Online Media,” 155. 
61 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Perceptions Matter,” July 2015.; United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 
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was not doing enough for refugees.63 The same study also found that Greek Cypriots were more 

likely to “accept the legal and moral obligation to receive refugees in Cyprus.”64 Greek Cypriots 

spoke about how Cyprus has the chance to offer a better quality of life to deserving refugees, while 

Turkish Cypriots shared sentiments that refugees “should not be admitted because the country has 

its own problems and because the refugees enter illegally in the first place.”65  

The 2019 study found that Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots both expressed concerns 

about the number of refugees and asylum seekers on the island, but that a majority of both 

communities would prefer that refugees lived integrated with their societies.66 The report 

concluded, “the links between the representations of the Cyprus issue and migration should be 

further explored in future research, given the fact that there is existing research showing…a 

transfer of existing feelings regarding bi-communal relations to attitudes towards migration and 

the reverse.”67  
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64 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 5-6. 
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Chapter III: The Current Refugee Situation in Cyprus 

Geopolitical Implications 

Located 40 miles south of Turkey and 60 miles west of Syria, Cyprus is uniquely positioned 

with close proximity to those being forcibly displaced due to conflict in the Middle East and sub-

Saharan Africa. As such, Greek-administered southern Cyprus has become the arrival point for 

thousands of refugees and asylum seekers over the past decade.68 A majority of refugees come 

from Syria, India, Bangladesh, Cameroon, and Pakistan.69 As of 2021, the southern side of the 

island received close to 13,500 new asylum applications and reviewed a record 16,549 previously 

submitted applications.70 An estimated 19,000 applications remain pending.71 Southern Cyprus 

currently has the highest number of asylum seekers per capita in the European Union (EU).72  

Since Cyprus is not a member of the Schengen zone of passport-free travel, does not offer 

family reunification for asylum seekers, and notoriously takes years to process applications, many 

refugees skirt registering upon arrival in hopes that they can instead apply for asylum in a country 

within the Schengen zone. Unregistered migrants are excluded from sheltering in Cypriot refugee 

camps and left to live in homeless encampments, which further exacerbates tensions with Cypriot 

communities.73 

Greek Cypriot immigration authorities report that they are “overstretched and struggling to 

deal with the unabated flow of migrants” to the island.74 The reception centers for refugees on the 

 
68 David Hunt, “Cyprus,” Encyclopedia Britannica (Encyclopedia Britannica, inc., March 1, 2022), https://www.britannica.com/place/Cyprus, 2. 
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71 Ghaedi, 1. 
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island are severely under-resourced and overcrowded.75 As noted, Cypriot Members of Parliament 

criticized camp conditions, recounting that on one visit, they “witnessed 12 children cramped in a 

container, sometimes without beds, blankets strewn on the floor, families with children as young 

as three years old, pregnant women.”76  

The European Commission reported in 2020 that “the majority of integration programmes 

and actions [in Cyprus] were carried out on an ad-hoc basis by governmental institutions, local 

authorities, and civil society organizations.”77 These services include equipping registered 

refugees with legal and social aid, integration support, and employment guidance.78 Civil society 

organizations have taken on the responsibility of conducting research reports which they use to 

advocate for accountability and better protection of refugee rights, explored more fully in the 

following section.79 

On a geopolitical level, this division allows for the manipulation of refugees in a way 

similar to Belarus’s weaponization of migrants in winter 2021 in retaliation for EU sanctions 

resulting from President Lukashenko’s discredited election. The Greek Cypriot minister has 

accused Turkey of instrumentalizing the current influx of refugees from Syria and sub-Saharan 

Africa, stating that it is orchestrated by asylum seekers arriving through legal travel to Turkish-

occupied northern Cyprus, and then traveling with unauthorized movement through the ceasefire 

line that divides the island down to southern Cyprus.80 Due to the lack of legal asylum routes, 

 
75 European Council on Refugees and Exiles, “Cyprus: UNHCR Urges Fair and Fast Asylum Procedures with Increased Arrivals and Raises 
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others arrive through sea routes, risking dangerous passages arranged by smugglers.81 Both options 

are risky and can portend multifaceted, long-term consequences. Connelly states that many who 

climb over the 16th-century Venetian walls that encase northern Cyprus to reach southern Cyprus 

are caught by UN peacekeepers and remain in limbo for years in flimsy UNHCR emergency tents 

within the UN buffer zone that divides the island.82  

Illegal Pushbacks and Chain Refoulement  

The European Council on Refugees and Exiles found that those who arrive by sea 

experience illegal pushbacks and refoulement by the Cypriot Coast Guard.83 

The globally recognized Universal Declaration of Human Rights codified in Article 14 that 

“everyone has the right to seek and enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution.”84 For many 

refugees arriving in European countries along the Mediterranean Sea, this right has been intangible 

and difficult to secure. The past decade has seen exceedingly cruel measures taken by the EU 

Member States to prevent refugees from even entering their borders.  

The resistance by the EU Member States to accept refugees in part stems from and is 

facilitated by the Dublin III Regulation, the current mechanism in place regarding asylum 

requirements. Revised last in 2013, this Regulation is advertised as a system that will detect early 

problems in national asylum or reception systems and address their root causes before they develop 

into fully fledged crises. It also claims to enhance the protection of asylum seekers during the 
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process of establishing the state responsible for examining the asylum application.85 In more 

accurate terms, however, the Dublin Regulation allows Member States to send refugees seeking 

asylum back to the country they first arrived in for their asylum claim to be processed.8 Since the 

beginning of the refugee crisis, the Regulation has placed an unnecessarily heavy burden, 

financially, socially, and morally, on receiving Member States around the exterior of the EU 

borders. 

The countries most impacted are Greece, Spain, Italy, Cyprus, and Malta, which together 

have received approximately 2,385,847 sea arrivals since 2014.86 As the first point of entry for 

refugees, these countries are legally obligated to identify, process, and provide registration for 

every individual before allowing them to leave the country’s borders. The northern EU states 

benefiting from the Dublin Regulation are very resolute about how they will not accept refugees 

who have not received background checks and been officially provided with refugee status, 

emphasizing and demanding strict adherence with the Dublin Regulation as a legal document. The 

European Parliament noted that “in the absence of harmonization, the Dublin system will continue 

to be unfair both to asylum seekers and to certain Member States.”87  

An absence of harmonization increases tensions and pressure on countries of first entry and 

contributes to an increase of severe human rights and refugee rights violations, from illegal 

pushbacks and forced refoulement to inadequate and inhumane living conditions for those who 

acquire shelter in reception camps within these countries’ borders. 
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The European Center for Constitutional and Human Rights defines pushbacks as a variety 

of state measures aimed at forcing refugees and migrants out of their territory while obstructing 

access to applicable legal and procedural frameworks.88 The European Court of Human Rights has 

condemned pushbacks as collective expulsions, citing Article 4 of Protocol No 4 to the European 

Convention on Human Rights, and the UNHCR’s Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights of 

Migrants stated that pushbacks include “various measures taken by States which result in migrants, 

including asylum-seekers, being summarily forced back to the country from where they attempted 

to cross or have crossed an international border without access to international protection or 

asylum procedures or denied of any individual assessment on their protection needs which may 

lead to a violation of the principle of non-refoulement.”89  

Non-refoulement, the practice of not forcing asylum seekers and refugees to return to 

countries where there is a possibility that they will be subjected to persecution, is addressed in 

international human rights, refugee, humanitarian, and customary law. The first piece of legal 

standing that addressed the rights of asylum seekers, the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status 

of Refugees, outlines it in Article 33. This Convention, also commonly referred to as the Geneva 

Convention of 28 July 1951, states that while refugees are supposed to be guaranteed most of the 

basic rights, they are not entitled to treatment equal to the citizens of the country in which they are 

seeking asylum. The country they seek refuge in also holds the right to take measures to ensure 

national security. Under this convention, however, refugees are entitled to receive free access to 

courts, administrative assistance, identity papers, travel documents, and the ability to transfer 

 
88 European Center for Constitutional and Human Rights, “Pushback,” ECCHR, September 1, 2022, https://www.ecchr.eu/en/glossary/push-

back/, 1. 
89 Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights of Migrants, “Report on Means to Address the Human Rights Impact of Pushbacks of Migrants on 
Land and at Sea,” OHCHR, May 12, 2021, https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/sr-migrants/report-means-address-human-rights-impact-

pushbacks-migrants-land-and-sea.; European Center for Constitutional and Human Rights, “Pushback,” ECCHR, September 1, 2022, 

https://www.ecchr.eu/en/glossary/push-back/. 
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assets.90 In accordance, refugees must cooperate with the UNHCR in the exercise of its functions 

and help the UNHCR supervise the implementation of the provisions in the Convention.  

In Refuge beyond Reach: How Rich Democracies Repel Asylum Seekers, scholar 

FitzGerald introduces the phrase “patrolling the moat” to describe European governments’ 

collaboration with coastal states to hamper refugee departures and incentivize states to readmit 

individuals who fled and were captured while trying to exercise their human right of seeking 

asylum.91 Human Rights Watch (HRW) reported on pushbacks occurring in Cyprus, stating that 

members of the Greek Cypriot Coast Guard brandished weapons to threaten the refugees and 

asylum seekers arriving by sea.92 The Coast Guard vessels also encircled the smaller boats at a 

high speed to create waves to “swamp or capsize” them.93  

The first documented pushback in Cyprus was in response to the arrival of a boat carrying 

mainly Syrians, Lebanese, and Palestinians who had departed from Turkey and Lebanon. The boat 

approached southern Cyprus on March 20, 2020, with a group of 175 refugees, all of whom 

expressed their intent to apply for asylum and many of who had family members they were set to 

join in southern Cyprus.94 The vessel was denied entry by the Republic of Cyprus Coast Guard 

and continued drifting before capsizing near northern Cyprus.95 The refugees were rescued by the 

“Turkish Cypriot administration” who quarantined them for 14-days before arbitrarily detaining 

them, citing the violation of a law recognized only by the TRNC that authorizes the detention of 

“irregular migrants” for eight days. 

 
90 UN General Assembly, “1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees,” United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, June 28, 

1951, https://www.unhcr.org/4ca34be29.pdf, Articles 16, 25, 27, and 28. 
91 David FitzGerald, Refuge Beyond Reach: How Rich Democracies Repel Asylum Seekers (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2019), 192. 
92 Access Center for Human Rights et al., “Pushbacks from Cyprus to Lebanon Lead to Chain Refoulement to Syria,” EuroMed Rights, June 10, 

2021, https://euromedrights.org/publication/pushbacks-from-cyprus-to-lebanon-leads-to-chain-refoulement-to-syria/, 1. 
93 Bill Frelick, “Cyprus Moves to Shutter Local Human Rights Group,” Human Rights Watch, July 6, 2021, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/07/06/cyprus-moves-shutter-local-human-rights-group, 2. 
94 Access Center for Human Rights et al., “Pushbacks from Cyprus,” 1. 
95 Access Center for Human et al., 1. 
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That May, the TRNC forcibly deported 100 Syrian refugees, 56 of whom were women and 

children (many unaccompanied), to Mersin, Turkey. From there, the refugees were transferred to 

the town of Kilis which borders Syria, enabling the eventual refoulement of these individuals to 

Syria, which has been identified as an unsafe country due to the rate at which nationals and refugee 

returnees face arrest, detainment, torture, and enforced disappearance upon return. 

Cyprus-based NGO KISA worked to document the forced pushbacks of refugees arriving 

in Cyprus by sea routes. None of the witnesses interviewed from these situations was allowed to 

file an asylum claim, and HRW labeled KISA as essential in obtaining and corroborating these 

testimonies.96 

 Civil society’s efforts to monitor and document such actions serve as evidence and assist 

courts to block illegal refoulement.97 This credible monitoring and transparent reporting prevents 

Europe from successfully feigning ignorance of human rights violations. Cypriot authorities 

publicly acknowledged that they had pushed back and expelled individuals in 2020, but when 

questioned by the European Court of Human Rights, the Cypriot Government claimed that 

individuals on the boat had not expressed their intention to seek asylum.98 KISA documented 15 

instances of these pushbacks, and UNHCR Cyprus presented credible reports and eyewitness 

accounts verified by EuroMed Rights that proved that Cypriot authorities had systematically 

ignored explicit and repeated asylum requests by individuals on boats just off the Cypriot 

coastline.99 HRW also documented survivor testimonies of cases in which the Cypriot Coast Guard 

encountered boats with refugees in distress for reasons including lack of fuel and left them without 

assistance, violating international maritime laws regarding obligations to rescue vessels in distress. 

 
96 Frelick, “Cyprus Moves to Shutter,” 2. 
97 FitzGerald, Refuge Beyond Reach, 217. 
98 Access Center for Human Rights et al., “Pushbacks from Cyprus,” 1. 
99 Access Center for Human Rights et al., 1.  
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 In a joint submission for input for the Special Rapporteur’s report on pushback practices 

and their impact on the human rights of migrants and refugees, EuroMed Rights and KISA argue 

that the Cypriot government has been using the pandemic to justify discriminatory policies and 

severe human rights violations, seen additionally through reception conditions for those who gain 

access to Cyprus.100 Accountability exists through the tireless efforts of civil society documenting 

such events. FitzGerald concludes his writing on this note, stating, “[t]he left hand of Europe is 

taking notes that record the actions of the right.”101 

Cyprus’s Reception Capacity 

 The UNHCR identifies three reception centers in Cyprus: First Reception Centre Pournara 

at Kokkinotrimithia, Kofinou Reception Centre for Applicants of International Protection, and the 

Multi-purpose Centre at Limnes.102 Since 2020, the Interior Minister has reportedly closed all 

reception centers and turned them into detention centers, moving detainees to decentralized 

detention facilities that have previously been declared inappropriate for extended detention by the 

European Court of Human Rights.103 

Pournara 

Razor wire frames the entrance of Pournara, the former military camp turned reception 

center.104 Located on the outskirts of Nicosia, it was repurposed in 2014 to be a tented facility that 

provided 72-hour emergency accommodation to newly arrived asylum seekers and refugees.105 

The average stay before the pandemic was 50 days, despite the lack of infrastructure for such an 

 
100 Access Center for Human Rights et al., “Pushbacks from Cyprus,” 1. 
101 FitzGerald, Refuge Beyond Reach, 192. 
102 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Cyprus | Reception Capacity,” UNHCR31, December 31, 2021, 

https://www.unhcr.org/cy/wp-content/uploads/sites/41/2022/02/UNHCR-Cyprus_Reception_thru-2021.pdf, 5. 
103 KISA and EuroMed Rights, “Input for the Special Rapporteur’s Report on Pushback Practices and Their Impact on the Human Rights of 

Migrants and Refugees, with a Focus on Pushbacks from Cyprus to Lebanon and Turkey,” OHCHR, March 20, 2021, 

https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/Migration/pushback/Joint_KISA_EuroMed_Rights_Submission.pdf. 
104 InfoMigrants, “Cyprus: Hundreds Transferred after Coronavirus Outbreak at Overcrowded Migrant Camp,” InfoMigrants, December 23, 2021, 

https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/37426/cyprus-hundreds-transferred-after-coronavirus-outbreak-at-overcrowded-migrant-camp. 
105 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Cyprus | Reception Capacity,” 3. 
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extended stay.106 Human rights activist reports have shared that those in the camp have also been 

prevented from leaving through indefinite periods of arbitrary detention enforced by the 

government due to pretexts of health diseases, including scabies. NGOs have contested the 

truthfulness of these claims and argued that if these conditions do exist, they are the direct result 

of inhumane and overcrowded conditions manufactured by policies put forth by the government.107 

Originally designed to hold 350 persons and later expanded to a maximum capacity of 

1,000 persons, Pournara currently hosts over 2,500. Public information officer Emilia Strovolidou 

at the UN refugee agency in Cyprus reported that only 500 of those asylum seekers live in 

prefabricated shelters with electricity and heating. Commissioner for Children’s Rights Despo 

Michalidou called conditions at the camp “miserable and unhygienic” due to the inadequate food 

and nutrition options and extreme lack of sanitation facilities.108As of 2021, there were more than 

350 unaccompanied children and 20 children with families.  

Kofinou 

 The sole State-run center Kofinou is located around 25 miles from the capital Nicosia. In 

2014 it was expanded to a 400-bed facility and has been operating at maximum capacity since 

2016. The pandemic in 2020 resulted in its expansion through a fenced area. 

For years, residents within Kofinou have complained of serious health and safety risks due 

to the severe sewage problem, inadequate cleaning services, and lack of maintenance of facilities. 

“These [units] are ovens in the summer and freezer boxes in the winter,” says Anastacia Kyriakou, 

a mother-and-baby volunteer coordinator for Kofinou We Care.109 “There are toilets that do not 

 
106 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 4. 
107 KISA, “The Government Prolongs the Arbitrary Detention at Pournara Camp under the Pretext of Scabies,” May 22, 2020, 

https://kisa.org.cy/the-government-prolongs-the-arbitrary-detention-at-pournara-camp-under-the-pretext-of-scabies/. 
108 Benjamin Bathke, “Cyprus President Promises 'More Humane' Migrant Camp Conditions,” InfoMigrants, March 15, 2022, 

https://www.infomigrants.net/fr/post/39190/cyprus-president-promises-more-humane-migrant-camp-conditions. 
109 Teo Kermeliotis, “'I Defy You to Stay 48h': Life in Cyprus Refugee Camp,” Refugees News | Al Jazeera (Al Jazeera, December 31, 2021), 
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work in homes and mothers with young children have to walk for 100 meters in the middle of the 

night to take children as young as two to the toilet. I defy anybody to stay in this camp for 48 

hours.”110 

Limnes 

In 2021, a center was established in the remote area of Limnes to host those whose 

applications for asylum had been rejected. It began operating in November 2021 despite not having 

received EU funding and has a capacity to host 800 persons. Along with the negative asylum 

decision, the applicants receive a decision determining their place of residence as Limnes and 

outlining the condition that if they leave Limnes, their right to welfare assistance will be rescinded. 

UNHCR reports that the trend has been for persons to voluntarily leave Limnes and waive their 

welfare entitlements. 

A Two-Tier System of Protection 

The European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) outlines the laws that the EU 

and its Member States are bound to as those listed and defined in the Charter of Fundamental 

Rights of the European Union, the fundamental rights as guaranteed by the Council of Europe’s 

European Convention on Human Rights, and the general principles of law as developed by the 

Court of Justice of the European Union. 

However, the FRA also stipulates that the EU and its Member States are only obligated to 

“consider” international legal frameworks, such as United Nations treaties and conventions. The 

Charter of the United Nations and the EU’s “internal human rights” system offer guidance on how 

to handle the situation in accordance with universally recognized inalienable human rights. 

Member States are not required to adhere to all human rights treaties, but they are obligated to act 

 
110 Kermeliotis, “'I Defy You to Stay 48h.” 



 

   

 

34 

in accordance with EU law, which recognizes a significantly smaller range of rights than those 

outlined in UN treaties.  

The current method of implementation is not entirely effective as the dichotomies between 

EU law and UN treaties create the risk of human rights enforcement becoming a “two-tier system 

of protection,” which leaves room for gaps in implementation and ultimately, the promise of 

human rights undelivered. “The migration system…is extremely outdated and non-existent,” 

confirms Corina Drousiotou, Senior Legal Adviser at the Cyprus Refugee Council which provides 

legal assistance to asylum seekers.111 The absence of an effective national integration strategy and 

sufficient humanitarian support has de facto delegated responsibility to civil society – networks 

comprised of entities, actors, and organizations not affiliated with the government – who work 

together to bridge the dichotomies they witness in their communities and facilitate development, 

progress, and societal cohesion. 
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Chapter IV: An Exploration of Civil Society 

The Role of Civil Society in Cyprus 

While governments are the primary ‘guarantors’ of human rights, they are also among the 

primary violators. This paradox has existed since the beginning of civilization and as a result, 

actors, groups, and organizations unaffiliated with the government have worked together to bridge 

dichotomies and facilitate development, progress, and societal cohesion. These entities, 

collectively referred to as civil society, can comprise of community groups, NGOs, charities, faith-

based organizations, professional associations, cultural institutions, foundations, TANs, and 

advocacy groups.112 The grouping describes the “dynamic ensemble of legally protected 

nongovernmental institutions that tend to be nonviolent, self-organizing, self-reflexive, and 

permanently in tension, both with each other and with the governmental institutions that frame, 

constrict, and enable their activities.”113 Civil society allows individuals and groups to define and 

express their social identities, which fosters solidarity.114  

 In Cyprus, civil society exists on both the northern, Turkish-occupied side of the island and 

the southern, EU-recognized side of the island. Cypriot civil society co-emerged alongside the 

state, and as such, has a basis in “nationalism/anti-nationalism, ethnic identification, and left-

/right-wing politics.”115 Cypriot politics and social life were so intertwined that “political leanings 

became tied not only to the newspapers one read, but also the football team one supported or beer 

 
112 World Bank, “Civil Society,” World Bank, February 28, 2022, https://www.worldbank.org/en/about/partners/civil-society/overview. 
113 John Keane, “Civil Society, Definitions and Approaches,” JohnKeane.Net, April 9, 2015, https://www.johnkeane.net/wp-
content/uploads/2009/01/jk_civil_sciety_definitions_encyclopedia.pdf, 1. 
114 Jeffrey C. Alexander, “The Civil Sphere,” Oxford Scholarship Online (Oxford University Press, 2012), 

https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195162509.001.0001/acprof-9780195162509; This idea builds off 

that of Durkheim, who referred to civil society as “loving kindness and fraternity.”:  Jean-Marie Tremblay, “Émile Durkheim, ‘L’allemagne Au-

Dessus De Tout’ (1915),” Les Classiques des sciences sociales, 1991, 
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that one drank.”116 The latter description of unity of values led to civil society in Cyprus having 

implicit political beliefs at “the core of their organizational structure.”117  

For years, Cypriot civil society has played a vital role in manufacturing spaces for bi-

communal conversation and cooperation.118 These spaces have been applauded as useful since 

conversations with Cypriots or about Cyprus often spark debate about “the Cyprus problem.”119 

As part of the Cypriot Civil Society Mapping and Capacity Building Project, the Management 

Centre of the Mediterranean (MCMED) and the NGO Support Centre (SC) conducted a study of 

civil society in Cyprus to measure civil society’s evolution as a means of creating a “more just and 

equitable world,” and learned that between 2005 and 2010, multiculturalism, racism, xenophobia, 

rights of minority groups, delinquency and the weakening of traditional family values were added 

to civil society agendas in Cyprus.120 The study recounts that 2010 was also when some sections 

of civil society in Cyprus began mobilizing against excessive immigration, political refugee rights, 

and illegal immigration.121 

MCMED and SC report that civil society in Cyprus is being pressured to take on increasing 

amounts of responsibility.122 They cataloged that civil society in southern Cyprus displayed 

stronger structure, social engagement, positive values, and greater social impact than civil society 

in northern Cyprus.123 European civil society organizations that were formerly national have 

expanded their reach past Europe’s borders to countries from which refugees and asylum seekers 

depart, including Turkey.124 
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119 Linda Lönnqvist, “Civil Society in Reconciliation: Beyond the ‘Cyprus Problem,’” International NGO Training and Research Centre, October 
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120 The Management Centre of the Mediterranean and NGO Support Centre, “An Assessment of Civil Society in Cyprus,” 2011, 
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Case Study 

 Having explored sedentarist assumptions, the presence of stigmatizing vernacular in 

society and politics, bi-communal relations, and the refugee experience in Cyprus, this section 

aims to outline specific efforts and strategies engaged in by civil society working with and around 

these intersecting factors. It does so by investigating the work of three carefully selected, 

prominent civil society organizations: KISA, which is working to address xenophobic rhetoric, 

Home for Cooperation, which focuses on bi-communal relations, and Caritas Cyprus, which 

focuses on refugee support. 

KISA 

KISA: Action for Equality, Support, Antiracism was established in 1998 and actively 

works towards the realization of its vision of an all-inclusive, multicultural society, free of racism, 

xenophobia, and discrimination. Its team believes that through the interaction and mutual respect 

of diverse cultures, equality, and respect for the rights of all individuals can be realized. As such, 

KISA invests in a range of advocacy, from awareness-raising to lobbying for changes regarding 

policies, practices, and the legal structural frameworks within the scope of migration, asylum, 

racism, discrimination, and trafficking. Its long-established expertise on these matters has resulted 

in recognition of its credibility and involvement with stakeholders including the Office of the 

Commissioner for Administration and Protection of Human Rights, the Body Against 

Discrimination and Racism, the Commissioner for Children’s Rights, the European Committee 

Against Racism and Intolerance, the Human Rights Commissioner of the Council of Europe, and 

the Group of Experts on Action Against Trafficking in Human Beings. 

Given the dire need for humanitarian support, KISA also operates a Migrant and Refugee 

Center which provides information, support, advocacy, and mediation services. Founder and 
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Executive Director Doros Polycarpou reflected that in retrospect, KISA should have created two 

separate organizations: one with a focus on direct activism to help with immediate problems faced 

by migrants on the ground, and one centered around discursive and symbolic realms and shifting 

public opinion and social structures.125 KISA cites, however, that its involvement in both social 

intervention and direct services enables it to have an accurate and updated picture of the realities 

in the area of its mandate. 

Caritas Cyprus 

Caritas Cyprus (Caritas) has striven to actively serve vulnerable refugees at a grassroots 

level in Cyprus since 1986. In order to provide integral human development, social justice 

advancements, and sustainable social systems, Caritas approaches its work through avenues that 

include the support and involvement of actors in their transnational advocacy network. Its 

provision of direct services is designed to meet identified gaps in available welfare services 

regarding basic emergency needs and wrap-around case management for the chronically 

vulnerable. With the help of Zero Food Waste Cyprus, it has arranged for provisions of fresh 

produce to be donated by vendors at the end of every Saturday farmers’ market. Through working 

with Project Phoenix, virtual language classes are offered to Caritas clients, and with the support 

of the Lullaby Project, clients also have access to parental health and child development support 

designed specifically for vulnerable families in new societies. In partnership with the Medicines 

and Hospital Fund, Caritas also provides some essential medicines and medical services, 

equipment and supplies that are unavailable or unaffordable through the government’s health 

schemes, and cultural mediation in hospitals for those who are particularly vulnerable.  
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Home for Cooperation  

Home for Cooperation (H4C) is a community center located in the middle of the UN buffer 

zone that hosts a variety of NGOs who collectively seek to engage in peacebuilding and 

intercultural dialogue despite the constraints and dividing lines. It was established by the 

Association for Historical Dialogue and Research (AHDR), which stated the intention that this 

project would “offer notable opportunities for employment, education, archiving, research and 

production of cooperative ideas and publications, drawing on local resources.”126 AHDR believed 

that by endowing Cyprus with a physical and visible bi-communal structure, it would evoke both 

participation and cooperation from the larger network of civil society. This structure has expanded 

through the years to include co-working spaces, rental rooms, an open library, and the Home Café. 

Activities offered include a Rent-a-Bike program, language classes, and city tours. 

 There are four peacebuilding functions that H4C aims to promote through its services. The 

first is to promote democratic values of tolerance, mutual trust, and non-violent conflict resolution, 

umbrellaed under the label of socialization. This ideally leads to increased social cohesion within 

Cypriot society, which facilitates collaboration among interest groups, institutions, and states. The 

latter, categorized as an intermediation/facilitation function, leads to the advocacy/public 

communication function of increasing conversation on such issues within public debate, thereby 

raising awareness and discourse. H4C’s artistic, cultural, and educational programs aim to build 

bi-communal trust, empathy, and increased respect and support for refugees on the island. 

 
126 Gianfabrizio Ladini, “Cyprus Review,” Cyprus Review, January 18, 2018, https://cyprusreview.org/index.php/cr/article/view/236, 54. 
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Transnational Advocacy Networks 

Due to its smaller size and the absence of large cities and metropolises, Cyprus has fewer 

civil society organizations than most other European countries. As such, large-scale networking 

and information sharing are essential in allowing these organizations to function effectively.  

United by values rather than by material concerns or professional norms, these broader 

networks are distinguished as transnational advocacy networks (TANs). Keck and Sikkink state 

that TANs are novel due to how they allow non-traditional international actors to mobilize 

information within these networks to “persuade, pressurize, and gain leverage” over organizations 

and governments with objectively more power.127 

 KISA is an active member of European and international NGOs and networks including 

the European Integration Forum, European Network Against Racism, Platform for International 

Cooperation on Undocumented Migrants, European Antipoverty Network, Euro Mediterranean 

Human Rights Network, United for Intercultural Action, Migreurope, and the Fundamental Rights 

Platform, through which they engage in research, campaigning, and strategic litigation. 

In working towards its long-term vision, Caritas works with partners on various 

humanitarian actions and research endeavors. With Information and Communication Technology 

(ICT) Enabled Public Services for Migration, it aims to co-create improved ICT-enabled services 

with migrants, refugees, public sector services, NGOs, and other interest groups. By collecting 

various narratives, images, and perceptions of life in Europe, Caritas contributes to a project called: 

“Understanding the Impact of Novel Technologies and Social Media on Perceptions of Europe in 

Countries Abroad.” With “COALESCE: Legal, Psycho-social and Economic Empowerment for 

the Integration of Women Third Country Nationals Victims of Human Trafficking for Sexual 
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Exploitation and Abuse,” Caritas supports the implementation of psycho-social, legal, and 

economic support and assistance to third-country victims of sex trafficking. COALESCE 

additionally aims to develop synergies and complementarities to improve transnational 

cooperation among front-line professionals. 

H4C takes pride in acting as a bridge-builder, bringing together people to facilitate 

friendships and collaboration. Its Buffer Fringe Performing Arts Festival creates a space for all 

artists to exchange ideas and challenge physical and artistic barriers. The invitation for the 2020 

festival said, “our vision embraces a cross-cultural/cross-disciplinary/cross-generational approach, 

and we continue to encourage a decolonizing agenda.”128 To promote peace and cooperation 

among all youth in Cyprus, H4C works with the Cyprus Youth Council and Youth Board of 

Cyprus, even allowing them office space within their grounds. Through sponsorship by the 

European Economic Area and Norway Grants and Active Citizens Fund, it provides language 

classes in Greek and Turkish to lower the linguistic barrier to bi-communal relations. TANs are 

unique in their ability to expedite change by increasing opportunities for dialogue due to their 

connections among civil society actors, states, and international organizations, and H4C displays 

how facilitating a space to converse and listen can inspire sought-after and desired change.129 

 Internationally, the role of civil society in regard to refugee work is acknowledged in the 

Global Compact on Refugees (GCR), which observes in Paragraph 3 that it “intends to provide a 

basis for predictable and equitable burden – and responsibility – sharing among all United Nations 

Member States, together with…international organizations within and outside the United Nations 

system…humanitarian and development actors…regional organizations; local authorities; civil 
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society, including faith-based organizations; academics and other experts; the private sector; 

media; host community members and refugees themselves.”130 In presenting civil society amongst 

other key stakeholders, the GCR reiterates how civil society working within a broader network can 

foster a more reliable and effective response to refugee crises. 
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Transnational Advocacy Network Ecosystem Map: KISA, Caritas Cyprus, and Home for 
Cooperation 

 
131 
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Transnational Advocacy Network Strategies 

Channel Blocks 

Broader networks such as those outlined in 

the map on the previous page, are especially useful 

when it comes to navigating through or around 

channel blocks, displayed in Figure 1, which depicts 

the relationships among NGOs, intergovernmental 

organizations, and various actors.132 When State A 

blocks redress to organizations within it, networks 

activate their members to put pressure on their 

states, which then pressure State A. Such blockages 

between domestic NGOs and domestic governments often pose a setback for NGOs. The 

boomerang pattern theorizes that such blockages can be evaded through collective action with 

other States, NGOs, INGOs, and actors in the field.133  

Within the context of refugee-focused civil society in Cyprus, the combination of societal 

sentiments towards refugees and migrants, political will, and existing institutional structure has 

created blockages that civil society must work around. The strategies explained below are 

constantly used by civil society, including KISA, Caritas, and H4C, to work around these 

blockages. 

 
132 Margaret E Keck and Kathryn Sikkink, Activists Beyond Borders: Advocacy Networks in International Politics. Cornell University Press: 

Ithaca, 1998, 13. 
133 Keck and Sikkink, Activists Beyond Borders, 2. 
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Networking 

Sharing information and resources enables TANs to maximize the effectiveness of who 

they advocate through (be it another NGO, state representative, or outside source, which can serve 

as a useful mediator), and to who they choose to appeal.134 Choosing who the voice of their 

message is and who they appeal to is an incredibly delicate task because if their advocacy is seen 

as an unwelcome intervention or interference, it will be more challenging to create the desired 

change. For this reason, who NGOs decide to associate with within their network must be carefully 

managed to avoid connections with actors and organizations whose values and intentions do not 

match their own.  

Information Politics & Strategic Communication 

Information politics refers to the ability to move politically usable information quickly and 

credibly to where it will have the most impact.135 “[TAN’s] ability to generate information quickly 

and accurately, and deploy it effectively, is their most valuable currency; it is also central to their 

identity.”136 Given the incredible power and prevalence of mass media and social media, this 

strategy theorizes that raising awareness and engaging the public will lead to change on a social 

and cultural level.137 Mass media includes technology and platforms that can reach an extensive 

audience but are a one-way mode of communication, such as newspapers and visual and audio 

broadcasting.138 Social media refers to computer-based technology through which users can 

interact with the content by responding to it, sharing it, or even publishing their takes on it.  

 
134 Keck and Sikkink, Transnational Advocacy Networks, 92. 
135 Keck and Sikkink, 95. 
136 Keck and Sikkink, 95. 
137 Keck and Sikkink, 95. 
138 Margaret Haerens and Lynn M. Zott, Mass Media: Opposing Viewpoints (Farmington Hills, Mich: Greenhaven Press, A part of Gale, Cengage 

Learning, 2014). 
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With the support of the public and the pressure they can put on their governments, both 

mass media and social media facilitate strategic communication which leads to substantial, long-

term changes made through narrative shifts and policy change.139  

Leverage Politics & Strategic Lobbying 

As seen through the current refugee crisis, leaders have been seen shying away from their 

humanitarian responsibilities to prevent the loss of support for their re-election from the vocal anti-

refugee parties. To alleviate anti-refugee policies, civil society can harness both material and moral 

leverage.140 When lobbying politicians and government actors involved in issues of migration, the 

refugee situation in Europe, and bi-communal conversation, civil society can obtain leverage by 

enlightening constituents about an actor’s unfavorable stances, thus jeopardizing the actor’s voter 

support.141  Often referred to as the mobilization of shame, this places the actions of target actors 

under international focus.142 For actors concerned about their reputation and international prestige, 

such exposure can contribute to persuading them to move away from harmful policies and political 

stances that do not align with the protection of human rights. 

Accountability Politics 

Accountability measures are taken to oblige more powerful actors to clarify vaguer policies 

and act on principles they have already formally endorsed. Organizations including KISA and 

Caritas dedicate substantial time and energy towards observing, measuring, and publicizing the 

stances of governments and involved actors, with the aim of encouraging more inclusive and 

human rights-based policies. 

 
139 Providing too much information, or information that is not specifically curated for an individual who does not actively work in this field, can be 

overwhelming and can induce “information fatigue,” a term explained by researchers Ann Christiano and Annie Neimand in their piece, Stop 

Raising Awareness Already. They advise NGOs to use behavioral science to design their campaigns, as they believe that is the best way to create 

tangible change. 
140 Keck and Sikkink, Transnational Advocacy Networks, 97. 
141 Keck and Sikkink, 95. 
142 Keck and Sikkink, Activists Beyond Borders, 23. 
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As explored in the analysis of the two-tier system of protection presented in chapter V, the 

Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights states that the EU has accepted that it is under 

a duty to not actively violate rights but has not generally acknowledged that it has an obligation or 

the authority to protect or promote them.143 To address this, organizations and actors within human 

rights, refugee, and migration-focused TANs including KISA, Caritas, and Home for Cooperation 

actively conduct research and publish accessible reports and joint letters to monitoring committees 

that identify what principles Cyprus has committed to and how it is violating them through current 

policies.144  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
143 OHCHR Regional Office for Europe, “The EU and International Human Rights Law,” 6. 
144 Keck and Sikkink, Transnational Advocacy Networks, 97. 
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Chapter V: Refugee Rights and Political Agendas 

Criminalization of Solidarity 

The public and social sentiments created by the sedentarist-influenced concept of displaced 

persons experiencing a loss of morals and thus being viewed as a threat in turn affects the political 

climate. As seen through the current refugee crisis, leaders have been seen shying away from their 

humanitarian responsibilities in order to prevent the loss of support for their re-election from the 

vocal anti-refugee parties. Given its extension beyond judicial actions, Caritas defines the 

criminalization of solidarity as a trend to “pose obstacle, demonize, stigmatize, and criminalize 

humanitarian assistance…throughout Europe,” with the intention of discouraging solidarity.145 In 

some cases, governments go as far as to actively criminalize solidarity. Amnesty International 

reported, “People who have helped refugees and migrants have been threatened, smeared, 

intimidated, harassed, and dragged through the courts to face punishment simply for helping others 

in need.”146  

Tara Esfahani, a European Asylum Law specialist explains why these tactics are utilized, 

observing, “it’s a lot easier for countries to criminalize NGOs and crack down on them instead of 

actually taking account of the accusations that NGOs are making of states.”147 

Civil society in Cyprus has faced the hurdle of the Cypriot government attempting to 

silence groups that document human rights abuses faced by refugees or advocate for protections 

to be implemented.148 In December 2020, the Cypriot Minister of Interior precipitously began the 

deregistration and dissolution process for numerous civil society organizations, including KISA, 

 
145 Caritas Europa, “The ‘Criminalisation’ of Solidarity Towards Migrants,” 1. 
146 Amnesty International, “Solidarity on Trial in Europe,” May 6, 2022, https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/campaigns/2020/03/free-to-help/. 
147 TRTWorld, “Why Is Cyprus Cracking down on NGOs Serving Migrants?” (TRT World, July 7, 2021), 

https://www.trtworld.com/magazine/why-is-cyprus-cracking-down-on-ngos-serving-migrants-48170, 3. 
148 Amnesty International UK, “Cyprus: Police Violence,” 1. 

https://www.trtworld.com/magazine/why-is-cyprus-cracking-down-on-ngos-serving-migrants-48170
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due to regulatory requirements not being met within a two-month notice period. Thirty-seven 

human rights-centered organizations, representing more than fifteen countries, published a joint 

statement denouncing what they called harassment by Cypriot authorities.149 In KISA’s case, the 

authorities were aware that the delay was a result of KISA being unable to arrange their general 

assembly due to pandemic restrictions. Despite KISA communicating that all the requirements 

would be met within a short time frame, the Minister of Interior still deregistered KISA. 150 

 The aforementioned joint statement also highlights that the dissolution of these civil society 

organizations is part of a larger campaign to discredit and silence independent voices in Cyprus, 

with the ultimate goal of undermining the foundations of democratic pluralism.151 This is presented 

alongside evidence of shrinking civic space across the region, with Greece introducing “worrying 

amendments” to their legislation regarding NGOs involved with asylum, migration, and social 

inclusion work in 2019, and the Turkish Parliament approving legislation in 2020 that further 

restricted civil society activities under the “guise of countering terrorism.”152 Through defamatory 

public statements and propaganda, politicians falsely claim that NGOs and volunteers who are 

providing basic services to refugees and migrants are “colluding with human smuggling and 

trafficking.”153 

The Council of Europe’s Human Rights Commissioner Dunja Mijatović publicly 

cautioned, “[t]he dissolution of an NGO can only be applied for serious misconduct, 

therefore…forceful deregistration demonstrates a ‘disproportionate’ government response.”154 

 
149 Front Line Defenders, “37 Organisations Denounce Ongoing Harassment Against KISA and Call on Cypriot Authorities to Reinstate Its 

Official Registration as a Non-Governmental Organisation (NGO),” Front Line Defenders, February 28, 2021, 
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/statement-report/37-organisations-denounce-ongoing-harassment-against-kisa-and-call-cypriot, 1.  
150 Frelick, “Cyprus Moves to Shutter,” 2. 
151 Front Line Defenders, “37 Organisations Denounce Ongoing Harassment,” 1. 
152 Front Line Defenders, 1. 
153 Caritas Europa: Solidarity, Diversity, Dignity, “The ‘Criminalisation’ of Solidarity Towards Migrants: Position Paper,” www.caritas.eu, June 

20, 2019, https://www.caritas.eu/. 
154 Frelick, “Cyprus Moves to Shutter,” 2. 
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The efforts to demonize, stigmatize, and criminalize humanitarian assistance and to forcibly 

prevent KISA and other civil society organizations from conducting their advocacy, research, and 

services are alarming, but also highlight just how effective civil society is at mobilizing to protect 

and enhance the deliverance of human rights.  

Absence of Harmonization 

The right to seek asylum and receive adequate reception conditions has also become the 

target of political agendas that aim to make it unattainable for persons deemed unworthy of this 

protection by both societies and governments. EU Member States equate this to a lack of resources, 

finances, willingness, and an overall inability to manage the influx of refugees. The 2005 EU 

Common European Asylum System attempted to create more effective legislative frameworks and 

standard guidelines for EU Member States to accept refugees, but it has not been widely successful, 

perhaps because the directives it supports are inherently unfair to Member States who serve as the 

point of first entry for refugees.  

The European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights aimed to combat this issue through 

its clause which states, “If a state is party to an international human rights treaty, then this country 

is bound to ensure respect for the provisions it contains. International legal instruments can offer 

the legal basis needed to put forward a fundamental rights initiative.” However, the UNHCR 

highlighted that “the EU has accepted that it is under a duty to not actively violate rights (i.e., to 

‘respect’ rights), but has not generally acknowledged that it has an obligation or the authority to 

protect or promote them.”155 

 
155 OHCHR Regional Office for Europe, “The EU and International Human Rights Law,” accessed September 7, 2022, 

https://europe.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/EU_and_International_Law.pdf, 6. 
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These attitudes modeled by EU governments generate stigmatization that is reflected in 

policies, creating a situation in which refugees become “burdens” to the countries of entry. This 

perpetuates humanitarian crises despite the valiant work of civil society organizations and their 

TANs. 

It is the responsibility of both the EU and the global community to provide funding and 

structure to ensure that refugees arriving on the island of Cyprus are provided the ability to request 

asylum and to receive adequate reception conditions. Furthermore, the Greek Cypriot refugees 

displaced from northern Cyprus must also be provided with adequate housing and support. Too 

many decades have passed for their hoped-for repatriation to become a reality, and it is both unfair 

and unacceptable that their right to adequate housing and dignity remain unmet. 

If human rights and lives are to be valued and protected with respect to the international 

instruments and enabling legislation to which these Member States in question have agreed, 

serious consideration should be given to modifying or amending the 2013 Dublin Regulation to 

not only encourage but require northern and the interior Member States, on a proportional basis, 

to accept from border EU Member States more asylum seekers with pending applications.  

Civil Society: The Unofficial “Ombudsman” of Enabling Human Rights Legislation 

Humans hold a deep connection towards places in which they feel rooted, and their affinity 

to such places is interlaced with a sense of belonging, a feeling of security, and the formation of 

their identity. As such, conflict and displacement within previously sedentary communities can 

generate trauma and fear which in turn affects how these societies respond to new situations, such 

as the current refugee crisis in Cyprus.156  

 
156 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Perceptions Matter,” July 2015, 5-6.; United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 

“What Are Cypriots’ Perceptions about Refugees,” March 2019, 44. 
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The disregard for the rights of newly arriving refugees and subsequent criminalization of 

compassion and humanitarianism sets a dangerous precedent for the future of human rights and 

solidarity. Allowing xenophobia and fear to impede the deliverance of rights and protection of the 

lives and dignity of human beings should not be allowed, and in recognizing this, civil society has 

intentionally stepped in to serve as the “conscience” of the broader community, mirroring the best 

intentions and goodwill of the enabling legislation. By design, with human rights at the forefront 

of their mission, KISA, Caritas, and H4C strive to act as worthy counterweights to deep-seated, 

ingrained biases of southern Cyprus which trigger a fear of “others.” 

Through publicly reinforcing and drawing attention to the most essential, humanitarian 

purposes of the enabling legislation, civil society in Cyprus has raised awareness for human rights 

and promoted social and political change in a way that the Cypriot and European Union 

governments are unable to do due to their positionality. By courageously highlighting bottlenecks 

and chokepoints which hinder the enforcement of rights, intrepidly tracking the expenditure of 

funds, publishing timely and transparent reports, and consistently engaging in advocacy, civil 

society in Cyprus has made measurable progress in toning down xenophobic rhetoric and societal 

misperceptions of refugees, in facilitating the improvement of bi-communal relations, and in 

improving direct services and immediate support to refugees. Transnational advocacy networks 

have granted local civil society organizations access to privy information, prominent platforms for 

discourse, and influential actors. When explicit and implicit biases and sentiments regarding 

displacement within the precarious context of Cyprus overshadow policy and practice, these 

broader networks provide perspective, helping Cypriot civil society remain focused on its 

humanitarian-based goals and long-term strategies. 
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Chapter VI: Conclusion 

The sedentarist approach to forming attachments to place has enabled the creation of the 

world as it is known today. “To be rooted is perhaps the most important and least recognized need 

of the human soul.”157 The stability, comfort, and joy created by the ability to lay down one’s roots 

and to revel in the all-encompassing feeling of sharing a rich history of a land with and alongside 

surrounding communities is immeasurable. After generations of existence in one location, 

defending the land becomes synonymous with defending the culture. As seen with the history of 

the island of Cyprus, the emotionally charged feelings of reverence and attachment towards 

“place” can evoke defense of such borders at the cost of uprooting and forcibly transplanting 

communities that have lived sedentary lives for generations. Experiences such as these foster a 

feeling of insecurity and instability for those directly affected and amplify a fear of “others,” 

intensified by insufficient monetary, human, and land resources.  

Despite the borders that define them, nations and communities are nothing more than 

imagined constructs of unity designed to uphold functioning societies. Seeking refuge and asylum 

outside one’s country is a foundational universal human right that, in its existence alone, speaks to 

the narrative of shared humanity and global responsibility present in modern society. The 

dichotomy between the basic human resources these vulnerable populations require and what is 

rendered has exacerbated this situation into a critical large-scale humanitarian crisis. 

Human rights enabling legislation presents feasible guidelines that can alleviate the effects 

of this ongoing crisis but without the compliance and participation of all states, it falls short of its 

potential. In advocating for the best intentions and goodwill of such legislation and serving as the 

“conscience” of the broader community, civil society has emerged, by design, to strike a proper 

 
157 Malkki, “The Rooting of Peoples and the Territorialization of National Identity,” 24. 
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balance and ensure that all happenings, both positive and negative, will be quickly, credibly, and 

publicly highlighted. As unpaid observers, KISA, Caritas Cyprus, and Home for Cooperation use 

their transnational advocacy networks' collective influence, shared knowledge, and power to 

campaign for broad policy improvements and social change while maintaining a unifying presence. 

The criminalization of solidarity and tolerance of stigmatizing vernacular within social and 

political spheres set a dangerous precedent for the future of civic participation and the global 

response to refugees. Civil society strives to counteract this in favor of an improved international 

order that prioritizes humanity and adherence to agreed-upon human rights frameworks. As such, 

the global community must swiftly mobilize to instill a protected space in which civil society is 

welcomed as a legitimate intermediary and granted respect as an unofficial “ombudsman” of 

enabling human rights legislation. 
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