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“It’s like being a shadow of yourself”: Closed Camps
and Compelled Concealment
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“IT’S LIKE BEING A SHADOW OF YOURSELF”

Closed Camps and Compelled

Concealment

Following the Moria fires in September 2020, the temporary reception and
identification centre on Lesvos, known as Mavrovouni camp, was established as a
short-term solution. Since then, and for the majority of 2022, the residents faced
enhanced controls and stringent measures, including a limitation on movement

outside permitted hours and a prohibition of certain activities.[1]

On account of the containment measures and restrictive controls, people seeking
asylum on the grounds of their sexual orientation, gender identity, gender
expression and/or sex characteristics (SOGIESC) are faced with additional and

unique difficulties whilst housed there.

Many SOGIESC asylum seekers have fled from countries where same-sex sexual
activity or diverse gender identity are criminalised, either expressly or implicitly
under widely-interpreted provisions.[2]The criminalisation and persecution, in
combination with societal stigma, has often compelled them to hide or be discreet

about their orientation and/or identity, potentially for many years.[3]

Once applicants have arrived toLesvos, the people who have already fled their
countries due to threats to their safety are likely to feel compelled to have to
(re-)conceal. Without the appropriate accommodation, services and protections in
place, and on account of the containment policy decisions in the closed camp, the

applicant is placed at a greater risk of being outed, along with the threat that
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“You just have to hide your real self, it’s like being a shadow of yourself.”

“It's very hard, you want to be free, you don't want your mind to be in a prison.”

“Hiding in my country and hiding here, it's no difference, it's the same.”

“It's like you've run from the devil then you come to the devil himself”

Although concealment serves as a mechanism to protect against structural stigma,
discrimination and victimisation,[6]it fails to mitigate the negative psychological
impact.[7]Compelled concealment contributes significantly to the difference in
health outcomes for people with diverse SOGIESC,[8]including an increased risk
of anxiety disorders, depression and substance misuse, as well as feelings of
alienation, shame and negative perceptions of oneself.[9]

In the context of closed camps, such as in the Mavrovouni camp, the implications
for the health of the applicant's mental and physical health are further
exacerbated by other SOGIESC-specific considerations. SOGIESC applicants, who
are already at a greater risk of having ongoing mental health conditions due to
compounded trauma over extended periods of time,[10] are more vulnerable to
being subjected to additional trauma whilst in closed camps or facilities, including

sexual violence.[11]

Despite the evident impact on the people seeking asylum, the competent
authorities are reluctant to take the necessary steps to alleviate these negative
experiences, arguing that if they were to have special protections or additional
measures, such as adequate accommodation and availability of specialised
services, it would discriminate against non-SOGIESC applicants. Such reasoning
fails to recognise that further marginalised communities, such as SOGIESC asylum
seekers, are already at a greater disadvantage; facing unique and additional
obstacles.By providing the necessary protections or measures, it aims to lessen
that disparity.

Compounded risks for SOGIESC applicants in CCACs

Following the announcement by the European Commission and Greek Authorities,
the camps on fiveAegean islands,[12]including Lesvos, will be replaced with more-
permanent and restrictive EU-funded centres.[13] Currently, three of the five
closed controlled access centers (CCACs) have become operational.[14]Despite
claims that the new centers will improve living conditions,[15]the existing CCACs
have provided a bleak insight into the realities of such facilities.[16] TheCCAC on
Samos operates with prison-like security measures; it is surrounded by barbed
wire, has rigorous security checks, and a constant presence of police, security
personnel and CCTV surveillance.[17] These elements, in combination with the
limitations on freedom of movement[18]creates a feeling of imprisonment.[19]
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forest, is both remote and secluded.[20]The isolation is further accentuated by
the disproportionate restrictions, securitization and surveillance that are expected
to be put in place.

The imposed constraints on the resident’s freedoms in the operating CCACs has
already demonstrated a detrimental impact on their physical and mental health,
including symptoms of anxiety, depression, and suicidal thoughts.[21]

For SOGIESC asylum seekers, the combination of an isolated location and
restrictive controls places them in a significantly more vulnerable position. The
impact of restrictions may be compounded with, and magnified by, the effect of
compelled concealment. As a result of the seclusion of the closed center,
applicants are likely to be compelled to hide their orientation and/or identity more
than they already do in the current camp,[22] and will only serve as an additional
strain on their mental health. [23]

Furthermore, in environments where one has to be discreet about their orientation
or identity, having safe spaces for SOGIESC applicants as well as access to
appropriate services becomes even more crucial. [24] The CCACs, which are
located far from any community, services or safe space, offers no respite, and

hinders people’s ability to obtain the necessary support.

Recommendations

The policy decisions by the Greek Government, and funded by the EU, regarding
the increase of controls and restrictions in the CCACs have failed to take a
comprehensive, intersectional and inclusive approach, that adequately
accommodates further marginalized and potentially vulnerable communities. In
doing so, such decisions inadvertently force people to conceal their identity to
avoid harm, rather than take into consideration the different particularities,
contrary to the applicants' human rights, as recognised by the European Court of
Human Rights,EU Court of Justice and the Greek Special Appeals Committee.[25]

To this end, we call on the GreekMinistry of Migration and Asylum and the

European Commission to respond to the following issues:

1. What considerations or measures have been taken to accommodate people
who are potentially vulnerable or at risk of being subjected to additional
trauma, taking into account the secluded locations and restrictive measures?

2. What measures have been taken to make sure that the staff in the Medical and
Psychosocial Unit in the CCAC are fully informed and competent with regards
to specialised and intersectional identities, including SOGIESC?

3. What considerations have been taken with regards to SOGIESC applicants
housed in a closed facility and what mitigating measures have subsequently
been put in place? In particular, with regards to compelled re-concealment?
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