
Uprising of asylum seekers in Cyprus 
4 – 24 May 2006 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Asylum, as a relatively new phenomenon for Cyprus, constitutes one of the major challenges facing 
the Republic of Cyprus as a new member state of the European Union. 
 
Cyprus’s recent membership of the European Union, the continuing delay of the government to 
develop and adopt an integrated migration policy and to harmonise the latter to the acquis 
communautaire, the continuing deadlock in the ‘cyprus problem’ and the ensuing inability of the 
government to effectively control its borders, the inability of the government to effectively combat the 
exploitation and corruption networks, even in the police ranks, as well as the continuing lack of 
structures for the reception of asylum seekers and examination of asylum applications, all these 
constitute the major factors for the increase of asylum applications to some 12.000. This makes 
Cyprus the largest receiver of asylum seekers compared to its population among all member states of 
the European Union.       
 
 
Instead of developing an integrated policy on migration and asylum, the Cyprus government  has  
opted for a policy of criminalisation of asylum seekers, aiming to discourage people to seek asylum, 
resulting in police harassment, arrests, deportations, denial of rights and many other practices which 
are contrary to Cyprus and European Law and international conventions. Some of these problems are 
highlighted in a petition organised by KISA – Action for Equality, Support, Antiracism, being signed 
by hundreds of asylum seekers from various communities (Attached as Appendix A). 
 
The accumulated problems led to indignation and despair and resulted in the greatest mobilisation of 
its kind ever seen in Cyprus, lasting from the 4th to the 25th May 2006. 
 

 
 

A diary of those events is provided below. 
 
DIARY OF EVENTS 
 
Thursday, 4 May: More than 60 asylum seekers detained at the police detention centre (Block 10) of 
the Central Prison in Nicosia go on a rampage, some by setting fire to their cells, protesting against 
incarceration in inhuman conditions for periods of up to 15 months, without trial, on arrest and 
deportation orders by the Migration Officer as they do not possess travel documents and/or their 
applications for asylum have been rejected and they cannot be repatriated, since countries, namely 
Iran, do not accept them back if they don’t want to go voluntarily. 
 

 
 

 1



Friday, 5 May: Following the uprising of detainees in Block 10, a meeting is held at the offices of 
KISA – Action for Equality, Support, Antiracism, with asylum seekers from Iran, Iraq, Ghana, Nepal, 
Congo, Palestine, Cameroon, Pakistan and people of Kurdish origin from various countries. 
 
At the meeting, participants express their solidarity with the asylum seekers under detention as well as 
their despair about the reception and living conditions of asylum seekers in general. According to the 
participants at the meeting, the great majority of asylum seekers live under dismal conditions, without 
work, without any financial assistance, in totally unacceptable housing, and faced with systematic 
maltreatment and racist behaviour by the competent authorities, especially by the Aliens and 
Immigration Department of the Police. 
 
In light of the above, it is decided to organise, on Monday, 8 May, at 5:00 p.m. a protest march to the 
Presidential Palace in solidarity with the asylum seekers under detention and to protest against the 
reception and living conditions of asylum seekers in Cyprus. The action to be continued at Eleftheria 
Square (the main square in the centre of the capital, Nicosia). 
 

 
 
Monday, 8 May: (8:00 a.m.) 200 asylum seekers mainly Kurds from Syria who live in Paphos, 
accompanied by their families including babies and young children, make the 200 khilometer journey 
to Nicosia, determined to stay there until their problems are solved. 
 

       
 
(5:00 p.m.): A protest march to the Presidential Palace is held. Approximately 300 asylum seekers 
and Cypriot activists participate. (The main demands are attached as Appendix B). 
 

    
 
The Vice-Minister Mr. Pashiardes , on behalf of the President, declares the readiness of the 
Government to study the demands, but gives no specific assurance for the solution of the problems. 
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The protest continues in Eleftheria Square. Approximately 300 asylum seekers, decide to set camp 
using tents in Eleftheria Square, until they receive adequate assurances for a solution to their 
problems. 
 
Tents, blankets, food and financial donations are collected in support of the protesters, following an 
appeal by KISA. 
 

     
 
Tuesday 9 May: An appeal for action in support of the Eleftheria Square protesters is issued by 
KISA, directed to asylum seekers from all communities, as well as to cypriot anti-racists who support 
the rights of asylum seekers. The appeal includes:  
 
• Provision of tents, blankets, clothing, food and financial donations to support the continuation of the 
protests. 
• Presence at Eleftheria Square. 
• Participation in the Concert for Asylum on Tuesday 7:00 p.m. at Eleftheria Square. 
• Expression of solidarity in every way, including the mobilisation of people, so that protest action 
continues to develop in numbers and support. 
 

    
 
Wednesday 10 May: (Morning) Protests march to the Ministry of the Interior, responsible for 
asylum and refugee issues, and meeting with the Minister. Delegation accepted warmly but no 
measures announced, not even promises made. 
 

     
 
(Afternoon): March to Pafos Gate Police Station to protest against the arrest of two protesters in the 
morning (later released) and against illtreatment and harassment by police in general.  
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Local antiracist organisations and activists co-operate, some since the first day, by protecting the 
protesters at the square, collecting funds, cooking, taking children to hospital, organising protest 
action etc. 
 

       
 
(6:00 p.m.): Four young Kurds climb on top of a 7-floor building in Eleftheria square, threatening to 
commit suicide. One of them cuts himself numerous times using a sharp knife. All the protesters 
gather below asking them to come down. About a 1000 people gather. All the TV stations cover the 
incident, some live, including interviews with the leaders of the protest. Police psychologist tries 
through an interpreter to speak to them. They demand for an interpreter from Pafos accusing the 
previously mentioned as police informer. Later they demand that Doros Polykarpou, President of 
KISA, goes up to negotiate accompanied by Ms Planas, the Director of United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees in Cyprus. In the meantime, through an initiative by KISA, MP Eleni 
Mavrou of AKEL, contacts the President of the House of Representatives , Mr Christofias, who 
promises to meet representatives of the protesters next day and to mediate with Government for a 
solution to the problems. 
 

       
 
The four, demand that they will not be arrested or criminalised and the demand is met. They come 
down after 4 1/2 hours, protected and hidden by hundreds of protesters and the protest continues in the 
square. 
 
Thursday 11 May: Hundreds of protesters march to the Parliament and stay outside chanting slogans 
and talking to the press, while their representatives discuss with the President of the House, in the 
presence of the President of KISA and the Director of United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees in Cyprus. 
 
Mr Christofias offers his ‘sympathy’, accepts that some of the problems, namely right to work, 
housing, welfare etc are very urgent, and promises to mediate with Government for speedy solutions 
(beginning of following week). Speaks favourably to the media. 
 

    
 
Friday 12 May: (Morning) The protesters march to Central Offices of the Welfare Office to submit 
applications for welfare benefit. The Director of Welfare Services is negative to the extent that the 
protesters decide to withdraw the applications. She refuses to visit the families camping in the square. 
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Children start facing many health problems and are taken by ambulance to the hospital. 
 

    
 
(Afternoon) Local organisations, including KISA, Workers’ Democracy, Youth Against Nationalism, 
Journal «Anatropi» and asylum seekers’ communities decide to march next day to Central Prison 
Block 10, in solidarity with detained asylum seekers. 
 
A flyer is printed in 4000 copies calling for the demo and stating the demands, giving a deadline to 
Government to come out with solutions by Monday 15th. 
 

 
 
(Night) Hundreds of protesters stand before the tents in the square, distribute leaflets and collect 
donations in an election rally – concert by AKEL, attended by 10.000 people. 
 
Saturday 13 May: Approximately 800 people march to the detention centre. Police refuse to allow a 
delegation to visit the detainees. The district police chief receives memorandum of solidarity to be 
given to the detainees. 
 

    
 
Monday 15 May: (Morning) 500 new protesters arrive at the square, mainly young people from 
Bangladesh and Pakistan living in Limassol. The police is anxious but no repression is attempted, 
followed by KISA intervention. 
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(Afternoon) Approximately 60 representatives from asylum seekers’ communities and local 
organisations mentioned above, including Gardas Cultural Centre and Cyprus Indymedia, after a 4-
hour meeting at KISA centre, during which the struggle, the problems and the alternative courses of 
action are assessed and discussed, the following decisions are taken:  
 
• To continue and step up the struggle 
• To insist on main demands about asylum and a committee under a high – ranking government 
official to enter into a dialogue. 
• To pass the responsibility for immediate problems of survival onto the competent ministry, that of 
Labour and Social Insurance (responsible for welfare also). This means that the Minister must either 
grant the right to work or welfare benefits. 
• To stage a massive march to the Ministry of Labour and Social Insurance on Tuesday 17, 11:00 a.m. 
to demand a meeting with the Minister. 
• To give an ultimatum to the Minister to solve urgent needs immediately or else the protesters will 
camp outside the Ministry indefinitely. To hold the Minister responsible for the well-being of the 
asylum seekers, especially babies and children camping outdoors for more than a week. To consider 
legal measures against the Minister in Cyprus and the EU and to report the situation to all european 
fora 
 

 
 
Tuesday 16 May: 1000 asylum seekers go on one of the liveliest and most colourful marches in 
recent years demanding their rights. The demo stops outside the Ministry of the Interior, where a 
memorandum is handed, and then on to the Ministry of Labour and Social Insurance. The Ministry is 
blocked by the demonstrators, who use innovative ways to express their demands, such as taking off 
their shirts to reveal slogans painted on their bodies. (All this, plus interviews with ordinary protesters, 
with leaders and the Minister is projected on the main news in all channels – and in one of them as the 
first item.) 
 

       
 
At first the demonstrators are told that the Minister is unavailable and that some high official instead 
is to meet their representatives. This is not accepted, and the demonstrators remain outside the 
Ministry chanting slogans for two hours, until the Minister decides to meet their representatives, 
headed by the President of KISA. The delegation presents the position of the protesting asylum 
seekers focusing on the right to work or welfare during the period their applications are processed. 
The Minister explains the position of his Ministry, namely that it has decided to allow the right to 
work during the first year only in farms, a step, he stressed, which is better than what is provided by 
community law (the Reception Conditions for Asylum Directive) which allows member states to 
restrict completely the right to work for the first 12 months from the submission of the application.) 
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The Minister calls on the protesters to submit their applications for welfare benefit next morning to the 
Welfare Department and promises that the applications of families with children will be examined 
immediately and the rest as soon as possible.  
 

 
 
Wednesday 17 May: (Morning) All the Kurds at Eleftheria Square, accompanied by the President of 
KISA, submit applications to the Welfare Department which promises again to examine them urgently 
as soon as they return to their homes. 
 
The police arrest one Pakistani activist - involved in the mobilisations of the previous 10 days.  
 

 
 
The protesters send a letter to the Ministry of Interior with three demands: Immediate Welfare 
Benefits; formation of a joint committee of dialogue on all matters related to asylum, made up of 
officials from the ministries of Interior, Labour, Justice and Public Order  representatives of asylum 
seekers from various communities and KISA and other NGOs; and a commitment to stop any 
recriminations of activists involved in the struggle. 
 
(Early Afternoon) Terrential rain soaks the tents, blankets etc of the campers at Eleftheria Square. 
 

 
 
(Late Afternoon) The protesters threaten to turn to european or other embassies to ask for protection, 
since the Cyprus Government seems unwilling to do so. 
 

 
 

Thursday 18 May: (Morning) The Minister of the Interior contacts the President of KISA to state 
that the demands of the asylum seekers will be met and that a meeting of the three ministries involved 
will be convened mid-day to confirm this. Following the Minister’s assurances the protesters are 
asked not to proceed with their plans to step up the protests. 
 
 President of KISA informed by the media that the ministerial meeting overturned the position of the 
Minister of the Interior. Instead they appoint a group of civil servants from the responsible 
departments to examine cases on individual basis.  
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The protesters are disappointed and indignant. 
 

 
 
Friday 19 May: Protesters consider various alternatives to step up the struggle. A democratic 
decision is taken to march to the Red Cross Headcourters, where according to the newspapers the 
group of civil servants is housed, so that they occupy the building, and stay there until their demands 
are satisfied. At about 2:00 they arrive at Red Cross Headquarters and they peacefully occupy the 
building. 
 

 
 
After consultations and many doubts, the asylum seekers agree to co-operate with the civil servants. 
The process is soon proved inefficient, the behaviour of the civil servants to asylum seekers and KISA 
is unacceptable and there are even threads by police. There doesn’t seem to be a genuine will to solve 
the problems. The civil servants state that they will be back next day in the morning, continue and 
finish until mid-day, whereby buses will take the protesters to their homes or other destinations. 
 
10 young protesters begin hunger strike at night. 
 

    
 
Saturday 20 May: Interviews start but asylum seekers decide not to continue with them, since they 
consider them merely as a tool just to get them out of the premises without solving any problems. 
Later, a personal message is delivered by the President of Red Cross, Mrs Fotini Papadopoulou, the 
wife of the President of the Republic, requesting protesters to move to Kofinou Reception Centre, 
explaining that the premises are needed to provide hospitality to 350 «enclaved» cypriots (persons 
living in north i.e. areas not controlled by the Government of the Republic of Cyprus), who will be 
transported to south to vote in Sunday’s Parliamentary Elections. 
 
Protesters consider option of Kofinou as similar to imprisonment, declare loss of trust with Cyprus 
Government and ask to be granted asylum in other countries. 
 

 
 

Enormous pressures on protesters and KISA to vacate Red Cross by various officials, including the 
Chief of Police. Appeal by Ms Koursoumba, Vice President of Red Cross and Chair of National 
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Authority for the Protection of Human Rights and Ms Christina Planas, UNHCR. In a gesture of good 
will protesters agree to proposal that men sleep outside in tents, only women and children inside, and 
other measures so that the Red Cross office continues to function without difficulties. 
 

 
 
Sunday 21 May: KISA makes a record of all the asylum seekers’ immediate problems, using and 
filling a personal questionnaire, thus providing an exact picture of the situation and the needs. 
 
Youth Against Nationalism, one of the organisations supporting the struggle, sends messages 
internationally asking for protest letters to government demanding that it respects protesters’ rights.  
 

 
 

Monday 22 May: Meeting of representative of Ministry of Interior, appointed by the Minister, a 
representative of the asylum seekers and KISA, agrees that the group of civil servants provide to all 
asylum seekers protesting at Red Cross, in next two days, the following: 
 
 Valid Residence Permit 
 Welfare Benefits according to needs 
 Medical Card 
 «Alien Card Number» 
 
The Minister remains intransigent regarding the demand for committee to enter into dialogue 
about general asylum issues. 
 
Late in the afternoon, Ms Planas, acting as a mediator between government and protesting 
asylum seekers, has a meeting with asylum seekers to list the demands in detail. 
 
Numerous letters of protest send to government from Greece. 
 
Tuesday 23 May: (Morning) Hunger strikers end their strike as a gesture of good will following 
government readiness to satisfy urgent demands. 
 

       
 
Processing of documents, welfare benefit applications, etc., according to individual needs, 
continues. 
 
Letters of protest continue from all over the world. 
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Ms Planas calls a meeting of all protesters, KISA etc. at 6:30 p.m. to discuss the government 
offer. After hours of discussions, mediation, clarifications, etc. (especially about welfare and 
housing) the following agreement is reached: 
 
1) Provide to all asylum seekers protesting at Red Cross Premises:  
 
a) Valid Residence Permits; b) Medical Cards; c) «Alien Cards »; d) Temporary housing in 
hotels and apartments in the communities where they lived before coming to Nicosia. To have 
the right to move to other accommodation of their choice after they receive welfare benefit, 
provided it is of the same cost as the temporary one; e) Welfare benefits as follows: 20 CYP per 
head for immediate needs. Monthly allowance within 7 days. Allowance to cover needs for June. 
At end of each month to receive benefit for needs of coming month.  Employment in farms to be 
on the basis of no compulsory  accommodation in the farm, work based on 38 hour week and 
salary according to collective agreement in farming sector, and if these conditions are not met 
not to consider this as refusal to work and terminate welfare benefit. The condition to seek 
employment in farms not to apply to single mothers. Regarding families with children, only one 
member to be obliged to seek employment. If salary from employment is less than total benefit 
according to Law, a supplementary benefit to be granted. 
 
2) The protesters to be transported to new housing by buses next day, as soon as documents are 
ready. This process to be monitored by UNHCR staff, as well as the fulfilment of the agreement. 
(KISA stressed that it will also monitor the whole process) 
 
3) A meeting with the Minister of the Interior to be arranged soon to discuss general problems 
related to asylum of Kurds from Syria. 
 
4) The release of a Pakistani asylum seeker involved in the protests, who was illegally arrested 
during the protests. 
 

    
 
Wednesday 24 May: Processing of documents continues by responsible authorities, assisted by 
KISA. By late at night asylum seekers are handed their documents and the 20 CYP per head for 
immediate needs and they are directed to buses to be transported to their temporary 
accommodation. 
 
Monitoring by UNHCR and KISA identifies some remaining or unforeseen problems which are 
either solved or referred to authorities to be solved by next day. Housing for 8 Nicosia asylum 
seekers is found to be inadequate and alternative temporary housing in hotel is secured. 
 

       
 
Thursday 25 May: Most of the remaining problems are tackled by Ministry of the Interior with 
the active involvement and pressure of KISA. 
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APPENDIX A PETITION 
Refugees are ordinary people in extraordinary circumstances who 

can make a real contribution to Cyprus and Europe 
 
Asylum is a fundamental human right for every person. When all your human rights have been taken 
away from you, when you have been imprisoned for your beliefs or tortured or persecuted because of 
who you are, the last human right you have is to flee and find protection in a safe country. 
 
Cyprus is a country whose people have endured more than their fair share of problems related to war 
and mass displacements. Many Cypriots sought shelter and protection abroad when they were 
threatened and their human rights violated. Cyprus is now confronted with the challenge to offer 
shelter and protection to a few thousand persons from other countries seeking asylum on the island. 
 
Unfortunately, the reality fully conflicts the obligation and the “wishes” of the international 
community for the protection of this fundamental right.  
 
Promises given by the leaders of the European Union that asylum matters will be harmonized and that 
a uniform system of protection will be developed in order to protect more effectively the right to 
asylum, day after day are abandoned. The measures taken in the name of “security” and the fight 
against “illegal immigration” have substantially closed every possibility for legal entry to seek 
protection and asylum   
 
In Cyprus, the situation is even more tragic: 
 
− Individuals are restricted, with various “legal” and illegal means from submitting an asylum 

application. 
 
− Asylum seekers are very often subject to abusive practices and actions, which undermine their 

human dignity, to inhuman treatment, arrests and in certain cases to ill treatment from the 
competent authorities and particularly the police. 

 
− Their right to a fair and efficient determination of their asylum applications is an empty letter 

since the state does not provide effective legal aid. In the most extreme cases, asylum seekers are 
deported even before they are able to exercise their rights with regard to the asylum procedures as 
provided for in the Law.  

 
− The efficient implementation of the right provided by the law, to housing, employment and/or 

financial assistance is restricted or is never implemented due to lack of political will to enforce 
the law or due to the practices followed by the competent authorities.  

 
− The social integration of asylum seekers and refugees is impossible in the light of the nonexistent 

policy and the rising of xenophobic and racist attitudes in the society.  
 
− Politicians and government officials in conjunction with the mass media cultivate and induce 

bigotry, and animosity against asylum seeking immigrants through systematic deformation and 
misrepresentation of the notion of xenophobia and racism in society.   

 
We, the undersign individuals urge the EU governments: 
 
− To build a common European asylum system on a solid foundation, which ensure equality of 

protection throughout the EU, so that people fleeing persecution and war have the chance to make 
their case and be sure of being treated consistently and fairly wherever they apply for asylum. 

− Not to drop their standards to the minimum level allowed by the EU but to maintain or adopt 
higher standards, ensuring they are in line with international law. 

 
In accordance with the above, we urge the government of Cyprus to take measures in order to 
ensure: 
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− The efficient and successful access to the procedure of asylum for those individuals seeking 
protection  

− The termination of the deportations of asylum seekers sometimes even before they are able to 
exercise their rights with regard to the asylum procedures as provided for in the Law. 

− The termination of the abusive practices and actions which undermine their human dignity, the 
inhuman treatment, arrests and in certain cases  the ill treatment from the competent authorities 
and particularly the police. 

− Their right to a fair and efficient determination of their asylum application by providing effective 
legal aid 

− The efficient implementation of the right provided by the law, to housing, employment and/or 
financial assistance. 

− The social integration of asylum seekers and refugees 
− The combat of the rising of xenophobic and racist attitudes in the society.  
 
We urge the politicians and government officials to be sensitive and aware of their statements as well 
as the mass media to be particularly aware of the way that they present and reproduce negative images 
and any information that concerns issues of asylum in order: 
 
− To prevent the deformation and misrepresentation of the actual reality about asylum.  
− Not to cultivate and induce bigotry, and animosity against asylum seeking immigrants and the 

notion of xenophobia and racism in society. 
 
 
Name Date Signature  
 
 

  

 
 

  

 
 

  

 
 

  

 
 

  

 
 

  

 
 
APPENDIX B 
ASYLUM SEEKERS DEMANDS 
 
1. To ensure the effective and free access to the asylum procedure for all persons requesting 

protection, 
 
2. To put an end to the policy of deportation of asylum seekers, at times illegal, before they are able 

to exhaust all available procedures for full exercise of their rights as this is provided for in the 
Law, 

 
3. To put an end to all arbitrary actions, arrests, mistreatment and abusive practices of the competent 

authorities and the police, 
 
4. To ensure their right to just and effective handling of their claims, with the provision of effective 

legal aid, to ensure the presence of trusted interpreters, not connected to the embassies of their 
countries of origin etc, 

 
5. To ensure the right to work in professions according to the skills and training of the asylum 

seekers,  
 
6. To ensure the right to decent housing through a housing policy geared to their needs, 
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7. To ensure the right to free medical care by the provision of a medical card, without any 

restrictions, e.g. the delay in granting residence permit by the authorities, 
 
8. The provision of public assistance and support for as long as the asylum seekers do not work, 
 
9. To develop and apply an integration policy for asylum seekers and refugees, 
 
10. To apply measures to combat xenophobia, islamophobia and racism in the Cypriot society. 
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