
The draw ings tell of trauma. Stormy seas dot ted with ter ri �ed faces. Life less bod ies of
chil dren �oat ing in the waves. And planes drop ping bombs, on to homes and peo ple. Eyes
that weep blood.

The pen cil scrawls were made by chil dren who are part of a grow ing phe nom e non in the
Mo ria refugee camp in Les bos, Greece. All have at tempted sui cide or se ri ous self harm since
they came to this place.
Ap prox i mately 3,000 mi nors live in the Mo ria camp, which Médecins Sans Fron tières
(MSF) calls a gi ant open-air “men tal asy lum” ow ing to the over crowd ing and dire san i tary
con di tions. Last week an ado les cent at tempted to hang him self from a pole. In Au gust, a
10-year-old boy only just failed to take his own life.
The camp, among hills dot ted with olive trees a few miles from the is land’s cap i tal town of
Myti lene, is home to 9,000 asy lum seek ers liv ing in a cen tre de signed to hold one third of
that num ber. Mi grants live in groups of up to 30, crammed into tents or metal con tain ers
si t u ated just inches apart. Rub bish, scat tered ev ery where, makes the air al most un breath -
able.
Most come from war-torn coun tries such as Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan. They ar rive in
dinghies from the Turk ish towns of Ay valık or Çanakkale. Ac cord ing to aid agencies, the
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con tro ver sial deal bro kered be tween Brus sels and Ankara aimed at stop ping the �ow of
mi grants to Europe via Turkey, com bined with the re fusal on the part of Euro pean coun -
tries to take in asy lum seek ers ar riv ing in Greece, have trans formed Les bos into an Al ca -
traz, leav ing peo ple im pris oned on the is land with no way out.
“Although the vast ma jor ity of mi grants who ar rive in Mo ria are trau ma tised, af ter hav ing
�ed from vi o lent con �icts in their home coun tries, con di tions in the camp have ex ac er -
bated their trauma,” says Luca Fon tana, MSF’s �eld co or di na tor. “Af ter two years, some
are still await ing trans fer, even if they know they could be de ported to Turkey at a mo -
ment’s no tice. I’ve worked in camps in fested with Ebola in Sierra Leone and Guinea, but I
guar an tee you that this is the worst sit u a tion I’ve ever seen.”
About 84 peo ple share a sin gle shower, and 72 peo ple share a toi let, ac cord ing to a re port
by the New York-based In ter na tional Res cue Com mit tee (IRC): “The sewage sys tem is so
strained that raw sewage has been known to reach the mat tresses where chil dren sleep.”
Life in Mo ria is a daily bat tle for sur vival, with al ter ca tions com mon be tween eth nic
groups over some thing as sim ple as a meal. Not to men tion, ac cord ing to aid groups, the
gang rapes of women, at tacked in the camp’s toi lets. Doc tors and psy chol o gists say that
mi nors are also tar geted in the sex ual vi o lence.
To de fend her self, 13-year-old Fa tima sleeps with a knife un der her pil low. Rape isn’t the
only threat she faces: the other is de pres sion. On 2 Septem ber, Fa tima swal lowed tablets
that her mother used to al le vi ate the pain of the beat ings her hus band would un leash on
her in Iraq. Fa tima was saved by her three sis ters, who found her con vuls ing in the mid dle
of the shel ter that the fam ily shared with 25 other peo ple.
“It’s not the �rst time this has hap pened,” says Shamsa, Fa tima’s mother. “Since we ar -
rived in Mo ria, she has tried sev eral times to take her life. My daugh ters have trans formed
since we’ve been here. They’ve be come ag gres sive. We �ed Iraq last May in search of
peace, but here in Mo ria we found hell.”
As a re sult of the stress and the con di tions in the camp, MSF’s op er a tion on Les bos ex pe ri -
ences the high est level of burnout among its sta� in clin ics around the world. It is di�  cult
to work when there is a short age of doc tors: the Greek health min istry pro vides only one
for the 9,000 mi grants in Mo ria.
MSF, which re jected EU fund ing to protest at the Brus sels-Turkey deal, or gan ised a ther -
apy ses sion last June for six- to 12-year-olds who had at tempted sui cide, had de pres sion
or were self-harm ing. Part of the ther apy in volved cre at ing sto ries in draw ings and words.
The chil dren, mainly Afghan and Syr ian, drew war scenes, ship wrecks and eyes that
dripped blood.
Ac cord ing to the IRC re port, “up to 60% of asy lum seek ers at tend ing the men tal health
cen tre in Mo ria this year said they had con tem plated sui cide, and al most 30% had tried to
take their own lives”. Aid groups say they can only deal with the most se vere cases and fear
the num ber of sui ci dal chil dren is much higher. Some refuse to go to the clinic out of
shame or fear – like Nadir, 14, who trav elled alone to Les bos, and who cut him self with a
glass shard. Peo ple liv ing near his tent saved his life and cared for him. The wounds on his
arms, wrists, and chest have never been stitched. “I’m afraid of stitches and even doc -



tors,” he says. He hasn’t had news of his par ents in Afghanistan for years and spends his
days roam ing the camp or queu ing for hours at the can teen.
The re gional author ity has given Greece’s min istry of mi gra tion a 30-day ul ti ma tum to
clean up the camp. The �rst trans fers of peo ple to Athens have al ready be gun. But with
Syria ready to launch an o� en sive against the last rebel strong hold in Idlib, if more Syr i ans
�ee the coun try, the pop u la tion of Mo ria could ex ceed 10,000 by win ter.
The only mo ments of nor mal ity Mo ria’s chil dren get come at a small play area 200 me tres
from the camp, built by Salam Aldeen, the founder of an aid group, Team Hu man ity.
Thanks to a pri vate do na tion, Aldeen has pur chased in �at able cas tles and built a foot ball
pitch. The chil dren ar rive en masse around 4pm to watch a car toon on a large screen.
“It’s the only place where they can be kids,” says Aldeen. “In here there are no �ghts, no
al ter ca tions be tween Arabs and Kurds, no vi o lence and no rape. In here they can feel at
ease with the world and aban don them selves, at least for a few hours, in the thought that
they are not pris on ers in Mo ria.”
Names have been changed to pro tect iden ti ties. Sa mar i tans can be con tacted on 116 123 or
email jo@sa mar i tans.org
‘Since we ar rived in Mo ria, my daugh ter has tried sev eral times to take her life’ Shamsa
Refugee from Iraq


