Refugee mothers demand equal rights for their children 
By Marianna Pissa
(archive article - Wednesday, November 12, 2008) 

THE MOVEMENT of Refugee Mothers yesterday expressed their anger and disappointment at what they say is the government’s neglect regarding their refugee rights, setting a deadline for the Interior Minister to respond to their demands or they will take further action. 

“We are giving the Interior Minister a deadline; if we do not have anything formal in writing, if there is no implementation, or if what we have been promised does not come into force, we will be protesting outside the Presidential on December 3 at 3pm.”

The movement was founded in 2005 by women displaced from their homes and properties during the 1974 invasion, with the demand that they should be allowed to transfer their refugee status to their children, as is the case with male refugees.

The state does not recognise children born to displaced women as refugees, while those whose father was a refugee enjoy a series of benefits, including a grant for a first home.

Mother refugees, however, were granted a house by the government in refugee estates after the invasion.

The law states that the children whose father is a refugee are considered to have been displaced from the same occupied place their father comes from.

Refugee status is in turn transferred to the next generation and the one after that, and so on. “Regarding the generations of refugees, we have been waiting for the state to clear up who they consider to be first generation, second generation and third generation since May this year,” the Movement’s president Markella Isaia Tsiakka said.

The Movement, which is urging the government and President Christofias to keep his pre-election promises regarding refugee status of children whose mothers are refugees, stressed the situation was so unfair that the children of a refugee man married to a foreign woman, even if they were adopted, are also considered refugees and allowed to reap the benefits for generations to come.

They cited the case of a Greek Cypriot refugee from Kyrenia who married a Sri Lankan woman several years ago. The woman already had a son back in Sri Lanka and the Greek Cypriot husband adopted the boy. The boy grew up and married a Sri Lankan woman and applied to the state authorities for the grant he was eligible for to build his own house. The grant was approved and the house was built. The children of the Sri Lankan boy will be entitled to all the benefits Greek Cypriot refugees are.

The Movement’s arguments focus on the actual law, which they argue is not only unjust but also unconstitutional. “It is a disgrace that the state treats displaced mothers in this way,” said Tsiakka.

The Interior Ministry has told the movement in the past that such a change would increase the number of people eligible for housing grants and other financial benefits, costing millions of pounds that could not be covered by the state budget. 

According to the records of the statistical service, 199,576 people were registered as displaced in 2008, out of a population of 789,300 – 25 per cent. There are 51,260 refugees from their mothers’ side, which would bring the total to 250,836 refugees, or 31 per cent of the population, a proportion that would increase with every generation.

“Our memorandum clearly states that it for the benefit of the Cypriot state to sort out this injustice, because the greater number of refugees that claim and hold a refugee identity, the more enforced the negotiating position of Cyprus will be in the struggle for a fair and sustainable solution to our political problem which will be in alliance with human rights and international law,” Tsiakka said.

The Movement called on all displaced mothers to join them and be present at the protests and demonstrations that will be held in the near future. 
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