Island of goats and dreams - tiny Tilos, in the Aegean, welcomes refugees with open arms
Tucked away in a quiet corner of the Aegean, Tilos is an island of crimson bougainvillea
cascading over whitewashed houses, ancient stone terraces and goats – lots of goats.
For years its main claim to fame was a cave in which the remains of pygmy elephants – the last
to roam Europe, until around 4,000 years ago – were discovered by paleontologists.
But Tilos has now earned a new distinction, as a place that has actively welcomed refugees
fleeing the war in Syria.
Islanders say their decision to embrace a dozen refugee families – around 70 people in total –
offers an example to the rest of Greece, where more than 60,000 refugees from Syria, Iraq,
Afghanistan and other countries languish in limbo in camps, waiting to be granted asylum
and allowed to settle in other EU countries.
“We think that the arrangement we have here could be a model that could be exported to the
rest of Greece and the whole of Europe,” Maria Kamma, the mayor, said in her office in Megalo
Horio, the tiny ‘capital’ of Tilos, a village that clings to the slopes of a craggy mountain
beneath a ruined castle.
“If a little island like ours can support 12 families, then others can do the same, in proportion to their population. 
Bigger communities can take larger numbers. We can solve the refugee problem,” the mayor told The Telegraph.
Maria Kamma, the mayor of Tilos, has welcomed the refugee families. The number of refugees
settled in Tilos may seem small, but in proportion to the island’s resident population, which is
barely 500, it is significant.
Unlike the miserable camps in other parts of Greece where refugees have nothing to do,
tho se on Tilos are becoming integrated into the fabric of daily life.
Almost all the adults – aside from mothers looking after small children – have found work, in
hotels and restaurants, shops, the island’s bakery or as day labourers.
They live in a purpose-built camp in the middle of Livadia, the island’s port, where tourists eat
grilled fish and tsatsiki in seafront tavernas. It is hardly luxurious – families live in Portakabins
grouped around a communal cooking area and a shower block.
But trees provide splashes of shade, a fresh layer of gravel keeps down the dust and there
is plenty of room for the children to run around.
Conditions are immeasurably better than in other, much larger camps on Aegean islands
such as Lesbos and Chios, where refugees have been stuck since crossing in boats from nearby
Turkey.
Those asylum seekers, many of them women and small children, are suffering ever greater
levels of “psychological stress” and despair, according to the UN.
On Tilos, in contrast, the children go to Greek and English lessons and will start attending
schools on the island in September.
“I like the lessons, and playing outside, and having my friends around,” said Nour, an
outgoing eight-year-old Syrian girl, speaking in confident Greek rather than her native Arabic.
Leading a toddler by the hand in the shade of a eucalyptus tree, Mohsen Barak, 42, from the
city of Al-Hasakah in north-eastern Syria, has been on Tilos for seven months. “It is so much
better than where we were before. We were on Rhodes, in a refugee camp inside an old
slaughter yard. It was bad, really bad. We spent nearly a year there,” he said.
Eleni Kymina, 35, teaches the children Greek sever al times a week. “The kids really want to
learn, they want to play music – all the things they didn’t have a chance to do in the past,” the
teacher said.
The camp was established about a year ago by Solidarity Now, a Greek NGO, with help from
UNHCR, the UN’s refugee agency.
“The refugees are much happier than they were at first, especially now they have found jobs. It’s
not good to sit around all day with nothing to do, you become depressed,” said Spiros Aliferis,
a team leader from the NGO. “They’re part of our community. The kids go to the playground
in the village, they swim in the sea. And they pick up Greek quickly.”
Like many Greek islands, Tilos has suffered from chronic depopulation in the past. Up in the hills,
away from the beaches and bays, lies the abandoned village of Mikro Chorio.
The village of Mikro Chorio was abandoned in the decades after the Second World War. Goats wander through deserted houses, while others are boarded up with bits of rusting corrugated iron.
The village’s inhabitants drained away after the Second World War, seeking new lives in Athens,
the United States and Australia.
The presence of the refugees has injected money into the island. They receive a modest allowance from the UNHCR and spend the money in local shops.
Now there are plans to build a cheese factory on Tilos, to take advantage of the milk produced by
the 15,000 goats that wander its herb-scented mountains and valleys.
“Some shepherds use the milk and one or two make their own cheese but it's for their own
consumption. There's a big potential,” said Stathis Kontos, special adviser to the mayor. It is hoped that the cheese factory will provide jobs for both Syrians and locals. "The locals will provide the expertise and the refugees will provide the manpower,” said Mr Kontos.
The enterprise will help diversify Tilos’ dependence on tourism as the mainstay of its
economy. A two-hour boat ride from Rhodes, the is land is popular with a small but loyal crowd
of British, Italians and Scandinavians, many of whom come year after year.
Tilos has a permanent population of just 500, but thousands of tourists arrive in the summer
months.
Some fall in love with the place so much that they buy houses and live there all year round.
Ian Beesley, 70, originally from Oldham, moved here nearly 20 years ago and lives in a villa overlooking the sea.
“This island could be an example of how to deal with the refugee problem and integrate them into communities. There is a genuine feeling of compassion here,” he said.  “I think they also want to build up the population.  
At one point the ratio of kids to teachers was three to one. I have only encountered one guy with anything negative to say about the refugees,” he said.
Some of the refugees hope to be reunited with relatives already settled in Germany or other
EU countries, but the mayor hopes the rest will remain and rebuild their shattered lives on Tilos.
“I’d like them to stay. They’re human beings. It’s their right to live in humane conditions. Tilos is
a place where we can support their dreams of a peaceful life,” she said.
Here are 15 comprehension questions based on the article about Tilos and the refugees:
1. What natural feature is Tilos most famous for, before it became known for welcoming refugees?
2. How many refugee families have settled on Tilos, and approximately how many people does that include?
3. What is the permanent population of Tilos?
4. Who is the mayor of Tilos, and what is her attitude toward welcoming refugees?
5. How do the living conditions in Tilos compare to those in larger refugee camps on islands like Lesbos and Chios?
6. Where do the refugees on Tilos live, and what are the facilities like there?
7. What types of jobs have most adult refugees on Tilos found?
8. How are refugee children being integrated into the community?
9. What does Nour, the eight-year-old Syrian girl, say she enjoys about life on Tilos?
10. How does Mohsen Barak describe his experience in Tilos compared to the camp on Rhodes?
11. Who teaches the refugee children Greek, and how do the children respond to their lessons?
12. Which NGO, with the support of the UNHCR, helped establish the refugee camp on Tilos?
13. How has the presence of refugees helped the local economy?
14. What new economic project is planned for Tilos, and how will it involve both locals and refugees?
15. What is Mayor Maria Kamma’s hope for the refugees’ future on the island?
Would you like me to also create an answer key for these questions?
Here’s the answer key to the 15 comprehension questions:

1. What natural feature is Tilos most famous for, before it became known for welcoming refugees?
👉 The cave where paleontologists discovered the remains of pygmy elephants, the last to roam Europe about 4,000 years ago.
2. How many refugee families have settled on Tilos, and approximately how many people does that include?
👉 Around 12 families, totaling about 70 people.
3. What is the permanent population of Tilos?
👉 About 500 residents.
4. Who is the mayor of Tilos, and what is her attitude toward welcoming refugees?
👉 The mayor is Maria Kamma, and she strongly supports welcoming refugees, believing Tilos can serve as a model for the rest of Greece and Europe.
5. How do the living conditions in Tilos compare to those in larger refugee camps on islands like Lesbos and Chios?
👉 Conditions on Tilos are much better—refugees live in small Portakabins with shade and space, while camps on other islands are overcrowded, harsh, and cause psychological stress.
6. Where do the refugees on Tilos live, and what are the facilities like there?
👉 In a purpose-built camp in Livadia, the island’s port. They live in Portakabins around a communal cooking area and shower block, with trees for shade and space for children to play.
7. What types of jobs have most adult refugees on Tilos found?
👉 Jobs in hotels, restaurants, shops, the bakery, or as day laborers.
8. How are refugee children being integrated into the community?
👉 They attend Greek and English lessons, play in the village playground, swim in the sea, and will attend local schools.
9. What does Nour, the eight-year-old Syrian girl, say she enjoys about life on Tilos?
👉 She likes the lessons, playing outside, and spending time with her friends.
10. How does Mohsen Barak describe his experience in Tilos compared to the camp on Rhodes?
👉 He says Tilos is much better. On Rhodes, they lived in an old slaughterhouse used as a refugee camp, which was “really bad.”
11. Who teaches the refugee children Greek, and how do the children respond to their lessons?
👉 Eleni Kymina, 35, teaches them. The children are eager to learn and also enjoy music and play.
12. Which NGO, with the support of the UNHCR, helped establish the refugee camp on Tilos?
👉 The Greek NGO Solidarity Now, with help from the UNHCR.
13. How has the presence of refugees helped the local economy?
👉 Refugees receive a modest allowance from UNHCR, which they spend in local shops, injecting money into the island.
14. What new economic project is planned for Tilos, and how will it involve both locals and refugees?
👉 A cheese factory using goat milk. Locals will provide expertise, while refugees will provide manpower, creating jobs for both groups.
15. What is Mayor Maria Kamma’s hope for the refugees’ future on the island?
👉 She hopes many will stay, rebuild their lives on Tilos, and fulfill their dreams of living peacefully in humane conditions.

Island of Goats and Dreams – Tilos Quiz
1. What natural discovery first made Tilos famous?
a) A Roman temple
b) A pirate treasure cave
c) Remains of pygmy elephants ✅
d) A shipwreck
2. How many refugee families settled on Tilos?
a) 5
b) 12 ✅
c) 25
d) 70
3. Approximately how many permanent residents does Tilos have?
a) 300
b) 500 ✅
c) 1,500
d) 5,000
4. Who is the mayor of Tilos?
a) Eleni Kymina
b) Spiros Aliferis
c) Maria Kamma ✅
d) Ian Beesley
5. How do living conditions in Tilos compare to other camps like Lesbos?
a) Worse
b) Exactly the same
c) Slightly worse but bearable
d) Much better ✅
6. Where do the refugees on Tilos live?
a) In caves
b) In an abandoned school
c) In Portakabins at Livadia ✅
d) In tents on the beach
7. What kind of work do most adult refugees do?
a) Teaching and nursing
b) Hotels, restaurants, bakery, day labor ✅
c) Farming and fishing only
d) Construction and carpentry
8. How are refugee children integrated into life on Tilos?
a) They stay only inside the camp
b) They attend Greek and English lessons ✅
c) They are not given any schooling
d) They must work instead of studying
9. What does eight-year-old Nour enjoy most?
a) Watching TV
b) Playing video games
c) Lessons, playing outside, and friends ✅
d) Traveling on boats
10. What was Mohsen Barak’s experience in Rhodes?
a) Very good, with proper housing
b) Terrible—living in an old slaughterhouse ✅
c) Comfortable, with good work opportunities
d) The same as in Tilos
11. Who teaches Greek to the refugee children?
a) Maria Kamma
b) Ian Beesley
c) Eleni Kymina ✅
d) Stathis Kontos
12. Which NGO, with UNHCR support, helped create the camp?
a) Save the Children
b) Doctors Without Borders
c) Solidarity Now ✅
d) Red Cross
13. How has the refugee presence helped the island’s economy?
a) By opening new banks
b) By spending their UN allowance in local shops ✅
c) By exporting goods abroad
d) By working as free labor
14. What new project is planned to boost jobs for locals and refugees?
a) Olive oil press
b) Cheese factory ✅
c) Boat-building yard
d) Textile workshop
15. What does Mayor Kamma hope for the refugees’ future?
a) That they all move to Germany
b) That they stay on Tilos and rebuild their lives ✅
c) That they return to Syria immediately
d) That they only remain for tourism season


