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Abstract  

As early as around 1995, Thessaloniki ushered in the first batch of Chinese 

immigrants. After more than 20 years, they have established their own 

communities here. While adapting to the local economy and culture, they have 

had a huge impact on the society of Thessaloniki. Based on fieldwork, this 

article conducts an analysis of the major groups of Chinese immigrants and 

their arrival time, motivation and main approaches to Thessaloniki. Besides, it 

also introduces the geographical distribution of Chinese immigrants in 

Thessaloniki, population size, their business activities and key features. Then 

this article also introduces the daily exchange and organization of Chinese 

immigrant communities from the internal perspectives of Chinese immigrant 

communities and the external perspectives of Greek society. Finally, based on 

the living experiences and life stories of Chinese immigrants living in the 

community, this article presents a more vivid picture of the living conditions of 

legal and illegal immigrants living in Thessaloniki. 
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Introduction 

    Thessaloniki has accepted refugees from Anatolia and Pontic Greeks since 

the 20th century, thus embarking on the urban transformation. By the end of 

the 20th century, Thessaloniki began to accept more immigrants of diverse 

countries or areas, mainly from the Balkans, the former Soviet Union and 

Asian and African countries, including China. During this period, foreign 

immigrants chose Greece as their destination, mainly because of the 

geographical location of Greece. As the east gate of the EU, it has a vast 

coastline and an easily crossed border. Although the Greek authorities had 

strengthened border control in 1998, the trend of smuggling still was not 

slowed down. Besides, Greece joined EEC in 1981, and thus has narrowed the 

economic and social gaps with the Nordic countries. Therefore, its rapidly 

transforming economic situation has also made it the number one choice for 

many Chinese who have immigrated to Europe because of economic factors. 

The most immediate attraction is the improvement of living standards and 

education due to the economic development of Greece, which has caused a 

large number of Greeks to refuse to engage in low-paid jobs, resulting in a 

large number of job vacancies and attracting migrant workers. 

In contrast, the number of Chinese ready for immigration has began to 

take shape after China reform and opening up①. So far, there have been three 

obvious waves of immigration. All in all, the Chinese immigrants who came to 

Thessaloniki are all seeking to make a better life, which means that they had 

few choices but to leave due to their concerns over economy. The reason why  

—————————— 

①The Chinese economic reform and opening-up refers to the program of economic reforms 

termed "Socialism with Chinese characteristics" in the People's Republic of China (PRC) that 

was started in December 1978. 
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China saw a climax of oversea immigration during this period was closely 

related to the demographic situation in China at the time. Fujian is one of the 

areas with the highest population pressure in China. Its terrain is dominated by 

hills and hills with little arable land. The conflict between a small area of 

cultivated land and a huge population is prominent. In recent history, the 

invasion of foreign goods has caused the unemployment of a large number of 

Fujian peasants, traders and handicraftsmen. Therefore, moving to the overseas 

became the only way for life. In addition to the objective factors of poverty, the 

deep-rooted traditional ideas also play a powerful role in promoting the 

immigration. In Fuqing City of Fujian Province, immigration to overseas for 

work has evolved into a local tradition, and they saw the smuggling into the 

Europe to work as the fastest earning-money way. However, with the prevalent 

competition among locals, most of the money earned abroad is not used to 

develop the local economy of Fujian Province. Instead it was used to 

demonstrate its own wealth and status①. Therefore, the next generation often 

would continue to be forced to cross the border to Europe because of low 

income or unemployment. After more than two decades of change, Chinese 

people have emigrated abroad not just for money. Parents came to European 

countries for the sake of their children's education, and China's relatively 

backward medical environment and expensive medical expenses are also 

driving forces for many people to leave. The endless cases of food safety 

scandals and environmental pollution in recent years have also drawn the 

attention of many people, making them put on the agenda of immigration 

programs. 

Chinese immigrants living in Thessaloniki are a special group. Whenever 

people speak of Chinese here, they would always associate them with China  

—————————— 

①Conclusions derived from fieldwork are based primarily on the information provided by 

respondent No.1, 3, 4, 9 who came from Fujian Province. 
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Town on opposite of the train station, the retail and wholesale stores and cheap 

clothing. While within the Chinese community, they clearly define their own 

networks and forces by their clans and geographies②. As a Chinese student 

who has lived in Thessaloniki for three years, the peculiarities of the Chinese 

immigrants would strike me every time when the Greeks distinguish me from 

Chinese living in China Town and every time the Chinese immigrants here see 

me as a somewhat foreigner, because this group now neither belongs to China 

nor to Greece judging from the current situation. This has aroused my strong 

interest in them. And I decide to set them as my research object.  

Fieldwork took place between July and October 2017, mainly by 

interviews. 12 groups of individuals were selected, including Chinese 

immigrants who came to Thessaloniki illegally, such as Chinese-store owners 

and workers (No.1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 and 7) Besides, they also include Chinese 

immigrants who came here through legal channels such as work (No.12), 

marriage (No.11) and family reunification (No. 8, 9 and 10). I hope that 

through this fieldwork and this article a better understanding of the evolution of 

the Chinese community in Thessaloniki in the past 20 years could be achieved 

and why this group is so special could be revealed. By interviewing them for 

their personal experiences to get their true thoughts, analyzing their decisions 

to come to Thessaloniki, and observing their daily life and communication here, 

we could summarize their characteristics and behavioral patterns or the logic 

and finally find out how this group can better blend in the local community in 

Thessaloniki 

—————————— 

①Conclusions derived from fieldwork are based primarily on the information provided by 

respondent No.7 who worked as a solicitor and respondents No. 1, 2, 9. 
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History of Chinese Immigration in Thessaloniki 

 

 

Time 

Undoubtedly, the year of 2004 could be regarded as an important time point 

in the analysis of Chinese immigrants in Thessaloniki. Between 1995 when the 

earliest wave of Chinese immigrants came to Greece and 2004, almost all of 

them came to Greece through improper or illegal channels. Even though some 

of them saw Greece as their final destination, a large proportion of them had 

been resided in other some countries for some years. The reason for the year of 

2004 as a time point is that the number of immigrants that arrived in 

Thessaloniki after 2004 is not as many as before, or at a slower pace. Besides, 

instead of the dominant smuggling, many new channels emerge, which speaks 

for the fact that Chinese immigrants through visa of family reunion after 2010 

has been on rise significantly①. 

 

Two groups 

There are two major groups of Chinese immigrants in Thessaloniki, namely 

from Fujian Province and Wenzhou in Zhejiang Province. Unlike Chinese 

immigrants in Athens, there are few people from other parts of China in 

Thessaloniki, a fact that distinguishes Chinese immigrants in Thessaloniki from 

others. China's Fujian  

—————————— 

①Conclusions derived from fieldwork are based primarily on the information provided by 

respondent No.7 who worked as a solicitor and respondents No.8, 9 and 10 who came to 

Greece through family reunion visas. 
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Province and Wenzhou City of Zhejiang Province are well-known hometowns 

of overseas Chinese not only in Greece, but in many other countries of Europe, 

the United States and Australia. People from the two regions constitute a large 

proportion of Chinese immigrants①. 

 

In fact, the vast majority of Wenzhou people lived afar from Wenzhou 

City. But they would generally describe themselves as one member of 

Wenzhou people as long as they lived nearby. Gradually, people would see 

Wenzhou City of Zhejiang as the hometown of overseas Chinese whether in 

China or at abroad. However, the two immigrant groups have their own 

distinctive features. For example, immigrants from Wenzhou City, Zhejiang  

—————————— 

①Conclusions derived from fieldwork are based primarily on the information provided by 12 

respondents, especially No.1 and 3 who had lived in Athens or other European countries. 

Since almost all of them smuggled to Europe, there is no official data. 
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mainly rely on family networks from China to transport them while immigrants 

from Fujian Province to Europe are also affected by the local traditions. In 

some villages in Fujian Province, if a young man is not out of the country to 

start his own business after he is sixteen, the young man would be regarded as 

unpromising. Obviously, the output of population has transformed from a 

particular case to a habit then to a unique culture①. In this context of this 

unique culture, coming to Europe has become a necessity. 

 

Motivation 

Unlike immigrants from other countries②, Chinese immigrants came to 

Greece with the aim of doing business, and they are well prepared. Compared 

to other immigrants, they show less concern over their realization of value and 

the improvement of social status. This is especially evident in the Chinese 

immigrants in Athens and other European countries because many Chinese 

immigrants would not reside in a country for too long, and decide on the next 

destination for the sole aim of economic profits.  Many immigrants would 

choose to return home after earning enough money. Chinese immigrants in 

Thessaloniki could enjoy some degrees of stability and they seek for a higher 

quality of life. In addition to the poor living standards that drive them to 

Europe, their fellow and information network between their relatives also play 

a significant role. Once a member of the family finds an opportunity of huge 

profit in the foreign market, his or her friends and family members would be  

—————————— 

①Conclusions derived from fieldwork are based primarily on the information provided by 

respondent No.1, 3, 4, 9 who came from Fujian Province and cited the respondent No. 7's 

assessment of this phenomenon. 

②There are many immigrants from other regions of China in Amsterdam, Netherlands, or 

Athens, Greece, with information provided by respondent No. 1, 2, 3, 4 and 7. 
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informed. ①Especially between 2004 and 2005, a period that saw the 

proliferation of Chinese shops in Thessaloniki, many shop owners would 

employ their relatives and friends from China to work for them in spite of the 

fact that a vast majority of them came illegally②. Gradually, people from 

Fujian Province and Wenzhou City, Zhejiang Province have become the 

majority of Chinese immigrants in Thessaloniki. Other Chinese immigrants 

who are isolated from the network are mainly driven by economic interests to 

come Thessaloniki, many of whom lived in Italy and Spain, and developed 

business as stowaways in the early 1990s. Due to the oversaturated local 

market, they switched their attention to the Balkan Peninsula on Southeast 

Asian, a piece of fertile and yet undeveloped land. Besides, Greece had 

practiced three regularisation programmes③ in 1998, 2001 and 2005 

respectively. So these Chinese immigrants wandering in Europe would not 

want to give up any chance of obtaining legal status.  

 

Channels 

To set year of 2004 as an important time point is mainly because that the 

channels that Chinese people came to Greece from 1995 to 2004 were almost 

illegal smugglings. Before 1985, for a Chinese people who desired for Europe, 

the common practice would usually be letters of job invitation or relative 

verification sent by the old overseas Chinese living in Europe. Therefore, not 

many people smuggled. After 1986, the European countries found that Chinese  

—————————— 

①Information provided mainly by respondent No. 2，4，5 came to Greece since they had 

friends of relatives in Greece or other European countries. 

②The use of fake visas will be introduced in the next chapter. 

③Faced with the growing reality of a large undocumented population within its borders, 

Greece ultimately opted for three programmes to regularize unauthorized migrants.. 



	 12	

people under the excuse of visiting relatives or learning to come here 

previously did not return to China. Consequently, they began to control the 

issue of visa, which had also opened a market for the snakeheads①. Since then, 

they have sent customers to Europe through fake passports, expired passports 

or other third countries as transfer points and other illegal means. However, the 

first wave of Chinese immigrants living in Thessaloniki came here after 1995, 

which meant that they apparently missed the first wave of smuggling. Since 

1995, the European countries have strengthened the vigilance and inspection, 

forcing the snakehead to abandon the traditional means of smuggling to adopt 

the water route and land transportation. Among them, three routes are quite 

well-known, of which the northern line is the cheapest, and less effected and 

the center line and the south line that require the visa of Turkey and Tunisia are 

more difficult, and more expensive: 

 

—————————— 

①Snakeheads are Chinese gangs that smuggle people to other countries. They are 

found in the Fujian region of China and smuggle their customers into wealthier 

Western countries such as those in Western Europe, North America, Australia, and 

some nearby wealthier regions such as Taiwan and Japan. 
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    North line: Russia → Ukraine → Poland / Slovakia → Austria 

     Midline:   Turkey → Bulgaria / Greece 

     South Line: Tunisia → Morocco 

The smuggling route is not fixed and subject to the temporary change in the 

middle of the route to a large extent. There are many ways to reach the first 

stop, for example, by airplane directly to the visa-free country for China, such 

as Thailand. Many snakeheads are able to store a number of Japanese passports, 

some of which have expired, but are indeed authentic. These passports would 

be issued to the illegal Chinese immigrants to transit, mainly because the Asian 

faces for many Europeans are indistinguishable. Therefore this channel is quite 

common in many means of smuggling. Finally, the most direct means is to hide 

the stowaway in the truck compartment to avoid inspection when transiting. If 

condition permits, it is more secure to apply for a business visa to a country 

that is easier to pass, then to get through by a third country, such as a business 

visa of Azerbaijan. The cost of illegal immigration in this period is extremely 

high generally at the price of 10, 000-15, 000 RMB①. In most cases, the 

stowaways have to raise money by means of usury due to the poor economic 

conditions of their families. After 2004, the traditional way of smuggling began 

to die out. To come to Europe through the forged visa by the snakehead just 

coincided with the first highest wave of immigrants to Thessaloniki. It is 

noteworthy that the so-called false visa does not mean that the visas in the 

hands of the stowaways are forged. Instead they refer to the forged application 

documents for the visa, documents prepared by the snakeheads after the 

payment. Around 2004, a fake visa would cost round 15,000 RMB a still quite 

high sum. This type of forged visa is mainly on business visa under the 

disguise of company to issue a counterfeit job invitation to the stowaways.  

—————————— 

①The official currency of the People's Republic of China. 
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Meanwhile, there have been some notorious intermediaries. It is said that a 

travel visa could be guaranteed by only 20,000-30,000 RMB through such 

intermediaries to come to Greece by illegal means. Similar to the previous 

visitor Visa and the simple business visa, those immigrants would become 

illegal after the visas expire. The job of this type of the snakehead is only 

responsible for sending the customer safely to the country of destination. If 

caught and repatriated on the way, stowaways don't have to pay any fees to the 

snakehead. However, all subsequent issues that occur after arrival should be 

taken by the customer themselves. In addition to the traditional smuggling, as 

early as the 1980s, Europe has saw a lot of Chinese students, a considerable 

part of whom would still choose to stay in Europe after the studying period. 

Undoubtedly, their statuses would also become illegal. This kind of case is 

quite rare in Thessaloniki. Similarly, such cases also are only applicable to 

visas for formal work and visiting relatives①. 

   In recent years, the number of women, by marrying the Greeks to come to 

Thessaloniki stands at thirty or, most of whose husbands are engaged in trade, 

shipping and other related work (mainly in some areas along China coast) 

before their acquaintances with those married women. Finally, it is worth 

noting that the number of legitimate Chinese immigrants arriving in 

Thessaloniki through family reunification visas after 2010 has increased 

significantly②. 

—————————— 

①Conclusions derived from fieldwork are based primarily on the information provided by 12 

respondents, especially No. 9 whose mother came to Thessaloniki in 2006 as a student and 

No. 12 whose wife came to Thessaloniki for visiting relatives and their statues became illegal.  

②Testimonies provided by respondent No.7 who worked as a solicitor and respondents No.8, 

9 and 10 who came to Greece through family reunion visas. “Since our parents have acquired 

legal status through regularization project, there is no reason to come here with other 

dangerous methods of smuggling” said No.8. 
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Geographical distribution and main features 

A characteristic of all immigrant groups in Thessaloniki is that the environment 

in which they live is not reduced to be slums. Like settlers in other European 

countries (Italy, France, Netherlands), the earliest Chinese settlers in 

Thessaloniki would choose their living environment and their range of 

activities in line with their housing purchasing power, office space and other 

related factors. As a result the old city centered the train station in the 

northwest of Thessaloniki has become their best choice. First of all, the land 

prices here is relatively cheap, a good choice for the Chinese immigrants who 

are mainly to do business in Thessaloniki and then would live in the old house 

with low quality.  Besides, they would reside in lower floors. The local people 

after earning much money would be likely to move to the east of the city, 

leaving most of the empty house to be rented by immigrants. In addition to the 

population mobility that causes a lower housing price in this area, the 

environment and the security here also play a factor. The poor living conditions 

in the northwestern part of the city of Thessaloniki is quite prevalent with many 

gypsies, drug addicts and a large number of unemployed people besides the 

immigrants. Overall, the security situation is not satisfactory. Apart from the 

low prices, another important factor is the social network of Chinese 

immigrants. Compared to Albanians and Georgians, the Chinese were later 

arrivers, missing the choice of living environment. Therefore they could only 

rent their houses after the earlier immigrants move.  

    As early as 1995, Nigerians built the immigrant community near 

Aetorrachis Road, which was then resurrected by the ethnic Creek returnees of 

the former Soviet Union, followed by Albanians and finally Chinese. However, 

as mentioned above, the Chinese immigrants in Thessaloniki are almost all 

from China's two regions with a close relationship between each other. So the 

choice of living environment is a collective act, an act that could promote 

closer contacts in work and life and more importantly collective security. 

Chinese immigrants in Thessaloniki began to do commercial activities in a 
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location where they were highly concentrated in the first place. From 2004 to 

2005 when the number of Chinese shops was the largest Thessaloniki, the 

living patterns of Chinese immigrants were basically formed. They were 

mainly in the Εsopou Road in Vardaris, although many Chinese businessmen 

have opened the store in the downtown or even the Kalamaria District. But the 

main groups of Chinese immigrants are still in the vicinity of the original area. 

Although Chinese immigrants have been the main population of the region 

since 1995, there have been no slums or social segregation, a pheromone that is 

mainly due to the frequent business activities, the improvement of their 

standard of living, and the constant housing change of the local population. 

 

Population Size and Business Activities 

Chinese immigrants living in Thessaloniki basically did not catch the first 

Greek regularisation programme in 1998①. That is to say, the number of 

Chinese people living in the Thessaloniki is scant before 1998. The earliest 

Chinese immigrants in Thessalonica came here in 1995 or so when the number 

was between twenty and thirty with illegal status. Until 2000, the vast majority 

of Chinese immigrants came to Greece from China or Italy and Spain, but 

mainly lived in Athens. Back then, there were only four stores in the entire 

Thessaloniki. If the staff in Chinese stores and other Chinese immigrants that 

come here through other ways were counted, then the whole Chinese 

immigrants in Thessaloniki were not more than 300 people. However, in just 

three years, Chinese immigrants from Athens and other countries had flocked 

to Thessaloniki, which were largely driven by interests, because Athens's 

Chinese market was basically saturated and they should need underdeveloped 

market to seize their own opportunities. As a result, by the beginning of 2004,  

—————————— 

①Faced with the growing reality of a large undocumented population within its borders, 

Greece ultimately opted for three programmes to regularize unauthorized migrants 
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the number of Chinese shops in the city of Thessalonica had reached more than 

80, and the total number of Chinese immigrants was expected to reach around 

1500. It could be called the first wave of the Chinese immigrants in 

Thessaloniki. After the regularization programme in 2005, there has been a 

successive of Chinese immigrants from China or other neighboring countries, 

including some former Yugoslavia to Thessaloniki since the beginning of 2006. 

Coupled with the smuggling climax of Chinese immigrants at this time, this 

had directly contributed to the fact that the total number of Chinese immigrants 

living in Thessaloniki had exceeded 15,000 from 2006 to 2007. Today, the 

number of Chinese immigrants in the city of Thessaloniki only stands at about 

5,000①. Clearly, the impact brought by the Greek economic crisis cannot be 

underestimated. But most of the Chinese immigrants did not return to China 

even though they left Thessaloniki. Their choice was go to other European 

countries to look for opportunities with Italy as a popular destination. It is also 

worth noting that the Chinese immigrants that left were basically workers 

rather than bosses. Therefore, rather than the number of Chinese shops in 

Thessaloniki, the number of employed staff by those shops has decreased 

significantly. In addition, most of the Chinese immigrants that left were from 

Fujian Province. Although about 18 wealthy businessmen went back to China 

with huge sums of money in 2011, this case is relatively rare. A majority of 

Chinese immigrants in Thessaloniki choose to continue to develop their own 

business, or go to other countries to seek more opportunities. 

The settlement of immigrants is mainly related to commercial or other 

activities. And the unique commercial culture of Chinese immigrants has also 

promoted the development of the multi- culture of Thessaloniki. 

In 2000, there were only four Chinese shops in the whole Thessaloniki, 

most of which were mainly engaged in retail and wholesale business. And the  

—————————— 

①Testimonies provided by respondent No.7 who worked as a solicitor. 
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most representative of the goods is the umbrella, which contributes to the 

rumor that the Chinese immigrants start business by selling umbrella. In 

addition to the physical store, the Chinese immigrants then began to practice 

the street selling that is quite common nowadays. The main form of peddling is 

the hand-held bamboo basket with a wide range of small commodities, such as 

watches, lighters, umbrellas, etc in it. Various neighborhoods, restaurants and 

cafes were often frequented by those peddlers. Since the vast majority of 

workers lack professional skills (although this is not a necessary condition to 

start business in Greece), they could only work by other bosses, and constantly 

accumulate work experience and funding to achieve their own business. 

According to the data issued in 2004, 12% of foreigners in Thessaloniki 

obtained their residence permits through their work. And the proportion of 

Chinese people engaged in independent economic activities was already very 

high then, only secondary to Albania, Bulgaria, Nigeria and Syria. By 2004, the 

commodities in nearly a hundred of Chinese stores in China's main 

merchandise have been changed from the umbrella to the clothing, although the 

retail outlets were still engaged in a lot of wholesaling. Yet the impact brought 

by cheap clothing on the Greek market and its attractiveness directly led many 

local people to associate China's culture with business culture, which indirectly 

established a link between China's commercial culture and cheap goods or 

clothing business. From the end of 2004 to the beginning of 2005, the negative 

report by Greek media on Chinese business was mainly on the clothing 

industry. In recent years, some news media still criticized the poor quality of 

clothing sold in Chinese stores, and even reported cases of customers' skin 

allergies. In addition to a high proportion of independent economic activities, 

33.6% of the population of Chinese immigrants had already been engaged in 

the service and engineering sectors in Thessaloniki. 

Today, the consumption sites for the single Chinese immigrant groups and 

for the whole society of Thessaloniki have been multiplied than before. There 

are a total of five Chinese restaurants in Thessaloniki, two of which are mainly 
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for Chinese customers. On the opposite side of the train station is one of the 

two Chinese restaurants where the main customer is the Chinese shoppers. 

Another shop, although situated in the city center, still enjoy a fixed source of 

customers from Chinese settling areas because the restaurant owner has a 

strong relationship with the main immigrants.  Two Chinese supermarkets 

opened in Chinese settling area with better locations mainly to sell some 

Chinese brands of food and daily necessities. As Chinese immigrant 

community progresses, there are many recreational activities such as small 

supermarkets, tourism companies, audio-visual stores, translation companies, 

bookstores, restaurants and law firms. But the proportion of this type of store is 

still not large enough. There have been many failed attempts due to the poor 

management at the end. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 20	

Daily Exchange and Organization of Chinese 

Immigrant Communities  

 

The Inside of Chinese Immigrant Community:  

Social networks are of great importance to the development of Chinese 

immigrant communities. Since the Chinese immigrants in Thessaloniki are 

fellows mainly from the Fujian Province and Wenzhou of Zhejiang Province as 

mentioned above, two forces emerge naturally at local. But the carrier of the 

two forces is the Chamber of Commerce①, an organization that exclusive to 

people of the same geographical origin. That is to say, a fellow from Fujian is 

not allowed to join the Wenzhou Chamber of Commerce of Zhejiang. Besides, 

the two Chambers of Commerce would organize activities separately and 

independently. Today, there are about 5,000 Chinese immigrants living in 

Thessaloniki, while the number of immigrants from Fujian Province is 

basically equal to people of Wenzhou City, Zhejiang Province. Although the 

two chambers share a similar size, the two have performed differently. In 

general, the Wenzhou Chamber of Commerce of Zhejiang Province is more 

active .This has greatly to do with the motivation of immigration. As pointed 

above, the majority of China's immigrants from Wenzhou, Zhejiang Province 

came through the network of relatives. They would receive particular care from 

their relatives and friends after their arrival of the Thessaloniki. Therefore, 

compared to the outsiders who came to Thessaloniki to start business, those 

people are able to enjoy many concessions in their initial business development  

—————————— 

①Chinese Chamber of Commerce does not have a clear place of work, but in 

Giannitson Road there is a office of Chinese Federation, its members are similar to 

the Chamber of Commerce 
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and a smoother path. And there is a close relationship between those fellows. 

Chamber of Commerce can even be seen as a family organization in many 

cases, so its functions are no longer limited to the business, but extend to 

cultural life and recreational activities and even public welfare. For example, 

Chamber of Commerce raises funds to rebuild the road in Chinese settling area. 

And in contrast, the organization of Fujian Chamber of Commerce is relatively 

loose mainly because Fujian Chamber of Commerce is also divided into two 

major family factions. Although some people were brought from China to 

Thessaloniki in the initial stage through the network of relatives, those new 

comers would not receive any special benefits or the strengthened trade 

cooperation, letting those people fend for themselves. In 2003, when the 

number of Chinese shops soared, many shopkeepers in order to attract workers 

send their job invitations to their domestic relatives to save costs and help them 

to pay 15,000 RMB for the false visa fees on the condition that the new comer 

must work for them for one to two years without charge. And those people then 

can enjoy absolute freedom as long as the cooperation term expires. At that 

time, 15, 000 RMB after all is not a small sum. Back then, many people had to 

borrow money by means of usury for Greece. Therefore such a contract would 

undoubtedly provide them with a shortcut, a new possibility that could change 

their own destinies. However, many workers would not have a good 

relationship with the boss after regaining their freedom. They would consider 

starting their own business if money permits. If not, they would travel to 

higher-margin countries such as Italy and France and then work for other 

bosses for several years. This frequent population flow has indirectly resulted 

in the distant relationship between the members of Wenzhou Chamber of 

Commerce and difficulties to organize activities. Most Chinese workers 

eventually choose to start their own businesses, not only to address the needs of 

life, but also to escape the unprotected exploited life with the hope that they 

can obtain independent power and be free from some health-damaging 

industries. Self-employment could not only improve their economic status, but 
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also enhance their social status. In the Chinese community, the owner of each 

store is equivalent to a representative and speaker of a unit if the store is seen 

as a unit,	mainly because almost all the shops here are operated in the form of 

families, the size of the stores is mostly small, so there are very few cases 

where families run the same store together. In the collection of fees each family 

need to pay a fee, because a small number of chamber members do not live in 

Chinatown, so in order to facilitate the management and the collection of fees, 

the Chamber of Commerce often view the store as a unit, and go to their places 

to complete the charge. For the workers, their status is quite low with little say. 

In contrast, Wenzhou Chamber of Commerce has continued to bring their 

fellow relatives and friends to Thessaloniki these years. It seems that a whole 

town of China has been moved to the Thessaloniki, which endows the chamber 

with high degrees of internal stability①. And that is why Wenzhou people in 

Thessaloniki basically show little intention of going to other countries in the 

future. After all, many whole families have made plans to reside in 

Thessaloniki for a long term. 

 

1）The Chamber of Commerce 

Although the formation of the Chamber of Commerce is an inevitable 

result, it also has met some certain chances. The origin of Chamber of 

Commerce appeared in 2003 when the founder of the Chamber of Commerce, a 

Chinese restaurant owner who came to Thessaloniki in 1996, thought of the 

idea of creating a Chinese Chamber of Commerce after accumulating money 

after some years. Therefore he began to make registration forms and then 

issued them to the Chinese businessmen in the Chinese settling area. Initially, 

the geographical restrictions were not deliberately stressed. However, at that 

time the Chinese immigrants showed less concern for this chamber because 

—————————— 

①The Chinese Chamber of Commerce was founded after coming to Thessaloniki 
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those men shared the sore of purpose of making money after thousands of 

hardships to Thessaloniki. A turning point occurred in 2004 when the Athens 

Olympic Games opened. The founder of the Chamber of Commerce seized this 

opportunity and claimed to the owners and workers in the Chinese settling area 

that the signature on the application form could promise a certain chance to go 

with him to watch Athens Olympic Games. And he would bear the round-trip 

expenses. With the temptation of practical interests, the founder of the 

Chamber of Commerce has taken advantage of this opportunity to attract the 

first batch of members to join. Yet, the result is that the Chamber of Commerce 

did not carry out any practical activities in the next three to four years. The 

name of members of the Chamber of Commerce only enjoyed a symbolic 

meaning in the Chamber of Commerce. The fact that the Chamber of 

Commerce began the sale of seats is beyond the understanding of those 

Chinese immigrants. It is said that the seat of the Chairman of the Chamber of 

Commerce seats could cost 30,000 Yuan, vice chairman up to10, 000 Yuan in 

the initial establishment. However, people have gradually realized the value of 

the Chamber of Commerce as the chamber actually became reduced to a 

profit-earned tool for the Chairman of the Chamber. With the growing size of 

the customers, the chairman of the Chamber of Commerce came to Overseas 

Chinese Affairs Office of Zhejiang in Athens to register its chamber. The 

Chairman, after receiving the official documents, brought the document back to 

China's Yiwu (a famous site of retail wholesale) and consulted with local 

suppliers on cooperation. In the name of the registered Chamber of Commerce 

to lower prices, the Chairman could ask for a more high-qualified supply and 

then earn higher profits to suppress peer competitors①. 

However, it is worth mentioning that the practice of money-for-business 

for Chamber of Commerce has been preserved. Now there are two major  

—————————— 

①Testimonies provided by respondent No.7 who worked as a solicitor. 



	 24	

chambers of commerce in Wenzhou and Fujian in Thessaloniki. Both sides are 

in a fierce state of competition whether in the economy or in daily life. The two 

Chambers of Commerce holds their own activities. And participation and 

interference from the other party is banned. For Chamber of Commerce, to 

hold a number of large-scale activities or major projects in Thessaloniki needs 

crowd-funding, an important means. Setting each store as a unit, the chairman 

of the Chamber of Commerce would ask each store for a certain sum of money. 

There is no cap for fundraising with the lowest limit at 100 Euros. The money 

would be used to hold public activities. For example, in 2017, the Chinese 

immigrant community held a celebration of the Lantern Festival and a 

celebration in Chinatown, and acquired the right to use the venue in Aristotle 

Square. At the same time, the Chinese ambassador to Greece had been invited 

to appreciate the event. All the cost involved in those activities is deducted 

from all the collected money. In case of medical malpractices and other special 

circumstances, the crowd-funding would also be initiated by the Chamber if the 

patient cannot afford the medical expenses (because the status of many Chinese 

immigrants in Thessaloniki is still illegal, they cannot enjoy the Greek national 

hospital medical benefits, hospitalization. Therefore basically all the costs are 

bore by themselves). The lowest amount is still set at 100 Euros, although this 

amount is not a fixed indicator.  However, because people in the Chamber of 

Commerce are often relatives and friends, each has a rough understanding of 

the economic status of other people. So families with better economic 

conditions are willing to contribute more voluntarily. Another noteworthy point 

is that if the hospitalizations of a member of the Wenzhou Chamber of 

Commerce needs crowd-funding, then people involved are not necessarily 

Zhejiang immigrants. Some people of Fujian may also join in the 

crowd-funding with the hope that this could promote a better relationship with 

Zhejiang Wenzhou Chamber of Commerce. According to a Chinese immigrant 

interviewed, the funds currently acquired by the Chamber of Commerce, in 

addition to being used for organizing various cultural and sports activities, 
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would also be used to deal with the local government of the city of 

Thessaloniki and convert cash to items as a gift. But on the whole, the tense 

relationship between the two chambers of commerce has never been eased. 

Initially, the number of Fujian Chamber of Commerce is disadvantaged. 

However, as new labors flock into Thessaloniki, the number of the two 

chambers of commerce is basically at the same level. Yet this unhealthy 

competition has posed a strong challenge for people from other China places to 

do business. 

 

 

2）Chinese gangland	-mafia 

    When the Thessaloniki market is monopolized by two chambers of 

commerce of Wenzhou, Zhejiang and Fujian, trade cooperation and 

competition are also confined to a fixed social network. Chinese who don't 

belong to these two regions would naturally be excluded from this competition. 

They cannot enjoy concessions built on cooperation and sometimes would 

become subject to being squeezed and suppressed by the aligned chambers. 

This unhealthy competition has directly led to the social marginalization of part 

of the Chinese immigrants, which has resulted in the formation of the Chinese 

gangland in Thessaloniki. For those Chinese who have been excluded from the 

trade cooperation on the social network, or who have harbored great prejudices 

against people showing suppression on their own roads of work and 

entrepreneurship, and the idle Chinese who crave for unearned income, they 

formed the early gangland of Thessaloniki. In general, China’s immigrants 

living in Thessaloniki generally have poor education backgrounds, many of 

whom are only with junior high school diplomas. Many people in the 

underworld in Greece had been already rogue bullies and came to Greece to 

continue to dry their own bank. The size of early gangland of the Thessaloniki 

was not large and without a good organization and leader, which indirectly led 
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to the final extinction of the gangland of the Thessaloniki①. As the most 

important source of income, to collect protection fees② for Chinese 

immigrants from the shop owners is inevitable. But compared to the Chinese 

underworld of other European countries, such as Rome, Italy that would create 

bloodshed every day③, the gangland development of the Thessaloniki was 

never smooth. Thessaloniki's Chinese gangland almost did not cause much 

commotion. In recent years it saw little signs of traces. The main reason is that 

most of the Chinese immigrants living in Thessaloniki are concentrating on 

doing business, showing much concern over wandering bullies④. Therefore, 

the gangland here almost gets nowhere in charging for protective fee. And 

another important reason is the strong local social network of Chinese 

immigrants, which means the gangland can not offend any Chinese shop owner. 

Otherwise, the gangland may be targeted by a large family and even the 

Chinese immigrant community. Due to small size, fewer members, and the 

strong unity of local Chinese immigrants in Thessaloniki, the gangland finds it 

difficult to develop. To make a living, most of them go to Athens or other 

countries to join other ganglands.  

 

—————————— 

①In contrast, gangland in Athens have a clearer division of labor and hierarchy, and at the 

top of the hierarchy there are also difference between representatives who are responsible for 

command behind the scenes and in front of the public. 

②Protection racket is a scheme whereby a group provides protection to businesses or other 

groups through violence outside the sanction of the law. The gangland allowed them to do 

business in Thessaloniki by charging shop owners fees. 

③Testimonies provided by respondent No.8 whose father needs to go to Italy every two 

months to procure goods, and they also have relatives in Italy. 

④According to the testimonies of interviewees, this is a unique phenomenon in Thessaloniki. 
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In 2014, there had been a criminal case with the Chinese gangland. The 

criminal act occurred in Katerini where the wife of a children's shop owner in 

Thessaloniki came to Katerini's holiday beach to provide massage services to 

visitors in summer, hoping to earn some extra income for the home. But she 

happened to meet some Chinese ganglands from Athens to ask her for the 

protection fee, otherwise she would not be allowed to carry out any 

profit-earned -activities on their so-called site. The woman reported the case to 

her husband in Thessaloniki by phone, and then her husband immediately 

brought four to five men to the barber shop owned by the former attackers’ 

relatives and friends, had done a large-scale smashing damage, and threatened 

to contact the other gangs to offer an apology to his wife. So the case was 

ended up with an apology at that day. However, in the next morning, the 

remnants of Chinese gangland in Thessaloniki carried out retaliation. Three 

men ambushed in the children's clothing store door in the morning, and fired 

three shots at him when the owner went out of the shop door. Luckily, the 

bullets hit his back, buttock and leg respectively, missing the main organs. As a 

result, one of the members was arrested on the way to Athens, and the 

remaining two were still nowhere to be found. In court, the victim accused the 

man of committing intentional homicide and reported that the offender was in 

this country illegally and illegally holding a driver's license. But because the 

gang had shirked responsibility to other two fleeing members, his sentence was 

able to be reduced from 28 years to 16 years①. At present, the owner of the 

children's clothing shop is still in Thessaloniki and runs their own shops. The 

incident left a sequel on his leg, but would not case much impact on his life. 

Compared to the gangland of the Thessaloniki, the rampant gangland in 

Athens is attributable to many factors. One is the number of stores, and the  

—————————— 

①Testimonies provided by respondent No.9 who had participated in the translation of the 

trial. 
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gangland charges a small amount of protection fees. Therefore most of the 

Chinese immigrants are willing to give them protection fees. In this way, they 

are able to earn enough funds for activities. In recent years, the remnants of 

Chinese gangland from other parts of Athens have been absorbed constantly, 

widening the scope of activities. In other words, the social marginalization has 

gave birth to the Chinese gangland in Thessaloniki, which itself would be 

marginalized again by the society. 

 

3）Inside	conflicts 

    The Chinese immigrants in Thessaloniki generally enjoy a harmonious 

relationship with each other in spite of the presence of two completely opposite 

chambers of commerce. Yet, the conflict is usually confined to economic 

competition. People in the community have a very frequent contact with each 

other. Most of them live in the shops of their own. For the shopkeepers who 

run the clothing business, they usually open the door at about nine o'clock in 

the morning and usually work at eight o'clock in the evening. They would 

finish the basic works before 5 pm, because Chinese people would take dinner 

at six. People like them in Greece still maintain the traditional rest habit. After 

dinner, the Chinese in the community would begin to visit each other. Usually 

there are a lot of recreational activities, such as chess and mahjong. Some years 

ago, karaoke ok was operated specifically for the Chinese guests in 

Thessaloniki, but collapsed due to poor management in the end. Since then, in 

addition to the food industry, the entertainment recreation activities specifically 

for Chinese customers have been basically provided by the Chinese in the 

Chinese community without a specific place. The only exceptional case in 

recent years is a Greek casino specially designed for the Chinese customers 

that is located near the Macedonia International Airport in Thessaloniki. The 

peaceful living environment makes Thessaloniki’s Chinese settling area more 

secure than that of other European countries and Athens. The Chinese 
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immigrants in Thessaloniki all speak highly of their own living environment 

and the security of the city of Thessaloniki. And even some of the Greeks 

surveyed that live in the Chinese community also express that their choices to 

live in this area are due to that the Chinese people are a group of very quiet 

people. And they can provide a very comfortable living environment. 

However, there have been some extreme conflicts. In 2009, there was a 

murder case in the Chinese community in Thessaloniki, where the murderer 

was three Chinese and the victim was the friends of the three. It is said that the 

deceased was relatively straightforward, who paid little attention to the feelings 

of others. Therefore it was easier for him to offend people. The three 

perpetrators had a lot of dissatisfaction with the dead. On the night of the 

incident, four people met together to drink together, returned home after the 

hangover and killed the person and beheaded the dead. The body was the 

thrown in the garbage around the neighborhood.  Because at that time three 

murderers were heavily drunk, there was no treatment of the scene. The three 

then surrendered themselves to justice. However, the Greek police and the local 

news media did not interfere too much in the case, and the three murderers are 

now released from prison, and still live in the Thessaloniki. Since the local 

newspaper and the news media did not report the incident, the ins and outs of 

the whole incident could be only be understood through the Chinese 

community at local. 

 

Chinese immigrants and Greece: 

The emergence of Chinese immigrants reflects the impact of globalization 

and China's important position in the international labor market. At the same 

time, the rise in Greek prices makes the goods in Chinese store more 

competitive and attractive. Another great change in the Chinese immigrants in 

Thessaloniki over the last decade is that they come out from concealment to 

closeness and finally to publicity.  
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In view of the fact that the Chinese immigrants who came to Thessaloniki 

around 2000 were through smuggling, it means that their status is basically 

illegal. During this period, there are only four Chinese shops in the city where 

the vast majority of nearly 300 Chinese immigrants were working in the shops. 

Their lifestyle was very simple. Due to their low education background, most 

of them did manual labor, such as delivery and inventory of goods. And most 

of the time, they were in the store's warehouse or basement. They rarely 

communicated with people, not only because of language barriers, but also of 

avoiding as much as possible communicating with the people to reduce the 

possibility of the exposure of their own illegal status. So in addition to work, 

their daily life was basically centered on eating and sleeping without little 

entertainment. This living condition is still applicable to the vast majority of 

illegal immigrants in Thessaloniki now. According to the Chinese interpreters 

on the bail work, the illegal Chinese immigrants with mediocre or low level of 

economic status in the Thessaloniki are particularly cautious. They would 

rather hide at home every day than go to the streets of Thessaloniki to reduce 

the risk of being investigated. So the Chinese people investigated by the local 

police generally enjoy a better economic level and are willing to spend money 

asking people to bail them out. That is why most of the illegal immigrants still 

behave carefully to live in a hidden state. 

However, the turning point for people living in a hidden status in 

Thessaloniki was the third Greek regularization programme in 2005. As 

mentioned before, the Chinese in Greece basically failed to catch up with the 

first programme of Greece in 1998, because there was no more than 200 

Chinese for the first time in the whole Greece and the number of people to sign 

up was only about 20 in Thessaloniki. The second Greek regularization 

programme was followed in 2001 when about 5000-6000 people obtained the 

legal status through the regularization programme in Greece. But still due to 

the small population base, few people met the requirements. And finally by the 

end of the second programme, no more than 200 people had obtained the legal 
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status. It is worth mentioning that the legal status of all Chinese people had 

been revoked in the subsequent years and about half of people again lost their 

legal status. However, this successful experience by the regularization 

programme has enabled the earliest Chinese settlers to take a firm stand. They 

have developed their own business at a speedy space to expand the size of their 

own stores and began to continue to send the invitation to their relatives and 

friends in China. With the successful experience of two consecutive 

regularization programmes, the Chinese immigrants in Greece and the Chinese 

who were still stranded in other European countries, together with the Chinese 

who were still preparing for going abroad, were beginning to aware of the 

relatively low threshold of obtaining legal status in Greece. Therefore, they 

began to switch their attention to this new continent. In fact, the Chinese 

immigrants that had been in China then had scant knowledge about the 

European living standards and employment status. Even though many people 

could gain some knowledge from their relatives and friends in Greece, a large 

proportion of them, introduced by the snakehead① could only decide on their 

destination hastily. Especially after Greece joined the European Union, Chinese 

immigrants began to harbor such a concept that many trials in different 

countries would help to find a better place. If the development of Greece shows 

little prospects, they can go to other countries in the EU after having a legal 

status. Chinese immigrants began to aim at this rising star with much 

expectation on the Greek economic development. Therefore a crazy wave of 

smuggling ensued. Then by 2003, the number of shop-owners to Thessaloniki 

had reached a small peak. 

—————————— 

①Snakeheads are Chinese gangs that smuggle people to other countries. They are 

found in the Fujian region of China and smuggle their customers into wealthier 

Western countries such as those in Western Europe, North America, Australia, and 

some nearby wealthier regions such as Taiwan and Japan. 
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And by 2004, the number of Chinese stores has exceeded 80. The 

regularization programme in 2005 consequently became the long-awaited 

celebration for the illegal Chinese immigrants in Greece at the time. By the end 

of this programme, nearly 10,000 Chinese immigrants had had legal status 

through the programme in Greece with nearly 1,000 people in Thessaloniki. It 

is said that for this programme, many Chinese immigrants had submitted the 

application documents to the nearby immigration offices, such as Kabala and 

Serres in order to improve their success rate, but nearly 70% of the application 

were directly rejected①. The two regularization programmes in 2007 and 2009 

were mainly targeted those who had been rejected for the first time. But there 

were still a lot of Chinese who had contacted the Greek lawyer to help submit 

the application again with only a handful of successes. It is worth mentioning 

that in the third regularization programme in 2005, although many Chinese 

immigrants obtained a legal status, nearly half of the Chinese people's legal 

statuses were revoked later②. The main reason is that they submitted forged 

documents. In 2005, one of the vital parts for Greece's required document in 

the third programme is the certificate proving the applicant entered the territory 

of Greece before December 31, 2003. The required proof of was deadly to the 

Chinese immigrants who came to Greece by means of smuggling at the time 

since most of them came to Greece by crossing the border of Turkey, Bulgaria 

and Albania. So it was impossible to show such an entry certificate. Yet the 

reality allows no chance to miss such a golden opportunity. The only means 

they think of is to forge proof③. The countless repetitions of history have 

proved that European countries are often helpless to deal with this group of 

"smart" Chinese immigrants. After all, there are many acts that were beyond  

—————————— 

①Testimonies provided by respondent No.8 who had participated. 

②③Testimonies provided by respondent No.7 who worked as a solicitor. 
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expectation in the initial stage. As the European countries found that Chinese 

people who came to Europe by visiting relatives and studying had barely 

returned home after their expiration of their visas, they began to strengthen the 

inspection and control. The Greek regularization programme situation in 2005 

was also very similar to the case mentioned above. At the end of this 

programme, nearly 10,000 Chinese immigrants were granted legal status in 

Greece①. This was due to that applicants had prepared the required documents 

in accordance with the requirements of the Department of Immigration and 

paid the application fee. Therefore, the success rate was quite high. However, 

when the official data was collected, the Greek authorities immediately realized 

that something was wrong because the report showed nearly 10,000 applicants, 

a number that was larger according to the reported border statistics, which 

shows that the vast majority of applicants went into Greece by means of 

smuggling to steer clear of the border check. Then the submitted entry 

documents must be forged. Then the Greek authorities had spot check of the 

previous verified immigration documents in the next few years. Once the 

submitted documents contain forged certificates, the residence permit would be 

immediately revoked. 

However, to obtain the legal status of living in Greece through the 

application for a residence permit is not the only means because the number of 

Chinese immigrants living in Greece as a refugee in China is much higher than 

the ones holding green cards. While the application of refugee asylum is 

usually considered by the Chinese immigrants to Europe as the last resort, it is 

still an important choice for most Chinese immigrants in consideration of its 

low cost, high success rate. The method of applying for refugee status is simple: 

Many Chinese immigrants would immediately travel to the Human Rights 

Department in Athens the moment they have entered into the Greek territory,  

—————————— 

①Testimonies and numbers provided by respondent No.7 who worked as a solicitor. 



	 34	

and they only need to bring a Greek-speaking Chinese. Similarly, the 

application is also rather simple since most immigrants would pretend that they 

had been prosecuted by the Chinese government, hoping to apply for political 

refugees. As for the reasons for persecution, it is usually about the practice 

Falun Gong in China. At this time, the accompanied Greek-speaking Chinese 

not only need to interpret for the applicant, but also verify what the applicant 

has said. The signature is the last procedure. Applicants are required to pay an 

application fee of 150 Euros. Since the success rate is high, the Chinese 

immigrants that arrive in Greece would use 150 Euros to buy a refugee status 

to guarantee more security in 2003. As a result, the number of Chinese who 

enjoy refugee status in recent ten years is larger than the Chinese who hold the 

residence permit. Although about sixty or seventy percent of the holders with 

refugee-status were also found to be lying and were disqualified, many Chinese 

still continue to live in Thessaloniki as political refugees. After all, the 

investigation was not regularly practiced, which means that some people's 

refugee status has been used for six years and has not yet been discovered yet 

while some were found to have their legal status revoked less than a few 

months before they were granted refugee status. 

Due to the several regularization programmes and subsequent revocations, 

Greece has had a basic understanding of illegal Chinese immigrants. In 

addition to the check of the application documents and verification of the 

authenticity of the documents, another job is spot check of immigration 

residence permit on the streets. However, there is a significant difference in the 

inspection of the residence permit between in Athens and in Thessaloniki since 

the inspection efforts in Athens is much stronger than the Thessaloniki. 

According to the respondents' feedback, Thessaloniki has greatly reduced the 

intensity of the inspections in recent years, which often even gives an 

impression that the immigration permit would not be checked at all. For this, 

different investigators have offered different explanation: a vast majority of 

people think that the Greek police classify Chinese immigrants into a rather 
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safe group of people who would not disrupt the social order. Besides, the 

Chinese community's security began to show promising trends as more Chinese 

immigrants moved in. Therefore it would not be necessary for inspection. But 

there is another explanation that there is no extra police to carry out the 

residence permit inspection work after many police were laid off due to the 

economic crisis in Greece. However, the differentiated treatment by the police 

could be observed in do in the law enforcement. For example, they tend to 

check immigrants from other countries, such as Pakistan and Albanians, and to 

relax the inspection of Chinese immigrants. In addition, the law enforcement is 

sometimes rather loose. Some Chinese immigrants checked by the police for 

their residence permits expressed that many illegal immigrants like them would 

carry the copied authentic residence permits of Chinese immigrants and could 

the test when they have met the police inspection on the grounds that the for 

Europeans, Asian face is not highly indistinguishable. However, even if the 

Chinese people inspected do not carry any supporting documents, the police 

sometimes only ask them to describe the features of the residence permit. If 

their descriptions are correct, they could pass the inspection. Therefore, many 

illegal immigrants were sent to the police or prison for their failed test not due 

to their absence of supporting documents but their poor language skills to 

communicate with the police. And then they are automatically treated as illegal 

immigrants. 

When illegal immigrants are arrested by the police and sent to the local 

public security bureau or prison, they can ask the local Chinese interpreters to 

contact the Greek lawyer to bail them out. The cost is usually around 1000 

Euros①, but it is said that most people would be likely to spend money bailing 

them out in the first time because they are mostly reluctant to be jailed.  

—————————— 

①Testimonies provided by respondent No.7 who worked as a solicitor and No.8 who had 

been arrested. 
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However, most of the immigrants would become accustomed to that after 

several similar experiences later because they realize that they would not be 

detained by the Greek police for a long time in prison because they have to be 

taken care of by the police. Therefore the majority of detained illegal 

immigrants would be released within one month of their detention. Whether 

released by bail or by the police automatically, the immigrants need to sign a 

document that promises they would leave the territory of Greece within 90 

days. Yet most of the illegal immigrants that came out from prison would not 

strictly follow their commitment and choose to continue to hide in the Chinese 

settlement area. It is said that the re-imprisonment follows the same procedure 

without so-called exacerbated punishment or forced repatriation measures. And 

that is why China’s illegal immigrants are able to stay in the Thessaloniki for a 

long time. As for the repatriation, there are separate repatriation and assistance 

repatriation. Most illegal immigrants would choose to spend their money 

buying tickets to return home in order not to leave a taint on their reputation on 

their own passports. And the two choices also have to do with the age of the 

repatriated. According to the survey, the average age of Chinese immigrants to 

Greece in China now is at 40 to 50 years old. In consideration of low 

possibility of going abroad, some old illegal immigrants would choose to ask 

for the embassy to repay their ticket for their own repatriation while young 

people under the age of 30 would choose to buy their own return ticket with the 

hope that they might work in Greece or other countries in Europe in the future. 

In 2005, the Greek authorities introduced a number of related policies for 

the prevalent presence of Chinese shops throughout the city of Thessaloniki①. 

It is said that the Chinese immigrant shop was no longer confined to the 

traditional Chinese community. In addition to Egnatia Road where there were a 

lot of clothing stores, the Tsimiski Road had also seen the presence of Chinese  

—————————— 

①Testimonies provided by respondent No.12. 
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stores. So Greece introduced the policies that set limits on the number of 

workers employed by the shop owner and working licenses. The law requires 

that the people are only eligible for operating and hiring workers after their 

residence permits of engaging in independent economic activities span more 

than one year. Back then, the number of Chinese shops were growing rapidly in 

one year or two, many of which were held by the same boss, while the license 

of some shops were transferred to their relatives or friends due to a short of 

energy to manage. But this time after the introduction of the law, they lost the 

eligibility of running business. They would either transfer shops to eligible 

person or stop running business. Clearly, this policy had put a brake on the 

proliferation of shops of the Chinese immigrants in Thessaloniki to a certain 

degree. 

The improvement of their economic and social status could largely 

explain for Chinese immigrants in Thessaloniki coming out of the hidden state. 

And the several regularization programmes play a more crucial role. Before 

2010, their life was still relatively isolated. Language and social networks 

served as the most important hindrances. And Chinese immigrants now living 

in Thessaloniki would speak their own dialect in most of their daily lives. In 

the workplace, Chinese would be the official language. Greek is only limited to 

the business cooperation with the Greeks. Therefore, the owner of each store 

only need a little bit of basic Greek for the daily exchange with the Greeks. 

And either the vocabulary or expression has largely to do with their own 

business areas.  For example, a boss of clothing store is able to say all kinds 

of fabrics and clothing processing technology in Greek, but not be able to open 

their own bank account alone. 

According to the survey, instead of going to the local language schools to 

learn the Greek, Chinese immigrants living in Thessaloniki learn it through the 

exchange with the Greek customers and then popularize it among Chinese. 

From another point of view, the size of the Chinese community is now 

gradually expanding. As the family members of the earliest Chinese 
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immigrants in the city of Thessaloniki come gradually, the size of the family is 

also expanding. The shops and entertainment activities that are designed for 

Chinese people in Chinese community are on the rise, making it unnecessary of 

them to go out the Chinese community and the city center of Thessaloniki. The 

worries about communication and police check have become redundant. 

Gradually, China community is shaped as an isolated image with special 

business in the Thessaloniki, becoming a “Chinatown" in name and in fact in 

the city of Thessaloniki. This closed image stems from a sense of 

self-consciousness of the Chinese immigrants at that time, which was 

established in a self-protected mechanism and national unity. Meanwhile it is 

also reflected in the impression of the Greeks living in Thessaloniki. Gradually, 

this area is regarded as an existence of "others”. In speaking of the Chinese 

down, the locals always with associate it "cheap clothing store", "bad law and 

order" and "bad environment”. 

However, in recent years, this closed state of life has gradually met some 

changes.  The most obvious manifestation is the frequent presence of Chinese 

immigrants in the Thessaloniki's seaside. Especially in the evening, Chinese 

immigrants would walk with their families after supper, a practice as one of the 

traditional recreational activities. And in recent years, their range of activities 

has obviously moved from a narrow scope to a larger city of Greek. They have 

blended with the city more harmoniously. In addition to this individual 

behavior, this change from closeness to openness is also reflected in the 

activities mainly for Chinese immigrants in recent years in the city of 

Thessaloniki. In February 2017, Lantern Festival was celebrated by Chinese 

Chamber of Commerce of Wenzhou, Zhejiang in Thessaloniki. The first day of 

its activities in China Town saw a warm celebration and performances. Besides, 

there were many local residents of the city of Thessaloniki to participate to 

have a taste of Chinese food. There was a two-hour performance in Aristotle 

Square that afternoon. In September 2017, as China was the guest of the 82th 

Thessaloniki International Exhibition, the streets of the Thessaloniki was 
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decorated with 2000 lanterns one week before the start of the exhibition to 

make publicity. Although attitudes toward this deed vary, it is undeniable that 

the postures of Chinese immigrant have shook off the definition of closeness, 

becoming active in the public view of the city of Thessaloniki. 
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Life stories and narratives：  

1) Mr. Yang 

Mr. Yang is an owner of retail store, mainly selling some small toys and 

daily necessities. He came to Thessaloniki at the end of 2003 with some 

randomness. After all, Greece was not his first destination. In the early 1990s, 

the stowaways were in a large quantity in China's Guangdong coastal areas, 

most of who were to the United Kingdom and the United States. Greece was 

not the destination of Mr. Yang, a 25-year-old man then. He had worked in 

Fujian factory in the country for 7 years, and finally decided to sneak into 

America with the help of his elder sister who had already established a firm 

foothold in the United States. Yang was very pleased with his sister’s decision 

to take him to America. After having some knowledge about the cost, he 

decided to take Tibetan line, a popular line then to arrive in the Chicago of the 

United States of, his last destination. 

On August 1994, Yang set foot to Chicago. The smuggling route he chose 

was to take the train from Guangdong to Tibet. After arriving in Tibet, he and 

other companions of the stowaway has, under the arrangement of the 

snakehead, dressed up as Hong Kong's wealthy businessmen and lodged in a 

reception of foreign guests, the only one in Lhasa. The documents provided at 

check-in were forged. After a night in Lhasa, they hired the drivers to the 

border of Tibet and Nepal. Yang said that in Tibet, they felt particularly gloated, 

wearing a suit shoes and sunglasses. That was very impressive. In fact, they 

have deep fears of documents check by the police. Finally everything was fine. 

When they arrived at the border between China and Nepal, the snakehead took 

out a number of expired Japanese passports, but they were authentic. With the 

issued passport, everyone could pass across the border. After that, Mr. Yang 

would be guided by another snakehead. At that time, the smuggling may be 

regarded as China's earliest "international trade". From China to Nepal, it is 
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responsibility of Chinese snake head. After crossing the territory, the following 

work would be done by the Indonesian snakehead. After the payment of the 

smuggling costs of former session, they began the next journey. Mr. Yang had 

already made his family deposit 15,000 dollars in the bank accounts of the 

snakehead. . 

The original plan was to travel directly from Nepal to Chicago or Canada, 

but for some reasons, the Indonesian snakeheads arranged for them to go to 

Amsterdam in the Netherlands in the first place and then fly from Amsterdam 

to Vancouver and then travel from Vancouver to Chicago. In addition, the 

snakehead asked to pay half of the smuggling costs. Then Mr. Yang and other 

mainland stowaways had no choice but to let the family remit 10,000 dollars 

for the arrangement by the snakehead. But, Mr. Yang had stayed in Nepal for 

half a month. Yang said that Nepal was a small and poor country and he did not 

like it. Half a month later, the snakehead told Yang that it was ready. Yang told 

me he did not sleep well the day before departing. Before boarding, he gave his 

sister an oversea call, saying he was coming. From Nepal to Amsterdam, Yang 

met few risks. After all, he took the authentic Japanese passport and took the 

airplane very smoothly. 

At the end of 1994, Yang finally arrived in Amsterdam. According to the 

plan, Yang was to change the plane, and then fly Vancouver. But in 

Amsterdam, he was spotted by the Dutch customs in security checks 

unfortunately. Then, Yang was sent to the immigration office and was in prison 

for a while. The Dutch authorities did not directly repatriate him after the 

confirmation of the illegal status of Yang and released him from the prison. 

After Yang was released, he went to the Rotterdam where there were a lot of 

Chinese, hoping to find a job. Having lived in the Netherlands for eight years, 

he came to Greece at the end of 2003. As a result of the accumulation of a lot 

of money in the Netherlands for eight years, he soon opened a store after 

coming to the Thessaloniki. 
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    Yang said that there are still many illegal Chinese immigrants, but the 

Thessaloniki's Greek police have begun to ease the control in the past three or 

four years, investigating few Chinese residence permits. He remembered that at 

two o'clock in the morning, he drove an Italian car with two other Chinese 

friends in the vicinity of Chinese community. Several plainclothes policemen 

followed them and approached them after the car stopped. The police came 

over and saw three Chinese coming out of the car, and then they left.  Yang 

gave the explanation that the absence of checks is because the Chinese people 

don't disturb the social order. Besides, the police are devoted to the anti-drug 

works and checking the identity of the Pakistanis. . 

 

2）Mr. Lee 

Compared with Mr. Yang, Mr. Lee is sensitive to his identity. And he 

refused to reveal any details about the identity-related issues from the 

beginning of the dialogue. And he claimed that he came to Thessaloniki in 

2004 to open his shop, and that all people come here at that time through the 

means of smuggling. But he asserted that he signed up for the second 

regularization programme in 2005, and obtained a legal status. 

    As a native of Wenzhou, Mr. Lee came to Greece, inspired by his relatives 

who have done business there. And his relatives hoped that he could come to 

Athens to do business in 2003. But after coming to Athens, he found that the 

competition was too intense and the Chinese market was basically saturated. 

Therefore, he came to the Thessaloniki to open shop alone. And later he 

married a Chinese worker in his shop and had a daughter later. His brother still 

does business still in Athens. The brothers are engaged in lingerie wholesale 

business, so each time the brothers would go to Italy, when they need to 

replenish their stocks. Mr. Lee said he also has relatives in Italy to do business, 

and gets the right of abode in Italy, a thing that is quite beneficial to his 

business. Although his child was born in Greece, she has been sent back to 
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China, raised by her grandfather and grandmother. And his wife and he decide 

to stay here to do business. They are not sure of how long they would stay here 

He said with a smile that if they can earn more money in the Thessaloniki, then 

they would stay here for a long term. In China he said, money is earned in a 

tough way. But he intended to raise his child in China and receive education in 

China. And they would send money back to their parents. 

In 2007, after the number of Chinese immigrants in Thessaloniki reached 

its peak, Chinese people began to left from Thessaloniki gradually. Lee said it 

was not because of the impact of the economic crisis. On the contrary, the 

Greeks would be more willing to buy cheap Chinese goods. So a large number 

of Chinese peers mean more competitors, forcing some shop-owners to leave 

as the market became more and more saturated. The shops that do the 

underwear wholesale as well have increased from three shops in 2003 to eight 

now. With the expansion of the store size, some shops began to practice 

annexing. The original eight or so red light districts that opened in the city of 

China have been reduced to two. Most of stores were subleased by the Chinese 

bosses who want to expand their store with a certain amount of transfer fee. It 

is said that the minimum transfer fee was only 5000 Euros at that time. Take 

the Chinese supermarket for example. The monthly rent is about 1000-1500 

Euros now, but the facelift transfer fee can be as high as 15,000 Yuan. But Mr. 

Lee said that this level is still relatively low. In France, it can be high to 30,000 

RMB. Larger Chinese stores need to hire workers, but the monthly income of 

these workers also varies. The monthly wage of a Chinese worker is about 

1200 Euros, and its work is mainly to carry and check goods, while the wages 

of Pakistani workers is only about 700 Euros. Mr. Lee also said that the 

Chinese workers are more favored because their work efficiency is twice that 

of Pakistani workers. A slightly larger shop would employ 3 to 4 workers. And 

there is no need to hire extra workers for Lee's store because it is owned by his 

family. It is worth mentioning that in recent years the frequency of trade 

activities and the daily purchase volume in China settling area has greatly 
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increased, which indirectly led to a significant number of large packaging 

cartons every day. Without further value, those space-consuming cartons would 

often be directly discarded by the owner in front of the store, which also has 

generated another business opportunities. These huge cartons are often picked 

up by the Pakistanis or Greeks and transported to the waste recycling station at 

the Macedonian bus station. It is said that the daily income can be stabilized at 

around 30 Euros and can reach as high as 200 Euros per day, a considerable 

income.  

Mr. Lee daily exchanges with the Greeks is mainly on business contacts, so 

a basic Greek skill on price consultation is needed. Their store has been three 

times larger than the one in 2004.Besides the store also employed three 

Chinese workers. But when it comes to workers' insurance and legal status, Mr. 

Lee seems to want to cover up something, but his reply is of course that they 

are legal immigrants. 

 When talking about the social order, Lee said that troubles are hard to 

trace because China's population is significantly larger than the one of Greek 

and even Pakistani and it can be called the Chinese Zone. Plus they are 

basically fellows. To offend a person means offending the whole area. Besides, 

a lot of Chinese shop-owners have chosen to set their shops downstairs. So the 

probability of theft is also rather small. So Mr. Lee is pleased with the law and 

order here, and said he enjoyed the lifestyle in the Thessaloniki. 

 

3）Miss Zhang 

    Miss Zhang comes from a small town in Fujian. She has been in Greece 

for more than six years. In 2011, she wanted to smuggle into Austria, while not 

expecting to stay in Greece for a long time. After several failed attempts, she 

eventually had to stay in Greece.  
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    The reason for her to come to Europe is very simple: she has three 

children, the twin daughter in grade six, and a son of grade three. Her husband 

holds a restaurant, earning 5000 Yuan a month, and she often does odd jobs, 

earning more than 2000 Yuan. However, for the three children, the income 

obviously couldn’t make ends meet. So the pressure of life made her have the 

willing to make more money. She thought of going abroad, but of course not 

through the normal way, because she is illiterate and with no money. At first 

she wanted to go to the United States. She said it was a good place to earn 

money, as if you can pick up a lot of money just after coming to America. She 

said that several of her friends had been smuggled into the United States and 

got legal identities, becoming real American citizens. It is they that asked her to 

go to the United States. But money again became her obstacle. The snakehead 

told her that if she wanted to go to the United States, at least 600 thousand 

Yuan should be paid, but she could not make it. They thus recommended her to 

go to Europe, saying Europe is also very good, and the price is cheaper, only 

over ten thousand Yuan. Snake Head continued to say that, now Europe is very 

rich as well, and very easy to earn money. He recommended her to Austria, 

saying the life there is better than the United States. 

    She believed what the Snake Head said, and started to think about how to 

go to Austria. Snake Head told her to be relaxed, and promised that as long as 

she paid the money, they would be responsible for all the things left, without 

any problems. She finally believed, and took out all her savings, also 

borrowing some money from others to get 10 thousands Yuan. She gave the 

money to the snakehead, a man she was totally unfamiliar with. 

    As expected, the snakehead took her and several other Chinese stowaways 

to come to the airport and boarded on the plane. Thus a group of people with 

the dream to make money abroad took off. Ten hours later, the plane landed at 

an airport: the airport was full of unfamiliar letters, unfamiliar faces around 

them. Is this Austria? Snake Head said: here is Turkey, and from here we can 

come to Greece, and then come to Austria from Greece. She gradually began to 
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feel that this Snake Head was not worth trusting. Although Turkey is very close 

to Greece, she said, they walked very tiredly. Sometimes they had to climb 

mountains, sometimes by ship, often living in the camps outside, and often 

crowded in the same room to sleep. She originally planned that if she didn’t 

come out of Greece at the end of the year, she would come back to China. 

While she lived in Greece for six years since then, and she also said with a 

smile: life abroad is really better than the domestic. For the first four years, she 

worked in a clothing store in Athens, which is next to the red light district in 

the center of the city. She said she had heard that Greece is good, but when she 

came here, she found the place she lived was dirty and smelly. 

    She suddenly said to me with a smile, “Have you ever seen a drug addict? 

Just injected by the needle with white medicine, that is particularly interesting!” 

She got the interest and continued to say: often she can see some strange 

people inside and outside the store, three steps forward, three steps back, 

swaying to the left, swaying to the right, nodding and rolling the head as well. 

Sometimes she can stare these people aside the window for a long time, until 

the shop keeper asked her to go back to work. 

    She said her life is OK and she could save 600 Euros a month, thus she 

usually sent 1500 Euros to home in China every two months. In China, it was 

impossible for her to earn so much money. She rent the house with some 

friends, 100 Euros a month with utilities included. They work together to buy 

food and cook meals.100 Euros is enough for the food of a month, because 

lunch is eaten in the clothing store, and the cost of every day only includes 

dinner. 

    When it comes to eating, she excitedly told me that the seafood in Greece 

is much cheaper than China. One kilogram of crabs only requires two or three 

euros, and the Greeks do not eat crabs as well. Once she cooked some crabs 

and boiled a pot of pork bone soup, all of her Greek friends have praised her 

after eating, and invited her go to their homes to cook. 
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    I asked her, "China and Greece, where does she prefer to live?" She 

thought a while and said, Europe, where the environment is good, work good, 

eating is not bad, just the language is a problem. For the relatives and friends in 

China and familiar living environment, she said, there is nothing which cannot 

be accustomed to. In China, in most time, she just watches TV at home, and if 

she goes out to dinner with friends, she always has to pay for the meal. She 

doesn't want to spend the money, so there are not too many social activities. In 

Europe, we all know each other it is difficult to make money, so we will share 

the cost when going out to dinner outside, not letting her treat, and this can 

save a lot of money. She went on to say that the Greeks are better than the 

Chinese, and they are more enthusiastic. She has been to Shanghai, and when 

she doesn't know the way, she asks someone for directions. Others see her as a 

stranger and do not want to pay any attention to her. The Greeks will not only 

tell you the way, but also take you there. She added that Greeks do not care 

about wearing clothes of famous brands, while domestic friends sometimes 

compare with each other, while Europeans are more pragmatic, which can save 

money in this way. When you give a gift, Chinese tend to be too concerned 

about their images, always buying an expensive gift. But she herself is doing 

clothing business. When she bought ten pairs of socks in the price of wholesale 

to give her Greek friends as the gift, her friends are very happy. Speaking of 

this, she smiled again and seemed having a victory, as if living is better where 

costs of living are less. 

     Finally, I asked her, “What’s about your baby? Do they miss you? Isn’t 

your husband against your going abroad at that time?” She hesitated a little bit, 

and the voice becomes much lower, and said: of course I miss them, and my 

husband was surely against it, but she told him that she would get a European 

identity, then the family can come together, so the husband finally agreed. 

Because she is a stowaway, so she applied for political refugees in Greece. She 

felt that perhaps Greece has no money due to the economic crisis, so it doesn’t 

have the energy to send these stowaways away. She wanted to go to Germany, 
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but having heard that Germany will send stowaways back, she didn't go there at 

last. The red certificate of refugees she held can let her use the transportation 

facilities in the city, but she cannot come out of Greece, having no way to 

apply for a visa, and every three months she had to prolong the validity of the 

certificate as well. She said the efficiency of the office there is very low, the 

whole morning can be used just to pass two red certificates. The process is 

nothing other than asking some questions. Every time she will tell the excuses 

prepared before, such as she was persecuted by the Chinese government due to 

her practicing Falun Gong in China. She said the Greeks were very good, and 

they did not go to investigate whether it was real or not, so she was passed, and 

sometimes she can get a refugee lunch by the way, which is very good, with 

cola as well. 

    She added also, "of course there are some bad things in the foreign 

country," she said, "downtown of Athens is very chaotic, not to talk about 

thieves, there are many wretched men.". She doesn't know why foreigners like 

to pick up Chinese women particularly.  Many wretched men accosted her, 

and asked her where to go, whether the need of hitchhiking. But she almost 

pays no attention to these people. Three years ago, she came to Thessaloniki. 

She said the public order and living environment are much better than Athens. 

Her Greek friends often asked her to go to the club, but she thought it was too 

noisy, and has never been there, only coming to the Chinese ballroom in 

Athens with Chinese friends. 

    She's very keen to get a European identity, but it's getting harder and 

harder. She could have got a Greek passport by marrying with a Greek. She 

had a friend who married a Polish man and got her identity and now she has a 

baby, who is very cute. But now it is not permitted to do so in Greece. Because 

several years ago, she knew some Chinese people who all gave the Greeks 

some money to pretend to have marriages, and then they got divorced after 

they got the Greek passports. Later, the Greek government realized it, thus it 

was banned. So she wanted to leave Greece and smuggle into other countries. 
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She said that she was a bit scared, being afraid that she may not adapt to the 

environment of China when she returns to China: the crowded people, 

indifferent faces, and noisy stations. She smiled and said, "in case that I really 

can't make it, I'll divorce my husband directly and marry a foreigner.". 

 

4）Mr. Chen 

Mr. Chen did not tell me his real name. He told me that there is no need to 

know. Born in 1960, Mr. Chen was a native of Fuqing, Fujian. In1997, he 

travelled to Greece illegally, costing him a total of 115,000 Yuan.  

The main reason for coming to the Thessaloniki is that money could be 

earned in an easier way. Besides, Mr. Chen has friends in Athens. In 1997 

when Chen came to Athens alone, he left his 3-year-old son and his wife in the 

country.。 

The snakehead Chen found is said to enjoy a good reputation in Beijing, 

promising that it would take three months to arrive in Greece if things go 

smoothly.  And he delivered his promise. The route they chose is a relatively 

easy one. It is said that it was easy to apply for a business visa to Azerbaijan at 

that time, then proceed from Beijing by airplane to Hong Kong, then transfer 

from Hong Kong to Kuala Lumpur to Sofia, Bulgaria's capital. And finally they 

were in Bulgaria for 3 months. On this way, Chen and his peers enjoyed legal 

status.  As for why one can go to Bulgaria through Azerbaijan visa, Chen said 

he had little idea. As for why to stay in Bulgaria for three months, Master Chen 

said that it was to get a temporary residence permit in Bulgarian that is valid 

for 1 year. And this residence permit is like an amulet. If things went wrong 

and they were caught and repatriated, then they would be repatriated to 

Bulgaria instead of China, which allows another opportunity. And during those 

three months, they were living in a small house with five floors where there 

were many stowaways from Fujian and some from Wenzhou, Zhejiang. Food 

was taken care of by one person who would buy food, and then do cooking. 



	 50	

Their food was mainly potato radish, and sometimes there would be beef. Chen 

said that the snake was very responsible fortunately, because there were a lot of 

illegal immigrants without little food. Chen also said that there was a leader in 

each session and it was the same snakehead before they arrived in Bulgaria.  

After getting this amulet in Bulgaria, they began their true journey. 

Snakeheads gave them a bunch of Japanese passports that are authentic and 

valid.  They began to pick up passport with pictures similar to theirs because 

the Europeans could hardly distinguish Asian people. Then they took the long 

bus from Bulgaria to arrive in Greece. Chen said that many of the peers had the 

Netherlands as the ultimate destination, so they needed to take the boat to Italy, 

then take a long bus from Italy to Germany, and finally take a train from 

Germany to Amsterdam. 

Later through the information, we learn that the workers like Chen are 

cautious about their own real name. Some illegal immigrants may have 

committed some wrongdoings or borrowed some money back in China, so they 

have no intention of showing their real names. Besides, some of the illegal 

immigrants would often offer false names in order to avoid investigation of the 

local immigration offices. Therefore, in the exchange with the Chinese people, 

many people only know each other's surname, and sometimes even the 

surname is false. In addition, countries like Azerbaijan, as a satellite country of 

the former Soviet Union and Bulgaria, as a member of former Soviet Union 

had certain provisions then that allowed those who hold the visa of satellite 

countries or member countries to travel to those countries.   

 

5）Mr. Zhao 

Mr. Zhao came from Wencheng of Zhejiang, but he usually told others that 

he is a native of Wenzhou. After all, two places are not far from each other. 

Zhao came here illegally in 2000. Apart from the four siblings in his family, 

the others are all in Europe. Because his cousin was in Greece, he chose to 
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come here. First of all, introduced by his family and relatives from China, he 

worked for one Chinese restaurant after his arrival in Thessaloniki. After 

acquaintance with the local environment, he began to do their own small 

business with the help of relatives and friends. And he now runs a small 

clothing store. 

 Zhao only graduated from junior high school and then was ready to go 

abroad at the age of 18 years. Guaranteed by his relatives in Greece, he applied 

the visa for visiting relatives. Zhang departed directly from Shanghai and 

arrived in Athens through the airline transfer in German. And then with the 

help of relatives, he started to do an illegal job in one Chinese restaurant. After 

all, visitor visa does allow visa-holders to engage in commercial activities. 

Generally visitor visa is valid for 3 months, and then once the visa is invalid, 

people would stay in Greece illegally. But Zhao himself said that he was a still 

very lucky one. On the one hand, his cousin in Greece could at least provide 

some care. On the other hand, as a native of Wenzhou, he would be less likely 

to be exploited and bullied by many restaurant owners of Wenzhou. 

   In speaking of their wages and welfare of his illegal jobs, Zhao admitted 

that it is not very satisfactory. Basically, the wages of illegal jobs would be 

lower than the one of works with legal workers.  The exact sum of salary 

would depend on the boss. And if it is a people of Wenzhou people work for a 

restaurant owner of Wenzhou, the treatment would be much better, basically 

suffering little exploitation. If not, they then would be bullied. For Zhao 

without legal status, medical insurance, public transport, tax, bank cards and so 

there are all headaches, but they also have their own solutions. Zhao said that 

unlike other European countries, there is no Chinese medicine hospital in 

Thessaloniki. So they have to go to the Greek hospital to see a doctor. 

Although it is expensive, it is still within the scope of capacity. And for a 

variety of documents, such as the bank account, they would ask for Chinese 

people with the legal status to help. 



	 52	

6）Mr. Hu 

    The original destination of Hu was Holland. Among three classic routes of 

human smuggling, Hu’s choice was the northern line, a line that is considered 

the longest and most complicated one. He left China in November 1999, and 

the money he raised for illegal immigration was from the usury. It was 150 

thousand Yuan in total, and he should return 250 thousand Yuan within 3 years. 

Later, Hu was taken by a felon to Inner Mongolia where they would cross the 

border and reached Mongolia. Upon their arrival of Mongolia, they went to 

Glukhov, a city located at the border of Russia and Ukraine. 

    It took them 3 months from China to Ukraine. At first they spent 4 days in 

a two-story storehouse in Mongolia, the ten of them living in a room less than 

10 square meters. Then these stowaways hid in the back of a truck. According 

to Hu, it was stuffy in the truck at the beginning, and then getting colder and 

colder. As they had no idea about where they would go when they left China, 

they didn’t bring any warm clothes. On that note, they had to huddle together 

to keep warm. The driver would stop the truck occasionally, letting felon to 

offer them some bread. However, they had to relieve the bowels in the truck, 

whether male or female. After 1 week in the truck, they reached an unknown 

city of Russia, sent to a big storehouse that was dark and cold. Hu said, he had 

his first mouse in his life and it tasted like chicken. These stowaways lived 

there for around 5 days, eating potatoes, cabbages and bread. The felon was in 

charge of buying and then they cooked. After that, they were arranged to 

another truck, arriving at another place, and then another truck. They 

transferred six or seven times on the way, and during one of the transfers a girl 

stayed at the place of transferring due to terrible carsickness. They never saw 

her again. Hu said, she may be forced into prostitution by felons, but this was 

counted as a good end. 

    Upon arriving at Ukraine, Hu, along with his company, was passed to 

other felons. They were arranged at a tattered house in Ukraine, in which many 
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other stowaways from such countries as China, Indonesia and Vietnam were 

living. They lived there for such a long time that even Hu himself forgot how 

long it was. Afterwards, they were allowed to have a look at the local street. In 

Ukraine, Hu was waiting for felon’ message every day, as the felon was telling 

him the day was tomorrow every day. They kept waiting for the felon while 

new stowaways came and went. Having no clue to those people’s directions, 

these Chinese could only gather to imagine how much money they could earn 

in Europe and how easy it could be. They had a wish to return home and get 

out of debt upon earning enough money. 

    However, they were in the hell. Some female stowaways were raped by 

the felon, and others were raped by the male stowaways. Hu said, a Vietnamese 

girl didn’t agree, and she was beaten to disability and thrown away. And 

nobody knew where she was, alive or dead. After two months life in Ukraine, 

Hu was arranged to start a new journey. He even didn’t know where to go. 

What he knew was that they began to traverse mountains led by the felon after 

reaching the forest. The beast and the hunting trap were seen on this road. The 

felon intended to abandon a stowaway who was stabbed by the hunting trap. 

But a guy from Guangdong province begged not to abandon his counterpart 

and the felon agreed. But the injured guy’s leg was broken. Hu and his 

counterparts lived on the compressed biscuits and walked around 4 days in the 

mountains. Hu said, their leaders were stowaways before they found the 

business could make more money. 

At last, they were brought to a place where there was a truck picking them 

to Austria in which stowaways reached were locked in a basement. The felon 

promised to release them after receiving the money remitted from their family. 

With a fare and some coins, stowaways left to their own destinations. And Hu 

came to Thessaloniki in Greece in May, 2000. He spent over 6 months on his 

way to Greece in total. 
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7)  Mr. Long 

    It is not by chance that I knew Long, since he was quite well known 

among the Chinese immigrants in Thessaloniki as a translator and "lawyer" 

with twenty-year life experience in this place. (Long did not have any 

professional background or certificate in the law field, according to other 

interviewees, although he declares himself to be the only lawyer for Chinese 

immigrants in Thessaloniki. It is only because of his relative language 

proficiency that he would do some legal translations from time to time. And his 

Greek was said to be learnt from some native prisoners during the long time he 

stayed in Thessaloniki prison as an illegal immigrant. Since he got out of the 

prison, Long had been devoting himself to bail for illegal immigrants, during 

which time he also became a legal resident in the 2005 Greece regularization 

programme for immigrants. He did commit himself in some legal cases 

involving Chinese immigrants, but merely as translator or intermediary, with 

legal issues tackled by a Greek lawyer he knew in Thessaloniki.) 

 Long started his life in Europe as a foreign student in Germany since 1999, 

after which, instead of returning home, he came to Thessaloniki. Working for a 

Chinese employer for four years, Long planned to start his own business with 

the money he saved. What is notable is that Long, from Shandong province, 

could not get any financial help from local Chinese immigrants, who came 

from Wenzhou, Zhejiang province and Fujian Province. With limited amount 

of money, he felt hard to start a business by himself, so he turned to his 

employer for help. However, some relatives of the employer also came to 

Thessaloniki at that time and sought for his help. Therefore the employer, with 

Long's money in hand, offered profitable goods to his relatives and left the 

ones that did not sell well to Long. Apart from the Nepotism of Wenzhou 

immigrants, another obstacle for Long was the bullying from local majority 

immigrant group, Fujian immigrants. When Long first opened his store, Fujian 

immigrants deliberately opened several stores around his, selling similar goods 

below cost, just in order to drive Long away from the local market. 
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 Long's business was becoming better and better when misfortune hit him 

again. His wife, a Chinese woman worked in his store, secretly transferred his 

property to her own account when he went out for business, and left Greek 

without any further information, leaving their one-year-old daughter at home, 

alone. When he got home, Long said, the baby was almost dying. To bring up 

the baby, Long sent her to her grandparents in China and go to school there. 

Now since his daughter came back to Greece, Long decided to rebalance 

between work and family life, spending more time with his daughter. 

 After I confirmed with Long the two recent big cases in local Chinese 

immigrant community (murder in 2009 and gang fight in 2014), he told me an 

anecdote. Around 2011, a farmer planted vegetables on a piece of land rented 

in Thessaloniki with a daily income of €20. One day, a pastry seller, one of his 

business acquaintance, came to him and made an offer of €200, for which the 

farmer only needed to replace the vegetables with a kind of flower. At the 

beginning, the farmer did not realized that the "flower" he planted was actually 

marijuana, so he persuaded his brother, who owned a piece of land in Athens, 

to do the business with him. They later rented a larger piece of land in Athens 

to grow marijuana. The original buyers, fear of being caught, escaped from 

Greece, left the whole land of marijuana unsold. So the farmer and his brother 

packed the marijuana and sold it along the street, which undoubtedly alerted 

the police in Athens. The police, instead of catching them on the spot, stalked 

them for two weeks with an attempt to dig out the group behind, only to find 

that they are both the producers and the dealers. Drug dealing is a felony. 

Considering the amount of drug they grew and the bad effect of their behaviour, 

all the seven people involved (three from Thessaloniki) were put into prison, 

including a pregnant woman, who gave birth to the baby outside and then 

served her sentence. 

 I asked Long whether there had been any Chinese immigrants converted to 

Orthodox in recent years. Long said almost none. But recently in Thessaloniki 

there was a religious group called Jehovah's Witness, targeting at local Chinese 



	 56	

community. Long described it as a profit-driven MLM organization led by 

Greek people, of which Chinese people just form a branch. They began their 

notorious propaganda since 2003, knocking on residents' doors and promoting 

their belief. In recent two years, their brochures could be seen everywhere 

around Thessaloniki. However, their propaganda did not seem to work on 

Chinese businessmen, whose only belief is money. There also used to be 

priests knocking on doors at 9 a.m. on Sunday, which annoyed some irritable 

Chinese residents. As a result, they were driven by force and did not come 

specially to Chinatown again. 

 

8)  Mr. Su 

 Su went to Thessaloniki in 2011 because his parents were both doing 

business in Greece. They came to Greece in 2004, running a wholesale 

underwear store, which Su now took over. 

 Before 2011, Su said, most of the Chinese immigrants came illegally, 

mainly by way of bribing Chinese smugglers to get forged visas. But there was 

a more direct way, crossing the border, the way his father chose. Su’s father 

entered Greece through Turkey, during which he was caught three times. But 

after being caught, he crossed the border again and finally succeeded. As for 

Turkey, he got there by train after flying to some visa free countries that Su 

could not remember now. Fortunately, his parents both became legal residents 

during the third regularization programme so that he could come to 

Thessaloniki through family reunion visa. 

 Because of the existence of illegal immigrants, twice had Su been checked 

for resident permit and put into prison, not due to illegal residence, but 

language barrier. Su said he had forgotten to bring the passport and was taken 

away directly by the police because he did not speak Greek. The first time 

happened on the second day after his arrival. He was checked in front of his 

house and taken directly to the Monastiriou police station, after which his 
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father took him home with his passport. The next time was two months later, 

when again, he failed to explain to the police officer and was thus put into a 

small room with another Chinese and a black person in Kalamaria prison. Later, 

his father took him out. 

 Su also had some problem with his current resident permit, which had been  

somehow canceled by the Migration Agency. Su said it was possibly because 

the permit was not registered in Thessaloniki and the city had been changed. 

Apart from Su, many Chinese immigrants also got their permits canceled even 

if they extend the permits every two years, for which the main reason was their 

records of forging documents. 

 Su said he had fitted into the local life. With business hours from 9 a.m. to 

8 p.m., he did not feel bored. And he did not return to China very often, since 

his main family members had been in Thessaloniki. Besides, his three aunts 

and uncles were also living in Greece. Su’s father, though, would return to 

China in Spring Festival to visit his grandparents. 

 Su learned Greek through daily communication. When I asked him why 

not attend language classes, he did not seem to know there were language 

classes in universities. Education level, he said, was generally low in his 

hometown. He entered the local high school after he came to Greece with only 

a middle school diploma. Registration procedures here were much easier than 

he had imagined. All he needed to do was to prove his legal identity, provide a 

health certificate and a Greek translation of middle school diploma with 

notarization. There were about twenty Chinese kids of his age in Thessaloniki, 

with only several still attending schools here. Some of them were born in 

Thessaloniki while some came later. Some Chinese parents would also send 

their kids back to China after birth. 

 Talking about the medical insurance, Su said he had never suffered any 

serious disease since he came here, but he was quite satisfied with the local 
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medical institutions. One of his friends, bitten by a dog, spent only €40 on 

treatment and vaccine. 

 Su played computer games as a main entertainment and also went fishing 

on weekends, while his uncle was keen on gambling. Casinos near the airport 

had in recent years given out tons of leaflets in Chinatown. Su’s uncle, having 

spent nearly €100000 on gambling, became a VIP member with free 

accommodations in superior hotels. 

 In terms of social security, Su ranked Thessaloniki as the safest city in 

Europe. Compared with Athens, where racists and racist parties still exist, he 

would prefer living in Thessaloniki. In the future, since none of his close 

family members was in China and he was quite used to the lifestyle here, Su 

said he would stay in Greece, saving money to buy a villa in the countryside. 

 

9) Mr Wang 

 Wang was 22 years old and came to Thessaloniki in 2011. His parents ran a 

Chinese restaurant in the city. He also had a brother, who was born in Greece, 

after his mother came here in 2006. Wang was a translator, working in a law 

office owned by a Greek lawyer in Chinatown, but for most of the time, he did 

all kinds of translations. In summer vacations, when Chinese workers in the 

restaurants took a holiday, he would also help with the food delivery. 

 Not having finished middle school in 2011, Wang began from the second 

year of middle school in Greece. The school he attended was mainly for 

foreign students with only one tenth of the students being Greek. Teachers 

there were said to be trilingual. There were more than twenty Chinese students 

in his class then, but only a few remained at school after a year. Because most 

of the Chinese parents thought one-year school learning was enough for their 

kids to help with their businesses. Wang found a job after high school. 

However, he still knew little of Greek, which he had to force himself to learn at 
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school. After graduation, Wang did not take any language classes, either. 

Under my suggestion, he showed a great interest in the language classes 

offered by the School of Modern Greek Language of the Aristotle University of 

Thessaloniki and said he would have a try. 

 Wang’s father came to Greece in 2003 and became a legal resident in the 

2005 regularization programme. As a cook, his father then worked at the 

Peking Restaurant in kalamaria. His mother came two years later as a student, 

which made her residence illegal after her student visa expired. Soon 

afterwards, she gave birth to Wang’s brother, who could not get a legal identity 

then. But the parents attached great importance on the brother’s education and 

even hired a private teacher for him. Four years later, Wang’s father quit his 

job in restaurant and became a flower wholesaler, also doing other businesses 

now and then. In 2014, decided to retrieve his old career, the father opened a 

Chinese restaurant in Thessaloniki. Because of his father’s legal identity, Wang 

came here in 2011 through family reunion visa.  

  The golden age of doing businesses in Greece, according to Wang, was in 

1990s, when the Greek economy had been good and Chinese immigrants had 

not come in large numbers. Even in 2008, before the economic crisis broke out, 

the welfare of Chinese workers was still much better, when the exchange rate 

of RMB and Euro was 1:10 and a Chinese worker’s monthly income was about 

€1000. However, apart from helping with his family restaurant and doing 

translations, Wang had another identity as a priest of Jehovah's Witness. 

Considering its sensitivity, I did not make any further inquiries. 

 

10) Mr. Qin 

 Qin had been lived in Greece for almost four years. He came to Greece 

after the first semester in middle school. After a year at home, he attended a 

language preparation class for half a semester and then began middle school 
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learning in Greece all over again, because the public primary school he 

attended back in China did not provide a diploma.  

 Qin had been living with his grandmother in China from six year old, when 

his parents went to Greece. Due to his poor performance at middle school, his 

parents took him to Greece, where he felt hard to fit in at first. As an escape, he 

often played games at home. Scolded by his mother, he had a lot of quarrels 

with her. 

 To learn language, Qin first went to a public school, where he could learn 

Greek from Chinese teachers. Religious knowledge was also taught at the 

school, but it always made him sleep, even now. For one reason, since the 

school was far from home, the school bus came too early for him to get enough 

sleep. For another, religious knowledge indeed bored him.  

 This was Qin’s fourth year in Greece and it was no longer difficult for him 

to communicate in Greek. But in exams, Greek and history questions were still 

hard to read. Math was much easier, he said, because in China they had learned 

more complicated things. As long as he could understand the questions, both 

math and physics would be easy. Physics exams consisted of only Q & A 

questions, one just needed to recite the textbook, where all answers could be 

found. But because his parents thought he was not good enough, he had 

after-school classes for Greek, English and history. “Only those with bad 

performance would come to attend schools in Greece. Here, it doesn’t make a 

big difference even if you go to college. ” 

 Talking about campus life, we naturally came to the topic of making 

friends. He was quite nervous, Qin said, the day he came to his first school in 

Greece, where most of the students were from Albania and Chinese like him 

was few. It was much better in his current school with seven Chinese students. 

And people there were friendly. Usually he would play with Greek friends at 

school and Chinese friends after school, chatting and playing ball games. But 

he admitted having met unfriendly foreign students. 
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 Chinese people here in big cities usually ran wholesale stores, he said, like 

the pajamas and beach supplies store run by his family, while in small cities 

retail stores were more common. But according to his mother, the business had 

been much better in 2005 than it was now. 

 Qin’s school tuition was €6000 a year and his brother’s in kindergarten was 

€3500, making a total of €8000 with an account for two. That was median price, 

he said, compared with his cousin’s €18000 tuition for the English teaching of 

American School in Greece. I asked him whether his parents had talked about 

the pressure. He said there was pressure when he thought he did well in Greek 

after-school classes while his mother always criticized him for being a slow 

learner.  

 At the end of our talk, I asked him where he would choose to live, China or 

Greece. He said he preferred attending schools in Greece while living in China, 

considering the great academic pressure and little leisure time in China.  

 

11 Miss Mai 

    Mai married a Greek and went to Greece in 2008. She used to worked in 

an US-funded company at Guangzhou, and met her husband in 2006. The man 

was working for a Greek at a Greek company in Guangzhou. They got married 

one year after knowing each other. 

Mai did not get used to living in Thessaloniki soon, including the pace of life 

and communication with locals. She still used English in daily life now. With 

her marriage, Mai got a five-year residence, which was  extended to a ten-year 

one after expiration. 

    However, Mai and her husband divorced in 2014. Mai said her husband 

was not a typical Greek. He was a nice person, but his values were somehow 

essentially different from Mai, so after a long-term consideration, they ended 

up their marriage peacefully. 
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The only job of Mai was teaching Chinese at a local language school. Mai 

claimed that she knew more than four female Chinese doing the same job there, 

one of whom taught at a school in Chinese Chamber of Commerce. Mai used to 

earn money by teaching private lessons and working at language school. She 

didn't have a teacher's license, but the language school bought health insurance 

for her, so she was legally hired. 

   In recent years, Mai didn't have a fixed job. She usually spent time at home, 

sometimes hanging out with Greek friends. She often went to Chinese food 

restaurant. She was greatly interested in getting Greek nationality, and said that 

she would consider applying for it. She planned to get married again in Greek 

according to her parents' opinion, because she believed that a family was 

meaningful to her life plan. If she could not fulfill this goal, she would consider 

going to another country, such as Italy.   

 

12) Mr. and Mrs. Huang 
    Mr. Huang, who came to Thessaloniki in 1995, was one of the earliest 

group of Chinese to be here. (There were about 20 people, but most of them 

were lost. The only one Huang still kept in touch with was a Chinese 

businessman living in Thessaloniki, whose nationality was Chinese, with two 

daughters studying in UK.) He was invited by a Chinese restaurant held by 

Greek, then he came to Greece with working visa, and gained residence. Huang 

said that the plane ticket worthed $1200, and he lost his luggage on his way. 

Huang and his wife were both Chongqing people. Mrs. Huang came to Greek 2 

years after Mr. Huang, in March 1997, with a family reunion visa. Their 

two-year-old son was handed over to their relatives. Mrs. Huang went back to 

china in September 1997, because she didn't get used to the life in Greece. 

While Huang thought Greece was good, and he would not go back to China if 

his wife agreed. Their child, who was left in China, was an important reason 

for Mrs. Huang to go back. She also missed her real estate and job. She was a 
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teacher in a Chinese college before she went to Greece. Mrs. Huang started 

teaching for one year after she went back in September. She brought her son to 

Greece with family reunion visa again in 1998, and got a legal residence during 

the second programme in 2001. 

They held 3 restaurants after 2000, one in Halkidiki, another in Oraiokastro, 

and the last at the downtown of Thessaloniki. The Greek law  against Chinese 

enacted in 2005 restricted them from holding three restaurants at one time with 

Huang's name. So they closed the Chinese restaurant in Oraiokastro. The one in 

Halkidiki was also closed in 2003 since they had no time to manage it. 

Huang didn't socialize much with Chinese in Chinatown. They only got there 

when Mrs. Huang had to go to market. Huang said most of their time was spent 

in their restaurant. They had to start preparing food in the kitchen from 6 or 7 

am, and end working very late, so they didn't have time to socialize with other 

Chinese. However, in 2000, many Wenzhou and Fujian people asked them for 

help, because they had legal residence and spoke English. In memory of the 

first regularization programme in 1998, Huang said the policy was loose. The 

only necessary condition was that the boss had to pay IKA (health insurance) 

for his employees for 50 days, and provided proof of entry. Because he spoke 

English, Huang brought more than ten Chinese to sign in the programme. He 

said they were treated preferentially, because Chinese were rare in Greece. 

    Huang said that officers in Chinese embassy were not friendly to Chinese 

people in Greece. He went there to change passport, recognized as illegal 

immigrants, and was asked many questions impolitely. The embassy refused to 

send him the passport even after he finished the formalities. But their service 

was improved recently. 

    Huang also encountered Chinese triads in Thessaloniki. At the Christmas 

Eve in 2000, someone called his restaurant, and asked for $5000-6000 as 

'protection fee' . Two Chinese men showed up the next day, which made Mr. 

and Mrs. Huang rather scared. Mrs. Huang asked them what they wanted, and 



	 64	

offered them some coke. Huang said the coke can they touched was still kept in 

their restaurant, so that the fingerprint could be shown to police when needed. 

However, Huang behaved toughly, and drove the two man out of his restaurant. 

Mrs. Huang said she met them after this, and she remembered their address, but 

they disappeared after a few years. 

    Huang said many Chinese women got married in Greece, but few Chinese 

men married Greek woman. He said there was a student who came to Greek 

through Erasmous. He married a Greek woman and lived in Veroia. A 

businessman also married a Greek woman. 

Huang started applying for Greek nationality since 1998. It was really simple 

since he only needed a legal residence document and two Greeks as guarantor. 

They invited a lawyer and a economist, who were both their friends and 

partners. He received some materials and a list of things to submit every year 

after applying. Finally in 2008, Huang was invited to Athens to attend exam, 

and he passed. Now all his family members except Mrs. Huang had Greek 

nationality. Mrs. Huang claimed that she didn't want to change her nationality, 

which provided little convenience, but obstacles when going back to China. 

Mrs. Huang took her daughter back to China to visit relatives, but her daughter 

had to apply for Chinese visa. 

Huang paid much attention to his children's education. His son came to Greek 

when he was three years old, and went to local kindergarten directly. He then 

studied in private school, went to American university, and planned to stay in 

America after graduation. Huang hoped that his son could come back to Greece 

and take over his restaurant. Born and raised up in Greece, his daughter did not 

want to stay in Greece. She thought that Greeks were basically racists, and she 

might go to other countries in the future. 

    Huang's families all took themselves as Greeks, especially his son who 

seldom socialized with local Chinese. Though Mrs. Huang had not changed her 

nationality, she also treated herself as a Greek. Huang believed that since they 
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had already been abroad, they had no need contacting Chinese, or being abroad 

became meaningless. He would rather spend time running his restaurant. With 

an Asian face and Greek passport, Huang found himself new to Greeks. 

Mr. and Mrs. Huang had a rest this year on Christmas and Chinese new year. 

They also had a holiday with their restaurant closed for a week in August, and 

went to the peninsulas around Halkidiki for 3 days. Their daughter participated 

in college entrance examination this year, and was expected to go to University 

of Macedonia.  Talking about the future, Mrs. Huang said she was still 

possible to go back to China. 
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Conclusions 

The climax of Chinese immigration in Thessaloniki has been over for more 

than a decade and the Chinese community today has developed soundly. Apart 

from the clear organizational division within the community and the operation 

of institutions such as chamber of commerce in recent years, there have been 

more and more exchanges and activities with the local community in 

Thessaloniki. Although the problem of illegal residence still exists within the 

Chinese immigrant community, it still does not prevent the Chinese immigrants 

going from the secluded life status to the local daily exchanges as a whole and 

play an increasingly important role in promoting Thessaloniki cultural diversity. 

Chinese immigrants living in Thessaloniki have many particularities, not only 

because of their simple geographical composition of population, good social 

order, but also because of their considerable stability. Most Chinese 

immigrants who live here do not have any intention of returning back, but are 

ready to live in a long term. All these characteristics distinguish them from 

Chinese immigrants living in other European countries. In general, Chinese 

immigrants living here have a very high opinion of the economic, political and 

cultural environment of Thessaloniki. From another perspective, Greeks living 

in this area also hold tolerant and friendly attitude toward this group. In recent 

years, exchanges and cooperation between the two sides have also become 

more frequent. 
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