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Greece grants 3 migrants citizenship after they saved lives in wildfire 

Three migrant fishermen have been granted Greek citizenship for helping 

rescue dozens 

 
3 January 2019 

 

 
 

Athens - Three migrant fishermen received Greek citizenship Wednesday for helping rescue 

dozens of people who were forced into the sea by flames from a summer wildfire that caused 

100 deaths. 

Greek President Prokopis Pavlopoulos hosted a ceremony for Gani Xheka, 35, from Albania 

and Egyptians Emad El Khaimi, 50, and Mahmoud Ibrahim Musa, 46, both to honor them and 

for "sending a message to Europe" to counter anti-immigrant sentiment. 

The three men pulled people from the water who had fled the out-of-control wildfire at the 

seaside resort of Mati, east of Athens, by swimming out to sea while having difficulty 

breathing because of heavy smoke. The trio also guided survivors to a nearby port after the 

July 23 blaze reached the shore and gutted hundreds of homes. 

"In a situation like that, when you are talking about people's lives, there's no religion, no black 

people, no white people. You just have to help people who are in danger," El Khaimi said 

after the ceremony. 
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The death toll from Greece's worst wildfire in decades included victims who drowned after 

seeking safety in the sea, as well as people who were trapped inside their homes or along 

narrow roads. 

The decision to grant the three men citizenship was published in Greece's official government 

gazette Dec. 21 but formally announced Wednesday. 

"The three foreign nationals, displaying self-sacrifice and ignoring the dangers, joined Greek 

fishermen and saved dozens of our fellow citizens, including many children whose lives were 

at risk," the decision said. "Their self-denial and the exceptional contribution ... warrant the 

application of legal provisions for honorary naturalization." 

Interior Minister Alexis Charistis, who attended the ceremony, said the "human values" the 

fishermen displayed are ones people "must hold dear because unfortunately, there has been a 

reappearance in Greece and in Europe of voices of racism and hatred." 
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Greece: Migrants Who Helped During Wildfire Receive Citizenship 

By Sean Farlow 

2 January 2019 

Three migrant fishermen have been awarded the Greek citizenship after helping during a 

wildfire near Athens in July. The three migrants, two Egyptians and an Albanian, were 

invited to a ceremony with the president. 

During the ceremony, Greek President Prokopis Pavlopoulos spoke about the migrants and 

their heroic actions. He thanked the three for showing solidarity and humanity. The three 

helped save many lives during the devastating fire last year. 

The wildfire killed at least 90 people, with witnesses saying that many were trapped near the 

coast. Reports said many were forced to jump into the sea during the fire, which quickly 

spread across several towns. 

The migrants each met the president during the ceremony, which was announced to grant all 

three the Greek citizenship. The government did not reveal how many people they saved 

during the wildfire but they said they had rescued dozens of their compatriots. 

One of the migrants spoke to the Athens News Agency and said that in such emergencies, 

there is no religion, there is no white and black. He added that when someone sees something 

like this happening, he must go in there and even give his life to help save people. 

Greece has taken in many migrants in recent years. The European nation was in the middle of 

the migrant crisis back in 2015 and 2016. More than a million migrants entered Europe 

during those years and many of them came in through Greece. The numbers later dropped 

with the deal between EU and Turkey. 
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The deadly wildfire last year has brought criticism against the government and authorities. 

Reports say authorities set up routes that led to the areas where the fire was close. Authorities 

have also been criticized for not having an alert system or quick response to evacuate people 

out of the area. 

Experts have also found that the village of Mati had some bad planning. In the studies, 

experts found that the village had several dead ends and narrow streets. The wildfire spread 

so quickly that many people had no time to flee. 

It is not the first time that a government decides to grant citizenship to a migrant over a heroic 

action. A few months ago, a Malian migrant went viral after he was seen climbing several 

floors of an apartment building to help save a child. The child was barely hanging on from the 

balcony and the migrant quickly climbed the floors by grabbing onto the balconies. 

The man reached the floor and helped put the child back in. He was later given the nickname 

Malian Spiderman. The French government found out about the video and contacted the man. 

He was later granted the French citizenship during a ceremony. He was also given a job with 

emergency teams in the city. 

The man reached Europe the year before but had recently entered France. He told the media 

that he spotted people watching the top of the building and decided to help. The child was left 

alone in the apartment, according to reports. His mother was out of the city and his father had 

gone to the supermarket but later got distracted by the Pokemon Go mobile game. 

In September, the father of the child was given a three month suspended sentence. The court 

also ordered him to take a course to improve his parental skills. 

 


