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Oral intervention by the Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE): Forced Evictions in Greece and the Olympic Games

Thank you for giving us an opportunity to highlight certain issues related to the enjoyment of housing rights in Greece. The issues raised in this intervention are compiled in a document that will be distributed to the Committee’s members. 

Forced evictions of Roma communities are occurring on a large scale throughout Greece and have been consistently and comprehensively reported by local organisations, including the Greek Helsinki Monotor (GHM). These highlight a pattern of severe discrimination against Roma communities throughout the country, notably in the housing sector. Very often, local authorities are the ones carrying out the forced evictions, which often involve police brutality. 

In this context, the holding of the Olympic Games in Greece from August 13 to August 29 2004 is bearing serious implications on the Roma’ s enjoyment of housing rights. According to reports from national organisations, the preparation of the Olympic Games has led to further forced evictions or threats of forced evictions for the Roma communities living in the Greater Athens area, as well as in Crete. 

The relationship between the preparation of the Olympic Games and forced evictions of Roma communities in Greece is twofold. In the first scenario, municipal authorities have been using and invoking the preparation of the Olympic Games as a pretext to carry out forced evictions of Roma communities. The Municipalities of Halandri, Aghia Paraskevi, Aspropyrgos and Aharnai/Menidi, located in or near the Greater Athens area, have all resorted to such argument to threaten Roma settlements with forced eviction or to actually carry out forced evictions. 

As the Olympic Games approach, local NGOs fear that Municipalities and/or the State will take drastic measures and start demolishing Roma’s settlement without providing compensation or resettlement to the affected communities. According to reports, visible Roma settlements, such as the Halandri one -located next to a Metro station under construction- bear the risk of being forcibly evicted in the run up to the Olympics for beautification purposes. 

In the second scenario, the actual construction of infrastructure for the Olympic Games has lead to the forced eviction of the Roma community of Marousi, located in the Greater Athens area and adjacent to the main Olympic complex. 
Following an agreement with the Marousi municipal authorities, entailing compensation and resettlement provisions, Roma had to vacate the land where they have been living for decades. However, from September 2002 on, the Marousi municipal authorities have failed short to implement the agreement, while Albanian-Roma with legal residency status have been purposely excluded from it. 

Under the terms of this agreement, the 40 Greek Roma families would vacate the plots of land where they have been living for decades. In return, the agreement stipulated that they would receive a significant amount of money, as a rent subsidy every month. As such, the Roma had to find houses/apartments, the monthly subsidy from the Municipality helping them to pay the rent. 

The agreement also stipulated that the Roma families would, in the future, be resettled in heavy duty prefabricated houses to be constructed by the Marousi Municipality. In the longer term, the agreement also underlined that this relocation would be temporary and that the Municipality would also work towards guaranteeing permanent resettlement to the 40 families. Furthermore, under the agreement, the municipal authorities agreed to provide special assistance to the Roma families in clothing and food, as well as to elaborate a special plan for the Roma’s integration in the local society.

However, from September 2002 on, the municipality soon defaulted on the payment of subsidies. As a result, certain Roma families could not pay their rent and were evicted by their landlords. At this time, the subsidies from January 2004 had not been paid by the Municipality, which is, again, in arrears of payment. 

In addition, Roma families have been informed by the Mayor that the Municipality would stop the payment of subsidies until they had filed applications for housing loans for Roma. No such provision exists in the initial agreement. 
In addition to the Municipality’s failure to provide the subsidies, reports indicate that it also failed to take steps to implement the resettlement parts of the agreement. 

This case, described in a factsheet distributed by COHRE to your Committee, reflects a widespread practice of illegal forced evictions of “undesirable” Roma in Greece. Most of the time, local municipal authorities are the ones carrying out the forced evictions and failing to implement, when such measures are in place, resettlement and compensation plans. In that respect, the Marousi case shows that even when resettlement plans are developed, these are often simply not implemented. Furthermore, in case compensation and resettlement are provided, these often exclude non-Greek Roma, who have legal residency status. Criminal or administrative responsibility in relation to these forced evictions remains, most of the time, never established. 

There is, today, a sense of urgency regarding forced evictions affecting Roma communities in Greece. Urgency as the run up to the Olympic Games might well imply further evictions of “visible” Roma settlements located in the greater Athens area for beautification purposes. 

Local NGOs have also expressed their concern that once the Olympic Games have taken place, no more attention will be paid to the situation of the Roma from Marousi. As such, they fear that the agreement passed with the Municipality will remain a dead letter. In that respect, the International Olympic Committee (IOC) has remained silent on that particular issue, despite repeated calls from local and international NGOs, including COHRE. 

As such, COHRE believes that the Committee should raise this issue in its constructive dialogue with Greece, as well as in its concluding observations, making clear that the run up to the Olympics should not lead to further forced evictions of Roma communities for beautification or other purposes. In that respect, the Committee could invite the IOC to attend its session on Greece and do so, in the future, with other countries hosting the Olympic Games. 

Furthermore, there is an urgent need to guarantee that local authorities in Greece abide by international human rights law and standards related to the enjoyment of housing rights. In such cases, where local authorities fail to do so, administrative and-or criminal sanctions should be applied in a consistent manner. As long as such measures are not taken and implemented, COHRE fears that Municipal will have no incentive to change their attitude and abide by international human rights standards. The exclusion of Non-Greek Roma from resettlement and compensation plans in cases of forced evictions also needs to be addressed. 

