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PRESS RELEASE
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TOPIC: NY NEWSDAY, AGENCE FRANCE PRESSE AND VOICE OF AMERICA REPORT ON ROMA AROUND ATHENS
Greek Helsinki Monitor (GHM) distributes two articles, by New York Newsday and Agence France Presse and the transcript of one Voice of America radio program on Roma around Athens. All these media were taken to Roma settlements by GHM or interviewed GHM on the situation of the Roma. GHM has previously distributed also a related Associated Press article (http://sportsillustrated.cnn.com/2004/olympics/2004/08/24/bc.oly.athens.gypsyghet.ap). 
NY Newsday 

Outcasts of Greece and the Games

   http://www.nynewsday.com/news/nationworld/world/ny-woroma263942567aug26,0,3076883.story?coll=ny-world-big-pix 

By Tina Susman

Staff Correspondent

August 26, 2004

AP Photos: 

A young Gypsy boy is seen playing behind a cracked windshield in Aspropyrgos, 12 miles outside Athens, on Wednesday: http://www.nynewsday.com/news/nationworld/world/ny-romaboypic0827,0,5975677.photo?coll=ny-world-big-pix 

A young girl is seen at a Roma, or Gypsy, camp in Spata, near Athens international airport, on Wednesday: http://www.nynewsday.com/news/nationworld/world/ny-romagirlpic0827,0,5393920.photo?coll=ny-world-big-pix 

ASPROPYRGOS, Greece -- The rubble is everywhere: rusted car parts, a rickety baby carriage, a broken TV and all manner of trash. The ground is unpaved and strewn with rocks. The homes, patched together with stray chunks of wood, plastic and metal, resemble ill-fitted jigsaw puzzles.

Asked what she uses for a toilet, Joanna Aristopoulou motions toward the field. “Nature,” she says.

That goes for the dozens of other Roma, or Gypsies, occupying this grimy industrial area outside Athens, which underwent a massive beautification effort to host the Olympics.

Aristopoulou and other Roma say they are victims of this effort and that the attention being focused on Greece should be turned to their plight. That’s especially the case, they say, since many Roma settlements were dismantled before the Games, including one cleared to make way for a parking lot at the main Olympic complex.

The Roma say the government has reneged for years on vows to provide them better living standards.

“We are Greek citizens too. What is it for them to give adequate housing to the Roma?” said Aristopoulou, one of tens of thousands of Roma living in Greece, which has long been accused by human rights groups, including the government’s own National Commission for Human Rights, of neglecting them. Those accusations took on new strength in the run-up to the Games from organizations such as Amnesty International, the European Union and the United Nations. Among other things, the government was chastised over the eviction that cleared land for the Olympic parking lot. That Roma settlement had existed nearly 50 years.

“The Games and all the infrastructure that’s been done - the highways and this and that - that’s all very good and very helpful. But for us to feel good about the Olympics, we need to be housed somewhere,” said one of those displaced by the parking lot, Prokopis Nikolaou, 36.

Nikolaou and others who had lived in the shack settlement said they were promised rent subsidies so they could find apartments, and were told permanent housing eventually would be built for them. But the subsidies have been consistently late or not paid at all, Nikolaou said. Two years after the forced move, he, his wife and their three children share a cramped house with other relatives because, he says, the erratic subsidies made it impossible to secure an apartment.

In addition, he said his monthly subsidy, calculated according to family size, was never raised after his wife had their third child 11 months ago. “Basically, we feel we were cheated,” he said.

The Greek government denies mistreating the Roma and says they, like other fringe groups, are simply feeling the bite of enhanced police enforcement during the Games. The interior ministry did not respond to e-mailed requests for specific comments, but in response to past criticisms it has described the Roma situation as “of great concern” to Greek authorities. It says it has spent millions of dollars moving Roma into prefabricated houses to replace their shacks and tents; to build permanent housing for others; and to offer them job training.

Determining how many Roma live in Greece is difficult. Estimates range from 120,000 to a half-million, and they are scattered and subject to different treatment, depending on municipality.

Communities wiped out

A common complaint by rights groups concerns evictions by local officials determined to keep Roma out of sight and away from non-Roma, who derisively call them “gyps.” Such evictions picked up speed after Athens was awarded the 2004 Olympics in 1997, as local officials saw a chance to bulldoze unsightly squatter settlements, the National Human Rights Commission said in 2001.

Those in Aspropyrgos, northwest of Athens, say they ended up in their current spot after their settlement next to a dump was razed by local officials. In Spata, south of the capital, another group was moved from its settlement behind a school to a seemingly preferable spot a few miles away, on a breezy hill with a view of the sea. But four years later, the promised electricity and water never materialized, and it’s too far from town for children to walk to school, or for residents to go shopping or to a doctor on foot.

Land of broken promises

The Romas who were evicted to clear land for the parking lot two years ago are scattered across the city, since no settlement was established for them.

Critics say no matter what municipalities are guilty of, the final responsibility lies with the central government, which in 1996 and 2001 unveiled plans to, among other things, build new settlements for Romas, improve existing ones and make housing loans easier. In May, a report from the UN’s Economic and Social Council said few of the promises had been kept and that “persistent discrimination” against Roma existed. It also said it was “gravely concerned” about demolition of Roma housing without adequate compensation or provisions of alternative housing.

Separate lives

The Romas’ nomadic past, and the illegal squatter settlements they formed when they were drawn to cities in search of work, have prompted disdain among non-Roma. Many dismiss them as criminals who choose not to integrate with other Greeks. “The Roma are always in camps. They don’t want to live in houses,” said Theodoros Stefanides, a university student in Athens. “These people always complain, but it’s their choice to live in tents. They’re difficult people.”
His companion, Daphne Dedopoulou, agreed: “If they want more respect from us, they could stop selling drugs.”
Those attitudes rile Roma like Spiros Parianos. “Look at our hands! They are honest, hardworking!” he said indignantly, holding out his dry, calloused hands. “We are not illegal. We don’t go to steal. We don’t deal drugs.”
Parianos makes a living selling scrap metal. Others sell wares at street markets but have been hampered by crackdowns on nonlicensed sellers.

Nikolaou admits he was selling trinkets and housewares without a permit. And there’s no question some Roma are involved in questionable businesses. As one woman in Aspropyrgos lamented her poverty, her son drove up in a flashy red BMW she insisted was paid for through selling vegetables.

Economic reality

Human rights groups say the majority of Roma, though, are law-abiding people forced by poverty and discrimination to live on the fringes of society. Nikolaou, for example, now cruises neighborhoods selling watermelons out of the back of a truck because the crackdown makes it impossible for him to sell at the flea market.

“We spent billions to make Athens much more beautiful,” said Panayote Dimitras of Greek Helsinki Monitor, a rights group that has taken up the Romas’ cause. “If only a tiny fraction of that was spent for those Roma who are in need, we would have model settlements that we could brag about.” 

Agence France Presse

Gypsies the big Olympic losers

http://www.news24.com/News24/Olympics2004/OutsideTrack/0,,2-1652-1655_1579329,00.html
August 26, 2004

Athens - Despite promises by Greek authorities to compensate Roma, or gypsy, families evicted from their homes to make way for Olympic venues, the issue has been largely left by the wayside since the start of the Games while living conditions for the families have improved little. 

“Although non-gypsies were also evicted because of Olympic construction, the gypsies were much more affected because they have little access to the administration,” said Dimitris Levantis, head of the Greek chapter of SOS Racism. 

He said while the authorities made some effort to improve the situation following an outcry by human rights groups in the run-up to the Games, not enough has been done. 

Costas Papayannou, of Amnesty International in Greece, said the worst hit are 37 families expelled from their homes near the Olympic stadium and promised subsidies to help them rent new accommodation. 

“Following delays in the Olympic preparations, heavy pressure was applied in 2001 to immediately evict them and since then their living conditions have gotten worse,” Papayannou said. 

Among the 140 Roma forced to leave their homes was Prokopis Nikolaou, who has a wife and three children. 

Following a deal with local authorities, he was promised nearly 800 euros a month in compensation but the money has been slow in coming. 

“There are always delays,” said Nikolaou, who now rents a small flat about 10 kilometres from the stadium. “Beginning August, I finally was given the subsidies for the last four months but there are some families who have gotten nothing.” 

Thodoris Alexandridis, of the Greek Helsinki Monitor, said the delays were proof of the uphill battle facing the gypsy community and the discrimination they face. 

He and others said despite pledges by Greek authorities in the last 10 years to improve conditions, there was little tangible evidence that much has been done. 

One glaring example is in the Athens suburb of Aspropyrgos, where the local mayor ordered that a cluster of Roma huts be cleared in 2001 in order to make way for Olympic housing. 

More than 100 people affected by the decision have since been living in unsanitary conditions, with no running water or electricity. 

In Spata, another Athens suburb, 22 Roma families were forced to move into prefabricated homes with no power or running water. 

A state mediator only intervened in 2003 to ensure that the children living there be taken by bus to the local school located seven kilometres away. 

According to the Greek Helsinki Monitor and a recent report by the European Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI), the gypsy minority in Greece still suffers discrimination largely because of a lack of political will. 

According to official figures, Greece’s Roma community numbers about 300 000. 

Voice of America
Olympics Makes Life More Difficult for the ‘Roma’
http://www.voanews.com/article.cfm?objectID=7191BD12-0C59-4D2C-9D0D5171F5B25339&title=Olympics%20Makes%20Life%20More%20Difficult%20for%20the%20’Roma# 

Rebecca Ward

Athens, Greece

27 Aug 2004, 21:09 UTC
Click on the link above to also see two pictures: “A Romani settlement” and “Nea Zoe Aspropyrgos Greater Athens Settlement”.

Listen to Rebecca Ward’s report (RealAudio):

http://www.voanews.com/mediastore/Ward_Athens_Olympics_Roma_27aug04.ram 
Ward report - Download 431k (RealAudio):

http://www.voanews.com/mediastore/Ward_Athens_Olympics_Roma_27aug04.rm 
After a slow start, the Olympics reached a measure of success in its second week in Athens, in the number of visitors and the amount of business generated by tourism. From taxi cab drivers, to restaurant owners and street vendors, Athenians appear to be cashing in on the summer games. But a human rights group charges the Olympics has made life worse for some.

Already living on the fringes of society, the human rights group Greek-Helsinki Monitor says Athens’ Roma have been pushed even farther out to make way for the 2004 Olympics. Roma Project Manager, Theo Alexandridis, says some of Athens’ Roma were told to make themselves scarce during the games.

“We have had reports with some of the Roma with whom we’re working, that they’re advised, in more or less insulting terms, not to go around Athens during the Olympics,” he says. “Yeah, as in go away or next time I see you I’ll give you a fine or something like that.

Mr. Alexandridis says Greek Roma, or Gypsies, as they are sometimes called, face continued racism and harassment, as they do in other parts of Europe. He says the government’s response to the Roma, who often live in substandard housing, has been a series of broken promises. Before the Olympic stadium was built, Mr. Alexandridis says about 60 Roma families used to leave near a garbage dump located in the vicinity of what is now the Media Village. He says they were moved off the land to make way for the Olympics under an agreement that was to provide better housing in three stages.

“First they would be given rent subsidies every month so they could find a place to rent. Second they would be given prefabricated housing, and thirdly this would depend on the cooperation of the state, they would be moved to into permanent accommodation,” he explains. “Now the agreement was on paper, it was fine it was perfect, the Roma’s dream I suppose. But it was not implemented. We are still in phase one of rent subsidies.”
The Roma are not unique to Greece, nor or their problems. They are a small minority here, but the largest minority in the European Union. Mr. Alesxandridis says there could be as many as 150,000-200,000 Roma in Greece. However, he stresses there are no accurate numbers on their population.

Although the Roma have lived in Europe for at least a thousand years, many Roma clans have never assimilated into mainstream society. Mr. Alexandrikis says centuries of prejudice may account for at least part of the reason.

“They’re so many myths, so many misconceptions, so many misunderstandings about who they are and what they want,” he notes. “They have the problem that no one really likes the Roma. You will see many people who use or take advantage of the Roma, so they can launch their studies or whatever. Not many people try to do something for them.”
While discrimination against the Roma persists, Mr. Alexandridis says the Greek police force has made some positive overtures to the Roma, at least officially. He says a recent memo went out to police, ordering them not to refer to Roma as athigganos, a derogatory Greek word for Gypsies.

“The heads of the Greek police are sort of becoming more and more sensitive towards this issue,” he adds. “But then again they cannot know how the police officer on the beat is going to react.”
Greek officials, meanwhile, say there has been no targeting of ethnic minorities in the run-up to the summer games. But they, and everyone else, are simply feeling the effects of the increased security around the Olympics.

E-mail: office@greekhelsinki.gr
Internet Addresses: Balkan Human Rights Web Pages: http://www.greekhelsinki.gr
The Balkan Human Rights List:  http://groups.yahoo.com/group/balkanhr
The Greek Human Rights List: http://groups.yahoo.com/group/greekhr
Center of Documentation and Information on Minorities in Europe – Southeast Europe: http://www.cedime.net
GHM Board: Kevin Boyle, Panayote Dimitras, Nafsika Papanikolatos, Dimitrina Petrova, Gregory Vallianatos. 

International Advisory Committee: Savvas Agouridis, Teuta Arifi, Ivo Banac, Vladimir Bilandzic, Marcel Courthiade, Loring Danforth, Fernand de Varennes, Victor-Yves Ghebali, Henri Giordan, Krassimir Kanev, Will Kymlicka, Magda Opalski, Theodore S. Orlin, Dimitrina Petrova, Alan Phillips, Aaron Rhodes, Vladimir Solonari, Patrick Thornberry, Stefan Troebst, Boris Tsilevich, Tibor Varady, Marc Weller. 

Affiliation to International Organizations: Consortium of Minority Resources (COMIR), Euro-Mediterranean Human Rights Network (EMHRN), European Roma Rights Center (ERRC), International Freedom of Expression Exchange (IFEX), International Helsinki Federation for Human Rights (IHF), Minority Rights Group International (MRGI), One World Net, South East Europe Media Organisation (SEEMO), World Organization Against Torture (OMCT). 
PAGE  
6

