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PRESS RELEASE

28 August 2004

TOPIC: REMARKABLE STATEMENT BY ATHENS MAYOR DORA BAKOYANNIS ON THE PLIGHT OF GREECE’S ROMA
Greek Helsinki Monitor (GHM) welcomes the following letter to the Simon Wiesenthal Center (SWC) sent by Athens Mayor Dora Bakoyannis. Mayor Bakoyannis was answering a SWC letter of concern, based on a BBC story, about the plight of the Roma in Ano Liosia and Marousi, two Athens suburbs with major Olympic Games facilities. Although the Mayor could have limited her answer to pointing out that, as it is well known to all those following developments in Greece, her municipality has no jurisdiction over other municipalities, she opted to add that she –as well as the Prime Minister and the Minister of Interior- “acknowledge the problems of the Roma in the country and have already stated the wish to take action against any type of social exclusion.” She also sincerely addressed the specific issues concerning the Roma of Maroussi, acknowledging the “problems… causing insecurity and interrupting the bonds of trust;” and calling “unfortunate” the Ano Liosia mayor’s statement in the latter case: “The Roma are human beings. We try to incorporate them into society, but we cannot paint them white.” Given that Dora Bakoyannis is not only the Mayor of Greece’s largest municipality, but also one of Greece’s most popular and most influential politicians, her letter is in fact the most important statement on the plight of the Roma made so far by any Greek political leader, and is therefore remarkable.  
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                                Athens, August 24th, 2004

Dr. Shimon Samuels
Director for International Liaison

Dear Dr. Samuels,

Thank you for your letter of August 23rd 2004. Your comments, expressing concern about the situation of Roma people in Attica, are of great importance to the City of Athens and I am sure that there are issues to be taken into consideration. 

I am writing to assure you that we in the City of Athens acknowledge the need for changes and that we see areas that require imminent action and progress.  Please understand, however, that there are limits to the level of influence one City may have upon the other and limits to the coordination of decision-making procedures between the local and the central governments.
     
As you may know, the City of Athens is one of the 157 Municipalities/Cities in Attica. The area of the Olympic complex site falls into the administration of the City of Maroussi while the Olympic judo and wrestling stadium belongs to the administration of the City of Ano 
Liossia. Local governing in Greece is different from the German or the canton system. Every City/Municipality has its own budget and runs its own programs in accordance with the Constitution, the laws and the decisions made by the elected representatives in the City Council Board.

The relocation project for the Roma in the wider area of Maroussi started in 2003 as an initiative of the City of Maroussi, in cooperation with the Minister of Interior at that time. The City Council and the Mayor initiated a two-phased relocation plan for the Roma living in the
camp site next to the Olympic Stadium. Phase one of the program provided for rent subsidies. The project was monitored by non-governmental organizations (Doctors of the World, Greek Helsinki Monitor) and supervised by the Greek Ombudsman’s Office. Indeed, the flow of money for the rent subsidies faced some problems, causing insecurity and interrupting the bonds of trust established by that time among the three parties: civil society, the Roma and the City of Maroussi. Phase two of the program seems to have gone behind schedule. This is indeed a matter of concern for the City of Maroussi and the Ministry of the Interior so
as to secure decent housing solutions for all the Roma who stayed in the region.

As for the Roma living in the City of Ano Liossia, there have been reports expressing concern about the living conditions and the access of Roma to basic social and educational rights. I am not aware of the statement attributed to Mr. Papadimas and I hope this would be a misunderstanding or an unfortunate statement. Prime Minister, Kostas Karamanlis and the Minister of the Interior acknowledge the problems of the Roma in the country and have already stated their wish to take action against any type of social exclusion. As an active member of the
New Democracy Party, I share this view and I have expressed, on various occasions, my willingness to support this effort.

Dear Dr. Samuels

The City of Athens is not discriminating against any citizen or group of people. There is a Roma population living in the City of Athens, both Muslims and Christians. They are mostly settled Roma, living in the neighborhoods of Gazi, Keramikos and Kolonos. Many of them have applied to the Minister of the Interior to get housing loans with favorable, low
rate conditions. We have established an office, belonging to the Directorate of Social Affairs that informs the Roma about the terms and procedures for applying and forwards the applications to the relevant authority of the Ministry. The same office informs the applicants about the progress of their applications. 

In addition, the City’s Centre for Employability and Entrepreneurship and the City’s Development Agency have been granted and will soon start implementing- two EU funded Programs, supervised by the Periphery of Attica, in cooperation with civic and other partners, that combine urban revitalization with social support for local residents. The area
of implementation of both projects is the wider living area of many vulnerable social groups such as the Roma and the Turkish-speaking Muslims of downtown Athens. The programs provide for the social support of Roma people, among other people, their empowerment and their preparation for integration into the labor market. 

Regarding the street vendors, the City of Athens is implementing indeed a strict policy for any citizen, without discrimination, who breaks the law by selling without a license.    

Dear Dr. Samuels

The Prime Minister and the government are informed of these problems and are eager to make everything possible to facilitate Romani integration into society. We are eager to help so as to eliminate phenomena of racism. I have baptized a Roma child and have replied harshly to some 
few citizens in Kolonos who were fighting Romani presence in their neighborhood. 

The City of Athens welcomes your comments and criticism. We hope that we will have the chance to accompany you in a visit around Akadimia Platonos, to a center called Kivotos, which provides support to poor and one-parent families in the region, including Roma, and to the Center for the Support of Child and Family in Gazi, which primarily serves Roma
children and families. The City of Athens offers daily 120 portions of food to “Kivotos” and donations in kind to both centers on every occasion. The latter is a partner to one of the EU programs mentioned above. Akadimia Platonos, Kolonos and Gazi are areas where the City of Athens is trying to improve living conditions for all residents, and will keep on trying after the Olympics. 

Sincerely

Dora Bakoyannis


-----Original Message-----

From: Centre Simon Wiesenthal – Europe 

Sent: Monday, August 23, 2004 4:59 PM
To: Bakoyannis, Dora
Subject: letter from the Simon Wiesenthal Centre to Mrs. Bakoyannis, Mayor of Athens
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Dora Bakoyannis, Mayor of Athens 
Athens City Hall
Athinas 63, Kotzia Square 10552 GREECE 


                                Paris, 23 August 2004
Dear Madam Mayor,

The Simon Wiesenthal Centre is an international Jewish human rights organization with a worldwide membership of 440,000. Established in 1977, with headquarters in Los Angeles, it draws the lessons of the Holocaust to the analysis of contemporary issues of prejudice and discrimination. The Centre is an NGO in Consultative Status to ECOSOC, UNESCO and the
Council of Europe.

We were shocked to learn from BBC sources of the Athens municipal policy of
anti-Gypsy discrimination and exclusion in the lead-up to the current Olympics - measures which are in blatant contravention of European Union anti-racism provisions and in violation of both the Council of Europe and the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe conventions, to which Greece is signatory.

Indeed, already in the year 2002, over 150 Greek Gypsy Roma were physically expelled - without compensation - from their homes on what was to become the main Olympic complex site. A commitment to new replacement housing never materialized.

It is now being reported that the modest houses, caravans and trailers of the Roma quarter in the northern suburb of Ano Liossia, were demolished to make way for the Olympic judo and wrestling stadium at a cost of some one hundred million US dollars.

Apparently, promises of beautification measures - a park and traffic circle - out of this budget were never fulfilled and the Roma are left with the debris of wrecked homes and furniture “with the fear of disease unless the filth is cleaned up forthwith.”

Despite such complaints, it is said that your municipality has refused to clear the garbage and that you have rejected licenses for Roma vendors to sell their handicrafts during the Olympics? 
Furthermore, your colleague, Mr. Nikolaos Papadimas, municipal head of Ano Liossia, is quoted as responding: “The Roma are human beings. We try to incorporate them into society, but we cannot paint them white.”

Beyond this quarter, the dirt-track now becomes a freshly laid road - closed to the Roma - that leads to the state of the art stadium, where the athletes and tourists remain oblivious to the home demolitions and the wall of prejudice built to exclude these Greek citizens from the vaunted
Olympic spirit and Athenian democracy.

Madam Mayor, our Centre urges you to compensate these Roma victims and rebuild their neighborhoods from your municipal Olympic dividend.

Respectfully,

Dr. Shimon Samuels
Director for International Liaison

cc: Mr. Simon Wiesenthal, Vienna
  Rabbi Marvin Hier, Dean and Founder, Simon Wiesenthal Center, Los Angeles
    Rabbi Abraham Cooper, Associate Dean, Simon Wiesenthal Center, Los Angeles
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