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Greece: Widespread Ill-Treatment (Especially of Roma and Migrants) and Impunity





In the course of 2001, Greece has been severely criticized by inter-governmental institutions for widespread ill treatment by law enforcement authorities, in particular towards Roma and migrants or asylum seekers. First, the European Court of Human Rights convicted Greece in March and again in April, in two cases related to inhuman detention conditions in police stations and in prisons.





Then, in May, the U.N. Committee against Torture (CAT) cited Greece for breaches of the Convention against Torture in incidents of use of excessive or unjustifiable force by police, particularly against minorities and foreigners, and the generally racist behavior of the police towards the latter. The Committee noted the harsh conditions of detention in general and, in particular, of foreigners awaiting deportation in police stations and prisons, which have substandard material conditions and severe overcrowding. Greece was called upon to take urgent measures to deal with these issues, which include the creation of new facilities to relieve overcrowding -particularly for foreigners awaiting deportation, who should not be held together with convicted or remanded detainees- and the exploration of alternative penalties to imprisonment. In addition, it must provide training for doctors, police officers and prison personnel on the provisions of the Convention and the prevention of racist behavior, and take steps to prevent and punish trafficking of women and other forms of violence against women. The seriousness of the situation also led the Committee to ask Greece -unlike other countries under review- to submit a new report by November 2001.





Further on, in July, the European Parliament, in its human rights in the EU report, cited Greece for the abusive treatment of Roma, the consequent police impunity in such cases, and the violent evictions of Roma from Athens in advance of the 2004 Olympic Games.       





Finally, after a GHM campaign that led also to a UN CAT comment, the Greek government agreed in September to the publication of the reports of the Council of Europe’s Committee for the Prevention of Torture and Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (CPT) on its 1996, 1997 and 1999 visits to Greece. They provide ample evidence of ill treatment and inhuman conditions of detention, as well as the government’s reluctance to implement the CPT recommendations. The latter, combined with what CPT called “alarming reports about the conditions of detention” of foreigners, prompted an extraordinary 1999 CPT visit to Greece.


�
Just in the last six weeks, there were two cases that highlight what we perceive as the major problem in this area in Greece, i.e. impunity. Impunity makes it “easy” for law enforcement officers to ignore domestic law and international standards and violate at will the rights of people under their jurisdiction, knowing that there is little risk to be punished, and high probability of cover up even by the highest authorities.





First, the case of Lazaros Bekos and Eleftherios Kotropoulos (Roma aged 17 and 18 years respectively at the time). In May 1998, they were ill treated by police officers during their detention at the police station in the town of Mesolongi. According to a forensic certificate, they had “medium bodily injuries, inflicted with a broken instrument.” In July 1998, the two Roma pressed charges against the police and, in December, three officers were indicted for violation of article 137A of the criminal code on “torture and other offenses against human dignity.” Specifically, they were accused of having violated paragraph 3, section 1, for “jointly-induced bodily harm caused by a person, whose duties are the investigation of possible criminal acts, with the intent to extort from another person under his authority a confession, a deposition or an information.” At the same time, following several public NGO appeals, the Greek Police launched a Sworn Administrative Inquiry. Two years later, in September 2000, following an intervention by the Greek Ombudsman, the Greek Police informed our NGO that “it was not possible to reach a safe conclusion as to when and how the aforementioned wounds were inflicted on the arrested” and that for this reason, “two police officers of the Mesolonghi Police Station were held responsible for not preventing the ill treatment of the two arrested individuals and relevant disciplinary sanctions were imposed on them.” In last year’s OSCE Review meeting, the Ministry’s representative orally informed us that the sanctions were mere fines. But in September 2001, GHM found the June 1999 final detailed report of that Sworn Administrative Inquiry, bearing the signature of a Major General. He was recommending that two sergeants be placed on “temporary suspension” since, “during the early hours of the 8/5/1998 ... they behaved with exceptional brutality towards the two young individuals.” It then proceeded to describe in detail the brutal beating.





It was therefore the deliberate decision of the Greek Police to disregard both the compelling forensic certificate and the incriminating findings of its own inquiry so as to cover up the responsibility of its officers. Moreover, the Greek Police was also willfully deceptive in its letter to the NGO mentioned above. GHM alerted the Minister of Public Order on this shameful behavior. His lack of reply gives the impression that he and therefore the Greek government approve of this cover up. The whole incident indicates how sincere and reliable the Greek authorities’ written statements on ill treatment allegations, to NGOs or IGOs, can be. 





The second case concerns allegations in Greek media -based mostly on Doctors of the World statements, doctors’ certificates, and pictures- that several of the 164 asylum seekers who were washed ashore and held in Hania (Crete) were ill treated in June 2001. Besides the brutal beating of many, there were allegations of an attempted rape of a youth with a truncheon, and offering weapons to the Kurdish refugees to shoot the Turkish refugees. When they first came out, the Chief of the Port Authority Andreas Syrigos shamelessly claimed that the migrants’ serious injuries happened “during fights or attempted getaways”: frequent are in Greece similar claims by law enforcement authorities that even speak of “self-inflicted wounds”. Then, in August, the Ministry of Merchant Marine announced that “Based on [the conclusions of the Sworn Administrative Inquiry of the Port Authority] … disciplinary proceedings have been initiated against one officer and two harbor guards for irregular execution of their duties.” For such light charges, the sanctions are expected to take the form of fines…


�
Commenting on the Hania case, Deputy Minister of the Press Telemachos Hytiris characterized it an “isolated incident”. Another routine deceptive government statement! Greek media have, in 2001, published allegations, often backed by eyewitnesses’ statements, on a handful of cases of ill treatment by Port Authority officers, and on scores of similar cases concerning Greek Police officers: many of the latter have been documented by GHM. Relevant documentation is available at GHM’s website, while a detailed report is forthcoming. For most of these cases, there has not even been an investigation. We will conclude with the Greek Ombudsman’s concurrence with GHM’s claim of widespread impunity:





“In the case of serious complaints against police officers, the administrative inquiries carried out always conclude with the stereotypical and laconic statement that ‘the actions - the behavior of police officers … was impeccable and in conformity with the rules and regulations of the Force’. In particular, the Ombudsman, in the framework of the investigation of a significant number of complaints, has asked for administrative inquiries of cases related to violations of fundamental rights of citizens, mostly during their arrest, transfer to and detention in police stations. In such cases there has been particular irresolution in the attribution of disciplinary responsibility.” 
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