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Greece: Roma a ‘Health Hazard’ Victim of Institutionalized Apartheid





Josephine Verspaget, Chair of the Specialist Group on Roma/Gypsies of the Council of Europe, at the end of the Group’s June 2001 three-day stay in Athens, that included visits to Roma settlements in Aspropyrgos, Halandri, Marousi (Olympic Stadium), and Spata, stated to the media: “There are conditions of institutionalized apartheid for many Roma, when they are forcefully settled in segregated areas far away from the rest of society. Even the Greek Ombudsman agreed that settling Roma in such areas, like in Spata, in application of article 3.1 of a 1983 ministerial decision, is a form of institutionalized apartheid.” 





Indeed, Greece’s housing policy for Roma is governed by the “Health Ordinance” [sic] A5/696/25.4-11.5.83 “for the organized settlement of itinerant nomads [sic] (Athingani, etc.)” signed by the Minister of Internal Affairs and the Minister of Health. Article 3 of that ordinance states: “The lands for the organized encampments of itinerant nomads (Gypsies, etc.) which are going to be designated, in accordance with the article 2 of the present ordinance, must be outside the inhabited areas and in good distance from the approved urban plan or the last consecutive house… Settlement is not permitted near archaeological sites, beaches, places of natural beauty, points visible from main roads or in areas where they might affect public health (sources of drinking water, etc.).”





Ms. Verspaget added: “It is also a discrimination that the Roma settled in Spata were sedentary, hence the application of that apartheid decision was in fact also turning them into ‘nomads.’ At the same time, they have been settled since last October without any deeds of ownership or lease of the property, on a former NATO waste dump, possibly contaminated with toxic waste. There is no electricity, no playground for children, who have also been deprived of their education, as there is no public transport nor special buses for school children, while the settlement is 5 km away from the last houses of Spata, of which 1,5 km is a bumpy dirt road. The government admitted to us that this settlement was a mistake and tried to put the blame on the local authorities. But the central government contributed 84 million drs. in total for this resettlement, hence it is equally responsible. In Aspropyrgos, I saw one of the worst places I have ever visited in my life -and I have been to many refugee camps in Africa and Asia. It is a shame that Roma live in such conditions in the midst of a garbage dump: no water, no electricity, bare-foot children with skin diseases and no access to school. Again, the government put the blame on the local authorities, but I reminded them that it is the central government that is accountable for the implementation of international human rights standards. In the area around the Olympic Stadium, where the 2004 Games are to be held, there are ‘Halkideoi’ Roma settled there for 50 years, also in squalid conditions. They thus have a historic right to be resettled in a nearby area acceptable to them and with decent housing, rather than being sent to far away areas, like Spata. The government promised to help find such places, and make favorable loans available to them to build their houses, as part of a new ambitious program, whose efficiency will have to be tested though. We have also asked the National Commission for Human Rights to investigate these human rights violations, including the fact that some Roma are stateless -i.e. illegal in their own country; while others do not have poverty certificates that would give access to social funds, as the bureaucracy asks from them so many papers, and sends them from office to office that discourages them. I have to admit that I was shocked by the living conditions of the Roma I visited here.” 


 


Ms. Verspaget was accompanied in Greece, and in her visits to the Greek authorities, by Maria Ochoa-Llido, Head of the Migration and Roma/Gypsies Division, and Eleni Tsetsekou from the Directorate General IV on Education. They came at the invitation of GHM and MRG-G to take part in a workshop for Roma representatives and NGOs on Roma rights, where there was also a long exchange with experts from the Greek Ombudsman. At the end of the workshop, it was decided to create the “Coordinated Organizations and Communities for Roma Human Rights in Greece” (SOKADRE) to more effectively advocate for Roma rights. To this day, 20 Roma communities and associations have joined SOKADRE, alongside our NGOs which offer their support. 





The Greek authorities had not reacted to the Ms. Verspaget’s statements, before this OSCE meeting, when they exhibited so eloquently their scorn and contempt, if not racism, towards Roma. But on Roma Holocaust day (2 August) there was an answer by the state-sponsored Panhellenic Federation of Greek Roma Associations (POSER), with no contacts with the Roma communities that live in squalid conditions. POSER’s only activity appears to be to participate in all state initiatives on Roma, so that the state can claim that its lavish but mostly inefficient programs have the consent of the Roma. POSER stated that: “The Council of Europe’s references to a supposed “institutionalized apartheid” in Greece (spokesperson Josephine Verspaget to the Greek media, 13-6-01) NEITHER affect NOR concern us. Greek Roma do NOT seek anyone else’s arbitration or mediation. Or at least not of those who for centuries have sent Roma to the stake and confiscated their property, not of those who cut out their tongues, not of those who made soap out of them, not of those who waged pogroms against them and, in the final analysis, not of those who employ the dogma of ‘bombs succeed where words fail.’ Any problems the Greek Roma have they will solve through a dialog solely with the Greek State and society.” 





We will conclude here with recently emerging evidence that Greek society considers Roma a burden that they want to get rid of, but are constrained because of international reaction to do something as minimal as possible for them. The area of Ano Liosia (near Athens) had in the last decade three groups in need for housing. 2,700 families remained homeless after the September 1999 earthquake. A year earlier, 200 families saw their homes drown after heavy rainfall. For years before that, some 200 families of Roma lived next to the garbage dump, in a “camping” -as it was called- and on state land. In early August 2001, the flood-stricken families entered their nice new apartments offered to them by the municipality (Ta Nea, 1-2/9/2001). On 13 September 2001, the Prime Minister inaugurated the first 100 nice houses given by the mayor to earthquake-stricken families, with 2,600 more to follow in the next 18 months (Eleftherotypia, 14/9/2001). What did the mayor do for the society-stricken Roma? As his town cannot have more than what he claims to be the internationally accepted 8% of minority population (sic), he first illegally evicted the Roma from the central government property in 1997, allowing the small group of those who were registered in Ano Liosia to live in a wired-fence area behind the municipal garage, the so-called “Simitis ghetto:” the promised infrastructure never came, but he little by little evicted all of them from there as well. 





As many of those evicted in 1997 moved to the adjacent municipality of Aspropyrgos, the two racist mayors have engaged in many illegal eviction attempts since 1999, encouraged by the inactivity of both the prosecuting authorities and the supervising prefecture, secretariat general of the region, and Ministry of the Interior. While abundant land was found for the flood-stricken and earthquake-stricken residents, there was always a refusal to allocate land to resettle the Roma: when an area was found, the two municipalities rushed to claim it for the 2004 Olympics, a pattern that has been repeated elsewhere in Athens. 





Here there is another “accomplice.” The International Olympic Committee, which has not even acknowledged related appeals it received in August 2000 (by Greek Helsinki Monitor) and in June 2001 (by OMCT - World Organization Against Torture). GHM and MRG-G join OMCT’s conclusion that “the International Olympic Committee, as a co-organizer of the 2004 Olympic Games cannot remain indifferent to this blatant violation of human rights which, if tolerated, will only tarnish the image and the values of the Olympic movement.” 
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