Case 80. MELPO KORONAIOU, Athens, 14/4/1995
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1. Excerpt from the September 2002 AI-IHF Report: “Greece: In the shadow of impunity – Ill-treatment and the misuse of firearms.”
Melpo Koronaiou 

On the evening of 14 April 1995 left-wing groups in Athens held a demonstration in protest about an incident in which two young men had been knifed and wounded by an alleged far-right extremist a few days earlier. The demonstration ended in clashes between demonstrators and anti-riot police; at least eight demonstrators later required hospital treatment. Several police officers were also reported to have been injured.

At about 7.15pm Melpo Koronaiou, a worker and trade unionist, who was at the rear of the demonstration, was suddenly surrounded in Patission Street by several unformed riot police and one plainclothes police officer. According to the complaint she later filed:

“... Despite the fact that I was alone, unarmed and that my back was turned towards them, the police officers ... attacked me violently without any reason. They surrounded me and started to kick me and beat me with truncheons all over my body until I collapsed on the pavement. Even then they did not stop -- on the contrary, [the plainclothes officer] continued  with even greater violence to kick my head and face despite the fact that I was completely defenceless and overpowered.” 

Melpo Koronaiou further alleged that the other police officers standing round her made no attempt to restrain their colleague, who left her only when he saw that blood from her mouth and other injuries was seeping onto the pavement. She remained there, unconscious and bleeding, for some 40 minutes until an ambulance arrived.

Photographs of this incident were published in the newspaper Eleftherotypia on 18 and 19 April 1995. These, together with the testimony of two lawyers who had observed the incident from the balcony of their office, subsequently led to criminal proceedings being started against the plainclothes police officer, Vasilis Athanasopoulos.
The doctors who examined Melpo Koronaiou recorded bruises on her face and various parts of her body and a triple fracture of the jawbones and chin for which she underwent a three-hour operation on 17 April 1995. As a result of these injuries Melpo Koronaiou was unable to speak for two weeks. For almost a year afterwards she continued to experience difficulties in eating and speaking.

On 20 April the Minister of Public Order ordered an administrative inquiry and Vasilis Athanasopoulos was temporarily suspended from service. In the course of the inquiry 40 people testified, all but two of them police officers. The two were Melpo Koronaiou herself, while still in hospital, and one of the lawyers who had seen the incident, whose repeated telephone calls eventually persuaded the officer in charge of the inquiry to take her statement. Her colleague was reportedly not called to testify, nor, it appears, were any of the numerous other witnesses -- demonstrators and journalists -- present at the scene. 

The administrative inquiry was completed on 3 May 1995. Although on 15 May 1995 Melpo Koronaiou’s lawyers requested access to the case file and the inquiry’s findings, reportedly neither the statements of those questioned, nor the forensic medical report compiled in the course of the inquiry were ever made available to her lawyers. 

It was only in February 1998 that her lawyers received, via the Prosecutor’s Office, the conclusion of the officer in charge of the inquiry; this document reportedly listed only the witnesses and documents examined and concluded: “The police officer is pictured [in photographs] attempting, or having attempted, to kick the injured party, without proving, however, that he did so.” In view of the fact that Vasilis Athanasopoulos’ actions had “given rise to unfavourable comments against him, the Service and the Police Force generally” the officer recommended his suspension from service for three months. (It is not clear whether this recommendation was accepted or indeed whether Vasilis Athanasopoulos was ever given a disciplinary punishment.) Later, at his trial, Vasilis Athanasopoulos reportedly stated: “The deputy commander, who carried out the inquiry, said that he had to give me a punishment or there would be a public outcry.” Vasilis Athanasopoulos is subsequently said to have been promoted.
Melpo Koronaiou lodged a criminal complaint on 1 June 1995 against Vasilis Athanasopoulos, whom she accused of causing her grievous bodily injury, and against other, unnamed, officers who had also assaulted her. The prosecuting authorities were slow to act: the preliminary investigation was opened only in January 1996; it was completed in May that year. It did not succeed in identifying any other police officer involved in the ill-treatment of Melpo Koronaiou. 

The first pre-trial hearing was delayed until 13 March 1997, to be followed by numerous further delays and postponements. The case finally came to trial before the Three-Member Misdemeanours’ Court of Athens on 25 October 1999. Vasilis Athanasopoulos denied the charges against him and reportedly claimed that on the day in question he had been passing by chance. He argued that the photograph had been misinterpreted: his foot was raised because he was “trying to pass in front of her and fell on her”. The court, however, convicted him of having, together with other (unidentified) persons, caused dangerous bodily injury to Melpo Koronaiou, under Articles 308 and 309 CC. He was sentenced to two and a half years’ imprisonment, but remained at liberty pending appeal. The photographs published in Eleftherotypia, and the testimony of the two lawyers who had witnessed the incident, were crucial in securing this conviction.

Two years later, on 10 October 2001, the Three-Member Appeals’ Court of Athens heard Vasilis Athanasopoulos’ appeal. The court confirmed his guilt, but reduced his sentence to 15 months’ imprisonment, suspended for three years, on the grounds of previous good behaviour. Melpo Koronaiou filed a civil suit for damages which was reportedly due to be heard on 19 September 2002, over seven years after her injuries were inflicted.

2. Excerpt from the Ministry of Public Order’s September 2002 Information Note on the AI-IHF Report
“26.
Case of Melpo KORONAIOU

On 14/04/1995 and around 18:00, at the corner of Patision St. and Kordiktonos St., protestors attacked the police force present without any obvious cause. This resulted to several violent incidents and clashes; 4-5 of the protestors were injured, including the aforementioned individual.

Following the administrative inquiry held, it was concluded that one of the police officers was responsible and he was given a 3-month temporary suspension from service. His case is already referred to the competent Disciplinary Board with the recommendation that he is given a sentence of suspension from service by dismissal, following the criminal proceedings against him, he was sentenced irrevocably to fifteen (15) months of imprisonment with a 3-year suspension.”

3. Additional Information and Update

With its decision 5336/2002, the Single-Member First Instance Court of Athens awarded in October 2002 to Melpo Koronaiou 8 million drs (about 23,000 euros) as material damages.
 As for the perpetrator Vasilis Athanasopoulos, he has been reportedly promoted to sergeant, even though the Minister of Public Order in 1995 had stated that if proven guilty he will be cashiered…
 






� Information based on Melpo Koronaiou’s criminal complaint, an interview by Amnesty International with her lawyer, who provided subsequent information, and press articles. See also Greece: Ill-treatment of Melpo Koronaiou by police officers (AI Index: EUR 25/08/1996).


� Eleftherotypia 9 November 2002 � HYPERLINK "http://www.enet.gr/online/online_p1_text.jsp?dt=09/11/2002&c=112&id=15166384" ��http://www.enet.gr/online/online_p1_text.jsp?dt=09/11/2002&c=112&id=15166384�


� Eleftherotypia 24 November 2002


  � HYPERLINK "http://www.enet.gr/online/online_p1_text.jsp?dt=24/11/2002&c=112&id=89781608" ��http://www.enet.gr/online/online_p1_text.jsp?dt=24/11/2002&c=112&id=89781608� 
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