Distortions of GHM Statements at the OSCE Meeting 

and Unpublished GHM Replies

ELEFTHEROTYPIA, 26/10/2000
Barrage of Charges against Greece by the “Helsinki Monitor”
By GEORGIA DAMA
  
 Repeated charges against our country were the concern of the last two days of the international conference of the OSCE, which took place in Warsaw. The government representatives of the United States raised the issue of the recognition of the “Macedonian minority” and proselytizing in Greece!

  
“Greece does not recognize its Macedonian minority, and there is also the matter of religious proselytizing,” maintained the American government’s representatives to the OSCE conference.

  
It is significant that these charges against our country were discussed in relation to almost all the topics of concern to the conference: oppression of minorities, impingement on human rights, religious freedom, prison conditions, lack of support and cooperation between government and Non Governmental Organizations, racism, even the issue of torture. This gave the impression that Greece is the country with the most violations!

The occasion for all these discussions was the leveling of a text by the Greek Helsinki Monitor, which delivered a 62-page Report on Greece in supplement to a 180-page Report (on all OSCE nations) by the International Monitor.

And as for torture!

The Report, moreover, contains a sweeping account of torture and inhumane treatment in our country, with even more charges than those against Turkey, which was charged by almost all the attending representatives in a lengthy discussion.


Being forced to constantly respond to these charges, Foreign Ministry representative, Mr. Dimitris Moschopoulos, elucidated that, “we doubt that this Report represents the judgment of the International Monitor because it does not represent reality.”


The president of the Greek “Human Rights Defense Center”, Ms Maria Vassileou, also answered these charges by stressing that, “there does exist constructive collaboration between the government and NGOs, which has yielded positive results. She cited the example of the creation of the International Committee on Human Rights, the Ombudsman, the deletion of religion from identity cards, and the decision to build houses of worship for other faiths in Attica.


The HRDC made a specific intervention for elections in Chimara, generating positive reactions from the representatives of the OSCE nations.         

GHM Letter of Reply
Mr. Seraphim Fytanidis

Director, “Eleftherotypia”

Fax: 9028308

29 October 2000

Dear Mr. Fytanidis,

Not only didn’t the article by Georgia Dama, “Barrage of Charges against Greece by the ‘Helsinki Monitor’” (26/10/2000), cite a single source, but it was written as though its author was present at the OSCE Meeting in Warsaw, which was certainly not the case. In this instance, basic journalistic ethics obliged her to at least corroborate her sources, if not cite them. She did neither. Thus “Eleftherotypia” published an article projecting certain governmental and para-governmental views, as did their emissaries in Warsaw, that in many places did not reflect reality or, especially, the 10-day presence there of the “Greek Helsinki Monitor”. This creates the impression that the aim of the article was not to inform the reader about events at the convention, but to serve specific interests and objectives.

Our website contains 26 articles presenting the “Greek Helsinki Monitor” and the “Minority Rights Group-Greece” at the OSCE Meeting from 17 to 27 October 2000. These statements refer not only to Greece but also to 20 other countries (from the United States to Central Asia, and including all of Greece’s neighbors), the EU in general, as well as OSCE procedures. Of course, your writer’s source of information was not brave enough to mention them.

We hope that your newspaper, from which we were not accustomed to such articles, will make amends by comprehensive coverage of the, certainly, significant presence of Greek NGOs (as well as minority organizations from Greece and Turkey) so as to properly inform its readership.

Sincerely,

Panayote Dimitras

Spokesperson

Eleftherotypia - 31/10/00
The “Monitor” for the charges against Greece

Greek Helsinki Monitor protests for the partial and erroneous information on the OSCE Meeting in Warsaw and the Organization’s presence there. The letters follows:

[text of above letter]

· “E” journalist Georgia Dama replies:

«To expose injustices to citizens by taking a critical stance against any form of power is a necessity. However, it is impermissible for a human rights organization to question a journalist’s intentions when they do not serve its purposes. That is an insult. Furthermore, it is impermissible to maintain that the newspaper serves unlawful interests.

 With a closer reading you would see that the sources of information are cited explicitly: Foreign Ministry spokesperson Mr. Dimitris Moschopoulos, who stated during the conference that this was an “escalating attack against our country with exaggerations and excessive zeal to the point of distorting reality”; as well as other NGOs, who viewed these charges with amazement and expressed their opposition. There are also the texts with your charges. In any case, it is impossible to suggest even a suspicion of comparison between Greece and Turkey in the area of human rights and torture….»            

GHM Letter of Reply 

(never published by “E”)

Mr. Seraphim Fyntanidis

Director “Eleftherotypia”

Fax: 9028308

31 October 2000

Dear Mr. Fyntanidis,

Today’s response by Georgia Dama to our letter (“The ‘Monitor’ for the charges against Greece” – which responded to her prior article “Barrage of charges against Greece by the ‘Helsinki Monitor’” – 26/10/2000) is, this time, a distortion of our letter itself.

At no time did we say that “Eleftherotypia” “serves unnamed interests.” We simply maintained and reiterate that a publication proclaiming “certain governmental and para-governmental views” serves, not journalism, but “specific interests and objectives” of the agents of these objectives.

Ms. Dama, moreover, argues that the source for her initial article was the diplomat, Dimitris Moschopoulos (who, those with a rudimentary knowledge of the Foreign Ministry know, is not its “spokesperson”). She attributes to him a passage in quotation marks, as if it were from his statement to the OSCE Meeting. We know, however, that at no time did Mr. Moschopoulos speak to Ms. Dama before her first article, while he was still in Warsaw. This quote, moreover, does not appear in any report he made to the OSCE. In no statement of his did he refer to an “escalating attack against our country using exaggerations” or about a “distortion of reality.”

She also cites as her alternate source other “Non Governmental Organizations that view these charges with astonishment and express their opposition.” How come she does not name them, as she does the diplomat? Indeed, there was one organization that expressed its opposition at a public meeting, going on to praise the way that NGOs are expanding in Greece with the aid of the Foreign Ministry – thus labeling itself. Let Ms. Dama tell us which other organization made such a statement.

Finally, how come she does not quote our actual texts, so that your readers can judge their validity for themselves? Or ascertain how often we use as sources the Ombudsman and the European Commission against Racism and Intolerance – while “E” has published a plethora of other charges? We would like to point out the fact that at no time did the Greek delegation dispute a single fact. On the contrary, for the first time, it verified our claims, which include the ongoing existence of a “restricted zone” in the minority villages in the mountains of Thrace. As far as “even the suspicion of comparison between Greece and Turkey in the area of human rights and torture,” which she ascribes to us, we ask your writer to provide proof of the Greek NGO article that made such a comparison.

In closing, we assure you that in no way are we interested in “being served by the journalist’s intentions.” We were simply noting the problem to “E” because we believe that these intentions do not serve either proper reporting or, hence, the image of the newspaper.

Sincerely,

Panayote Dimitras

Spokesperson   

Eleftherotypia - 3/11/00
The Monitor and its 62 pages against Greece

Issues of democracy, torture, religious freedom, racism and minorities occupied the agenda of the annual session of the OSCE in Warsaw. Participants in the ten-day meeting (17-27/10) included governmental representatives and NGO spokespeople.

   Foreign Ministry spokesperson Dimitris Moschopoulos found himself in the unpleasant position of having to answer to a series of charges made by the Greek Section of the Helsinki Monitor, which portray Greece as being worse than Turkey...

  On the basis of (tape-recorded) discussions, the Monitor charged Greece with infringements of freedom of the Press, emphasizing that we treat Press offences as criminal, not civil.

  “No journalist is in jail in Greece” responded the Foreign Ministry spokesperson. “It is outrageous to refer to freedom of the press. For anybody who has the minimum knowledge of Greek reality it is inconceivable that Greece be referred to amongst the states that are well known for the persecution, the prosecution, imprisonment and murder of journalists. No journalist in Greece lives in fear due to his professional activities.”

The sole speaker

   On the issue of torture and abuse by the authorities, the Monitor’s spokesperson was the sole speaker to denounce Greece, referring mostly to “overpopulation in detention places.”

   Our country’s official response was that, «Incidents are referred to in detail as if the summit constituted a court of appeals or a Supreme Court. In accounts with such detail I would ask you to listen carefully, judging the seriousness of the denunciations. Thus negative impressions are reached. The positions that are expressed are incorrect. We are not here to discuss individual cases, such as the particular denunciation that “police insulted a foreigner”. For each case of verbal abuse, which is reported as if it happened in Greece, there   are dozens of cases of torture and murder that happen in other countries, which are not even mentioned.»

   As Mr. Moschopoulos stressed:  «No country has a special supplement, like that of the Greek Monitor, 62 pages that report on Greece as a supplement to the 123 pages of the International Monitor’s Report on all the countries. Think of the countries that have more serious violations and you may find the name of that country which was most often referred to on torture, with many denunciations (he means Turkey). Compare the number of pages that are dedicated to torture with the number of pages dedicated to Greece. Read and compare the seriousness of the denunciations. Cases, like bad treatment by the police and overpopulation in prisons, hold in each report two pages – similarly for the country whose name was referred to many times (Turkey) – there is a description of tortures, which in the first half of 2000 have risen 21% more than in ’99. And for Greece it refers to an insult. I wonder if the relative lengths of the two reports of the Monitor are used as a means to serve some purposes. I wonder what are these purposes. I believe that the purpose of promoting human rights is not served by such means.»
 

About the Gypsies

With regard to Gypsies, the Greek Monitor’s reports mentioned their re-settlement in the Gallikos River area, which it considered a positive result of NGO pressures. However, it characterized all the rest as a tragic situation. About this, Mr. Moschopoulos observed: “The Monitor’s report about Greece, it includes by sections, 18 pages about the situation of the Gypsies in Greece, compared to the 8 pages of the International Monitor, which concerns national minorities, including the Gypsiesnfor all the countries! Of course you can fill 18 pages if you report incidents (pg. 42) about a couple of Gypsies who were stopped by the police, calling them “dirty Gypsies”. Otherwise you will know the story of the woodpecker claiming credit for himself over the fallen tree that was cut down by the ax of the lumberjack.” 

GEORGIA DAMA      

GHM Letter of Reply 

(never published by “E”)

Mr. Seraphim Fyntanidis

Director of “Eleftherotypia”

8 November 2000

Dear Mr. Fyntanidis,

We were surprised that “E” chose not to publish our reply to the article of 31/10 (“The ‘Monitor’ for charges against Greece”), which we sent to you that same day, while it returned on 3/11 with a new article containing even more serious distortions (“The Monitor and its 62 pages against Greece”). This time we hope that, out of respect for the basic principles of journalistic ethics, you will publish our entire letter and that the newspaper will make the necessary amends for such an obvious distortion of the facts.

In her three articles (the two cited above plus the “Barrage of charges against Greece by the ‘Helsinki Monitor’” - “E” 26/10/2000), Georgia Dama confirms, first of all, that she relied only on what she was told by one side of the debate on human rights that took place in Warsaw. Except that it is not true that her source for the first article was the diplomat, Dimitris Moschopoulos, as he himself has assured us. Rather, he informed us that, after our initial letter, he gave her both our texts as well as his own, urging her to use all of it as the basis for some subsequent article. Following the publication of her latest article of 3/11, Mr. Moschopoulos hastened to express to us his regret for the distortion of even his own texts. Ms. Dama’s only source, therefore, was the organization that chose to speak at the OSCE about the elections in Chimara (one week after our own report cited in “E”) and its disagreements with the other Greek Non Governmental Organizations (NGOs). It then praised the way that NGOs are expanding in Greece with the aid of the Foreign Ministry – thus labeling itself. The only countries with organizations that come to the OSCE to judge other NGOs, and not their governments, are former Soviet countries such as Uzbekistan or Belarus and once again, after an interruption of a few years, Greece…

It would take too much space to point out the numerous inaccuracies and distortions in Ms. Dama’s articles. Her primary aim was evidently to misinform the readership of “E” and thus damage the newspaper’s credibility. We will restrict ourselves to the most important:

1. At no time did we say that “Eleftherotypia” “serves unnamed interests.” We simply maintained and reiterate that Ms. Dama’s first publication, which proclaims “certain governmental and para-governmental views” serves, not journalism, but the “specific interests and objectives” of the agents of these views – a fact subsequently proven beyond a shadow of doubt.

2. The diplomat from Greece never spoke of an “escalating attack against our country using exaggerations” or about a “distortion of reality.”

3. At no time did the Greek Helsinki Monitor “portray Greece as being worse than Turkey”.

4. There are no “tape-recorded discussions” at the OSCE Meeting. There are simply oral reports and distributed texts that do not always reflect all that was said during the public sessions.

5. The most provocative distortion of the Greek diplomat’s statements was the phrase Ms. Dama put in quotes: “The positions expressed are wrong.” What the diplomat said was: “I must make it clear that I do not claim that the positions expressed by the NGOs on the specifics of each case are wrong.”

6. He never said that: “I wonder whether the relative length of the Monitor’s two reports are employed as a means to serve certain aims” – for the simple fact that the Monitor presented only one report. These comparisons and comments refer to the International Helsinki Federation, which presented another report on the overall OSCE region. The Greek diplomat was commenting on the Federation’s position. On the contrary, about the Monitor he said: “Another possible explanation for this state of things might be simply that the Greek branch of the Federation is more conscientious and more productive than its colleagues in other countries where Helsinki Monitor Groups are established. My instinctive reaction to that thought is to feel proud of my compatriots, a feeling not unlike that felt by the whole population of Greece at the fact that Greek athletes won an unexpectedly high number of medals at the recent Olympics.”

Sincerely,

Panayote Dimitras

Spokesperson     

� (original) No journalist is jailed in Greece. (…) It is outrageous that Greece should be mentioned at all in the context of restrictions on the freedom of the press.  For anybody who has any knowledge of the reality in Greece it is totally outrageous that the name of Greece should be heard along with the names of countries that are notorious for the prosecution, the persecution, the jailing, the murder, the disappearance of journalists.  To consider the plight of those journalists as comparable to the situation of journalists in Greece is an insult added to the injuries suffered by those journalists.





No journalist is in jail in Greece.  No journalist fears jail in Greece.  No journalist works or lives in fear in Greece because of his or her professional activities.





�Incidents comparable to those happening everywhere in the world are reported here in minute detail as if this were a form of appeals court or Supreme Court.  I would ask participants, the next time they are faced with such detailed accounts of this or that incident in a remote municipality in Greece, to listen to the account carefully and judge for themselves the severity of each case and the seriousness of each allegation. I say this because sometimes people do not hear the details, and the only impression that remains is that this or that country has been mentioned in a negative way.





I must make it clear that I do not claim that the positions expressed by the NGOs on the specifics of each case are wrong.  This is not the point.  The point is that this is not the proper forum to discuss individual cases unless somebody’s life or physical well-being is in danger.  For every case of verbal “harassment” – with or without quotation marks — reported as occurring in Greece, there are dozens of instances of physical torture or murder of journalists in other countries that go unreported. 





� (original) Now, here is the report about Greece, Report to the OSCE Implementation Meeting on Human Dimension Issues: Greece.  Sixty-two (62) pages.  One-hundred-twenty-three (123) pages for the rest of the OSCE countries put together, and 62 pages for Greece.  Note also that no other OSCE country has the distinct “honor” of having a separate report dedicated to it, in this or in any other meeting before this.





Think of the country or countries you believe are the worst offenders in this.  I don’t want to name any countries.  Maybe you can pick the country whose name was heard most often, by your own counting, in the debate we have just had in this room on torture and inhuman treatment.  Compare the number of pages devoted to the country of your choice – so to speak – in the Helsinki Federation report, under “torture etc”, with the number of pages devoted to the same subject in the separate report on Greece, that is, a country whose name was mentioned in the debate here only once, by the Greek NGO that prepared the report in question.  And ask yourselves whether this is in line with what you, as well informed individuals, thought or knew to be the case about this.  And draw your conclusions.  





	Having compared the number of pages, please take some time to read the contents of the respective reports, and compare the seriousness of the allegations contained in them.  And remember, what you read, in minute detail, in the report on Greece, is practically all there is to report: its authors had no space limitation and faced no editorial constraints.  Cases of police misconduct and overcrowding in prisons – phenomena which no country is immune to, and which are of course no less deplorable in Greece than elsewhere – are given some two fine-printed pages in the report on Greece (direct quotations from the Greek Ombudsman report).  The Helsinki Federation report’s entry about the country whose name was mentioned most often today, by my own counting, devotes two pages to the whole subject of “torture and ill-treatment” in that country, and includes phrases such as “in the first half of 2000, there were a 21-percent increase in the number of torture cases reported to it by comparison with the same period in 1999”.  I would ask participants to draw their own conclusions from that too.        





	In an effort to draw my own conclusions, I wonder whether the situation we are faced with really reflects the judgment of the International Helsinki Federation.  If that is the case, I regret to say, I question their judgment.  If again the relative sizes of the two reports are used as means to serve some purposes, I wonder what those purposes can be.  I certainly believe that the purpose of promoting human rights is not served by such means.





� (original) First of all, I would point out that the report of that organization on Greece includes a section on the situation of the Roma comprising 18 pages. This number should be compared with the 8 pages devoted to the subject of national minorities including Roma and Sinti in the International Helsinki Federation report on all the other OSCE countries put together.  What is more significant though is that in those 18 pages more serious concerns and situations are mentioned along with detailed accounts of relatively minor incidents.  The result is the trivialization of an issue to which the Greek Government for one attaches great importance. 





Of course you can fill 18 pages if you report incidents like the one we see in page 42, about a couple of Roma Greeks being stopped for police inspection during which they were called “dirty Gypsies” and “bloody Gypsies” – nothing else happened to them.


(….)


You will know the story of the woodpecker claiming credit for himself and celebrating over the fallen tree that was cut down by the tree cutters.
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