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WHY IT MAWHY IT MATTERSTTERS

Greece is on the frontline of the
refugee crisis, with almost
70,000 people arriving on its is-
lands in the first six weeks of
2016.

FFAACTCTSS

The refugee crisis is a European
problem, not a Greek one, the au-
thor argues.

An unprecedented number of
people are coming to Europe,

fleeing war and poverty in the
Middle East and North Africa.

Because of its geographic loca-
tion, many refugees first reach
Greece, which is struggling to ac-
commodate and register them all.

The Greek government is making
huge efforts to combine two ma-

jor challenges: the first has to do with
the handling of the refugee crisis; the
second, with the proper implementa-
tion of a broad reform agenda that is
necessary for the country to move

ahead, build a steady economy and a
prosperous society.

With respect to the refugee crisis, it is
vital to understand that it is a Euro-
pean problem, not a Greek one, and
as such it demands a European solu-
tion. Certainly the roots of the prob-

lem are global, given that the war in
Syria involves a handful of regional
and global powers that all vie for their
share in post-war developments in the
country, but essentially the problem is
European from a literally geograph-
ical and economic perspective.
Refugees decide to cross the Aegean
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Syriza’s Double Challenge
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Greece's radical-left government is dealing with the huge refugee crisis, just as it attempts to

implement reforms that are part of its bailout deal. Syriza MEP Dimitris Papadimoulis argues

that the problems facing the country are as much Europe's as Greece's.
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Sea risking their lives because they
simply want a better future in a peace-
ful Continent. Unfortunately, the E.U.
member states are not properly coop-
erating with each other, the relocation
program is not working, the financial
and technical assistance to Greece
does not suffice, while the Greek state
has spent hundreds of millions of eu-
ros for the reception and support of
hundreds of thousands of refugees.

At the same time, Turkey seems reluc-
tant to comply with its commitment
and dismantle the expansive network
of smugglers, asking for additional
funding to control refugee inflows.
The situation has gone beyond con-
trol and it would be accurate to say
that the E.U. is faced with a tremen-
dous crisis that could blow up the en-
tire European establishment and
nourish xenophobic and racist voices
across the continent.

In the midst of the refugee crisis, the
Greek government is emphasizing the
implementation of its reform agenda.
The government has four priorities:
the pension reform, the reform in the
public administration, the media re-
form, and the fight against tax eva-
sion. In all four the government has
made important steps so far despite
being fiercely criticized by the oppo-
sition and circles within the E.U. that
want political instability and econom-
ic uncertainty to return in Greece.

The pension reform is of paramount
importance given the appalling situa-
tion of the social funds and the grow-
ing risk for a complete collapse of the
social security system. The previous

governments have left behind a sky-
rocketed deficit, an unsuccessful
bonds haircut (i.e. PSI) that caused
losses of €13 billion, and 11 consecutive
pension cuts since 2010 that dramat-
ically decreased public income. This
is the disaster that the Greek govern-
ment was called on to deal with.

In this respect, the proposals of the
government aim to address three ma-
jor aspects: to ensure that the next
generations will actually be entitled to
receive a pension; to establish a mini-
mum national pension and avoid any
further cuts; to introduce a growth
clause and connect it with any pen-
sion increase based on the perfor-
mance of the economy. At the same
time, the Greek government has pro-
vided incentives to avoid early pen-
sion retirement and merge all social
security funds into a single one to
minimize the operation costs and bal-
ance social inequality.

Similarly, both the media and public
administration reforms aim to tackle
expansive corruption and unlawful-
ness spread throughout the system of
governance for over 30 years. TV sta-
tions in Greece operate without licens-
es, causing annual losses of millions
of euros for the public budget, where-
as anomy has fostered corrupted net-
works connecting the political estab-
lishment with the media. It is a similar

story when it comes to the reform in
public administration where for the
first time rules of transparency and
continuous evaluation of the person-
nel are introduced. Unfortunately, all
necessary reforms have been fought
by the right-wing opposition and the
parties that governed Greece during
the last decades, despite the govern-
ment’s continuous efforts to bring all
political parties to the negotiating
table towards reaching a compro-
mise.

When it comes to combating tax eva-
sion, the developments are over-
whelming. For the first time since 2010
a Greek government has coordinated
a big fight against corruption and tax
evasion with pretty good results for
the moment. It takes time to coordi-
nate such a campaign and few can be
done within only one year. The gov-
ernment has vowed to target big tax
evaders, including a political clien-
tele, despite the mounting pressure
and resistance both inside the tax ad-
ministration system and at political
level as well.

The Syriza government has made con-
siderable progress to implement what
has been agreed in the Memorandum
of Understanding last summer. Now it
is time to speed up and conclude with
the review process, launch discussions
on debt relief, and start preparing the
next steps to combat unemployment
and bring back growth.

To contact the author: gastau-
tor@handelsblatt.com

“The Syriza government
has made considerable
progress to implement what
has been agreed in the Mem-
orandum of Understanding
last summer.”
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