

  [image: ]




  THE GREEK CRISIS




  From the origins to August 2015




  




  By Jacques N. Couvas




  




  Copyright © 2015 by Jacques N. Couvas




  couvas.eulaw@gmail.com





  Cover, illustration: ECB Head Office, Frankfurt





  All rights reserved




  E-Book ISBN: 978-3-95926-755-7




  




  GD Publishing Ltd. & Co KG, Berlin




  E-Book Distribution: XinXii


  www.xinxii.com


  [image: logo_xinxii]





  The moral right of the author has been asserted




  




  PNYX Press




  Licensing Agreement




  This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each reader. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your favourite retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this Author.




  Not to be copied, distributed, peer-shared, or otherwise disseminated in any form and format and by any technology process(es). No part of this work may be used or reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the Author. Not for resale or any other commercial use.




  ISBN: 978-3-9592-6755-7




  Citations: Couvas, J.N., Greek Crisis: From the origins to August 2015 (Pnyx 2015)




  Introduction




  The Greek Euro crisis that dominated the first pages of the international media from the end of June until the beginning of August 2015 is not just an economic event. It is the manifestation of a series of political dysfunctions, which date back to the early 19th century, but which have become a leitmotiv in the daily life of the Greeks since the end of the Second World War.




  This short document follows the evolution of events, from the sudden declaration of a referendum in the last days of June 2015 until the return to the ‘normality’ of the negotiations between the Greek government and the European Union (‘EU’) and International Monetary Fund (‘IMF’) institutions (collectively ‘The Troika’). It is based on a live blog set for the benefit of a group of international scholars in the Mediterranean region, in view of being constantly updated of the thriller-like turns of the crisis.




  The complexity, and depth, of the situation cannot, however, be grasped unless the reader is familiar with the repeated painful periods the Greek people have experienced in the past 70 years. These tests have shaped the mentalities and have encouraged the intuitive development of methodologies for coping with social imbalance, unfairness, opportunism of the few, political clientelism—the asymmetric relationship of give-take between social groups and political actors—and chronic corruption. This is not a volume on modern Greek history, but, by referring to some of Greece’s adventures and misadventures of recent times it is likely to incite those readers intrigued by this small Mediterranean country to search further sources of historical documentation.




  In the original blog, the dates and times were displayed with the latest ones at the top of the page. In the present version, the chronology has been reversed—from the beginning of the crisis through the acceptance by the Greek Parliament of the two legislative packages imposed by the Troika as a precondition to begin working on the text of the new agreement between the parties.




  At the time of going to print, the negotiations are progressing, but their final outcome cannot be guaranteed. The Concluding Notes provide an update on the status of the talks for the Third Bailout (or Memorandum of Understanding) and comments on the challenges ahead, both for the Greeks and for its international debtors, in the foreseeable future.




  1. The Crisis, As It Happened




  Chronology




  This section provides a day-by-day account of the events that marked the crisis. A summarised chronology of major developments since 2010 is listed in Section 2.1., while Section 2.2. provides a brief political history of Greece from 1945 through 2010. The commentaries in the text below were written at the same time as the blog, they are therefore contemporary to the events reported.
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  Friday, 26 June




  Update 19:30 CET: BRUSSELS. The Greek government and the three institutions that have provided loans to Greece since 2010 (the Eurogroup, the European Commission and the International Monetary Fund, known collectively as ‘The Troika’) continue discussions on the 5-month extension of the current bailout package granted to Greece in 2012. The official name of the package is ‘The Second Economic Adjustment Programme for Greece’. Talks have been going on since the beginning of the week, led by Greek Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras and his Finance Minister, Yanis Varoufakis.




  - There have been frictions between Varoufakis and his Eurogroup counterparts, who are finance ministers of the EU member states that have adopted the Euro as their currency. Varoufakis has criticized as unreasonable the proposed extension of the programme, in exchange for effecting an additional €12 billion savings, which is assorted with very harsh cost-cutting measures.




  - Greece submitted yesterday a counter-proposal, signed by Tsipras, which reduces the size of the referenced cuts to €11 billion. Experts say that this does not make much difference to the actual burden for the Greek citizens. The Eurogroup has said it will examine it and discuss it, together with its own revised proposal, on Saturday, 27 June.




  - Tsipras left Brussels a few hours ago to return to Athens in order to attend an urgent meeting of his cabinet.




  UPDATE 19:38 CET: Varoufakis has briefly spoken to the media at a break of the discussions. He said the terms were still tough, but he was hopeful an agreement would be reached at the Eurogroup meeting on 27 June.




  UPDATE 22:30 CET: ATHENS: Alexis Tsipras has announced on national television his decision to call a referendum on 5 July for the Greek people to decide whether they want to continue with hard austerity measures in exchange for an extended bailout programme, as currently negotiated in Brussels. If they don’t, they should vote ‘OXI’ (which means NO in Greek). His speech aimed at the population’s national pride and patriotic feelings. OXI was what the Greek PM Ioannis Metaxas had replied on 28 October 1940 to a request by Mussolini to allow Italian troops to transit through Greece on the way to their colonial expeditions to Africa. As a result, Greece entered the Second World War.




  Commentary: There is a degree of absurdity and irony in this political manipulation of a historical moment by the current Greek government: Metaxas was a dictator, and Tsipras and his colleagues have been outspoken against all national dictators of Modern Greece!




  UPDATE 22:55 CET: ATHENS: The first reactions are coming through. Members of the ruling party Syriza are exhilarated by the decision. Opposition leaders are appalled and are preparing an aggressive campaign to convince the citizens to vote ‘NAI’ (YES) to the package. Their argument is that ‘No’ will signal the exit of Greece form the Eurozone and, perhaps, the European Union.




  - Varoufakis, who probably was not aware of Tsipras’s plans earlier when in Brussels, is backing the referendum and the ‘NO’ vote.
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  Saturday, 27 June




  Update 12:00 CET: Reactions to the announcement of the referendum continue in Athens, but also in most European capitals and in Washington, D.C., where the IMF is headquartered.




  - The Greek parliament will convene this evening in an extraordinary plenary session in order to approve or reject the referendum. The parliament has 300 members. A simple majority is required for passing the resolution.




  - Brief background of the Greek political scene:




  - The Greek government elected on 25 January 2015 is the composite of two controversial parties: Syriza, a populist Extreme-Left movement, of Marxist roots, and ANEL, a populist nationalist Right-Wing party. What unites them ideologically is their belief that Greece should leave the Euro and even the EU.




  - This is, however, not their public message. Their public message is: “The Eurozone members (Eurogroup) have imposed colonial conditions on Greece for the latter’s settlement of the debt it contracted at various financing and refinancing stages, and which now amounts to €320 billion. This means harsh austerity measures, which, instead of helping the repayment of the debt, reduce the ability of the state to collect taxes (income and VAT-related taxes) since people who earn less also pay less in taxes and don’t consume. The right solution [according to the Greek government] is for Greece’s creditors (i.e., 18 member states of the Eurogroup, plus the IMF and the Eurobank, and other associated institutions) to forgive the €320 billion debt and go back to a zero basis for a future relationship.”




  - Commentary: There is economic logic in the argument and some political philosophers and prize-winning economists have supported it, including Bernard-Henri Lévy, Joseph Stiglitz, Paul Kruger, and Thomas Piketty. But this logic does not take into account the other side’s legitimate interests. In fact, forgiving the Greek debt, even partially, would force the other 18 Eurozone states to take a hit to their respective GDPs. For the smaller of these states, especially for Finland, the Baltics, Slovenia, and Portugal this could be as high as a 10% write-off from their respective GDPs.




  Update 21:00 CET: The debate at the Greek parliament has begun. The target timeline for voting by the MPs is midnight. However, from what I see on the Parliament’s TV channel, the speakers from the various parties constantly exceed the time allocated, as the discussion is getting more heated by the minute.




  - The opposition is pushing for rejection of the referendum, with two notable exceptions: the Extreme Right party (‘Golden Dawn’) is supporting it, in the hope people will vote ‘NO’ and prepare Greece’s exit from the EU; the Communist party (‘KKE’) also supports it, but has proposed an amendment to the text on which the voters will decide. They want the ‘NO’ decision to include the austerity measures, but to also mean ‘NO’ to the Euro as national currency and to the country’s membership to the EU. Under these circumstances, it is difficult to anticipate the outcome of tonight’s vote.




  Update 23:35 CET: Still no vote, but we are getting closer.




  Update 23:50 CET: PM Tsipras, speaking to the plenary session of the Parliament, has exhorted the Greek people to vote ‘NO’ to the package proposed by the Eurogroup. However, he has not mentioned so far the terms of the package he himself proposed to the Troika on 25 June, which differ from the Eurogroup’s package by one billion euros only! It is very unclear at this stage whether the Greeks will be voting on the basis of factual information, or just on the basis of feelings of injustice—injustice attributable to the Europeans in general and to the Germans in particular.




  Sunday, 28 June




  Update 01:55 CET: The vote is completed. Of the 299 MPs (out of 300) who voted, 179 have approved the referendum, while 120 have rejected it. So, the citizens will have to cast their ballots next Sunday, 5 July.




  Monday, 29 June through Friday, 3 July




  - A very hectic week for Tsipras and his government, the Greek Opposition parties, but also the Eurozone politicians, the Commission and the IMF. There is a ‘back-stage’ diplomacy going on, mostly through confidential telephone calls, faxes and e-mails, in all directions. It is clear that the referendum, but especially the way it was announced, has upset the Eurogroup members, the EU institutions and the IMF. There is a lot of pressure on the Greek government to call the plebiscite off and return to the negotiations table. There are veiled—and not so veiled—threats and it is becoming increasingly obvious that the Germans would like to see the Tsipras government fall.




  - Towards the end of the week, there are some smoother moves, especially by the Commission’s President Jean-Claude Juncker, with promises for a development package of €35 billion (in addition to the bailout programme), if Greece becomes ‘reasonable’ and resumes negotiations. The initial European stance against the referendum has receded. Even the Germans now admit that “the referendum is an unalienable right of the people” of any nation. They, however, perceive a NO-vote as the decision by the Greeks to quit the Eurozone.




  - In Athens, the Greek government also seems lost and often in contradiction with itself. Endless debates on TV, between politicians, academics and journalists, add to the confusion of the man and woman in the street. Televised interviews with foreign economic gurus create even more confusion and suspicion about the purpose of all this.




  - Tsipras comes across to the public as a super-hero, but some of his interviews and appearances on TV do not necessarily reassure the audience. He seems to be afraid that the ‘NO’ may prevail! In fact, for him and his government, a ‘YES’ popular verdict is more manageable, as it can serve as an alibi to do what any other government would have done—sign at the bottom of the bailout agreement. But a ‘NO’ vote will put grave responsibility on his shoulders, as it would mean rejecting the process of negotiations, the only alternative to which is for Greece to default, meaning exiting the Eurozone. There is, of course, an element of speculation on behalf of Tsipras: he probably believes that a ‘NO’ vote will force the Europeans to forgive the debt. But this is unlikely, as explained earlier. So he is perhaps gambling, with other people’s money—as most politicians do.




  Saturday, 4 July




  ATHENS: I got here in late afternoon. Everything is quiet (rallies are banned the eve of elections). People talk about the referendum, but not too much. They prefer to think about other things. I sense that most citizens will vote, although the notice has been short and for many of them it means travelling to remote parts of the country, where they are registered.
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