                                                    “Greece: Current developments”

· Ladies and gentlemen, allow me to express my gratitude to the Tel Aviv University organizers of this event, since they are offering us all a splendid opportunity to exchange useful thoughts on a current international issue of great interest and some concern. I would like to start my short intervention by a necessary clarification, before proceeding to my presentation which also I would like to clarify that I will commence, by looking at issues from a broader perspective.  So, first a word on the title of today’s lecture. I am here on behalf of the Greek people and the Hellenic Republic to speak about our common future, therefore do not consider me as a messenger of fixed governmental instructions that, I am sure, would be of no interest to you. After all, this is not at all how the role of an Ambassador is perceived by the Greek administration. As a matter of fact, what I intend to discuss with you, covers issues well beyond the actions or responsibilities of the recently, democratically and with a clear majority, elected Government. Also allow me to stress that last part of the title of this Conference that reads: “…its future in the European Union”, since this is precisely where the future of my country lies and this is exactly where the emphasis of today’s lecture and hopefully, ensuing dialogue, will have to concentrate. Let me turn now to current and recent events and view them, as I promised, in a rather broader way. 
· Today, the entire global scene seems to be based on an alarmingly fragile politico-economic balance. For more than two and a half decades we have being consistently witnessing an unstable post-bipolar international environment that, following the historic events of 1990, brought along together with the many benefits of globalization and interdependence or democratization of Eastern Europe, an ever growing degree of uncertainty. Going even further back an entire six decades, we observe that Europe had begun as early as that time setting a promising example of closer cooperation among European nations. A model which was aiming at an institutionally binding association hopefully also leading, at a later stage, to a European federation. Greece having joined the “European Communities” as the Institutions were called back in 1981, constituted the tenth, one of the oldest members of this Club. 
· A fundamental characteristic of this gallant European endeavor ever since its conception was the notion of “strength in unity through diversity”. The European Communities, later renamed the “European Union”, made always sure that their main strength derived from elaborate and painstaking processes that allowed specific characteristics of each member-state to fertilize further the rich ground of common European heritage, our unique and deeply rooted culture and, of course, the “sacred” system of parliamentary democracy. The primary goal of this exercise has always been to render the Union stronger as a whole, but at the same time transform each constituent nation to a more prosperous, proud and secure entity living in peace and close cooperation with other international actors.
· Greece for almost three decades had indeed benefited enormously from such procedures. Its full membership to the totality of European Institutions literally transformed it from a backward post–war nationalist dictatorship, almost forgotten somewhere in the Balkans as late as 1974, to a flourishing, contemporary democracy that at the turn of the previous decade meticulously and laboriously prepared and very successfully hosted the 2004 Summer Olympic Games. Also, by official OECD indexes, the country became one of the thirty wealthiest states in the world by 2006. It looked as if Greece was really taking off.
· Nevertheless, what I initially mentioned as core characteristics of our times, namely total economic interdependence and a post bi-polar fragile global power equilibrium, eventually took their toll on the sophisticated, but yet as it proved, vulnerable structures of Europe. Rapid global developments took a complacent Europe by surprise: Massive, ever growing and largely uncontrolled migratory movements from Central Asia, the Middle East and Africa towards Europe, often with tragic outcomes, were complemented by fierce commercial and financial competition from several Far East rising “tiger-economies” and a number of aggressive global capital-funds or big conglomerates mainly originating in the United States. 
· The onslaught came at a time that the Union still experimented with the introduction of a common currency without prior provisions for establishing in parallel appropriate common fiscal and monetary central policies. To top it off, the European Union simultaneously underwent a sudden (very welcome of course in principle, had it come in a more orderly manner) enlargement to the effect of doubling its size, literally overnight. This came about before it had the time, the ability or even the will to adjust its own structures as to smoothly absorb such a huge shock. 

·  With these conditions taken into account, the rapid major changes brought about at the turn of the century a “nervous” shift in policies, priorities, attitudes and perceived future directives for the Union as a whole. As the years went quickly by, the initial tendency of awe and skepticism eventually turned partially into financial panic especially after 2008, coupled by a mounting psychological and institutional pressure. What in earlier stages of the Union used to be a progressive and unanimous co-decision process leading to a multitude of magnificent political, economic and social achievements benefitting all our societies, has since gradually decayed in a process of indirect coercion of the smaller members by the traditional bigger European nations in a way largely reminiscent of practices of the 19th century. Those bigger few, by the way, had already slid gradually back to old fashioned nationalist-driven competitions, influenced to a great extent by consecutive conservative Republican Administrations in the United States in the late 90’s and later. Some European states, all of a sudden became eager in participating through NATO or by forming “willing” coalitions in adventurous wars in Yugoslavia, Afghanistan, Iraq or Libya. The results, even if all other well known major international dire repercussions of such endeavors were to be ignored, have certainly been detrimental at least to the cohesion and the partnership spirit of the Union itself. Things have been substantially changing ever since and certainly not for the best.  
· Simultaneously, due precisely to the phenomenon of open, unified and interdependent international capital markets of an extremely neo-liberal nature, major internal financial and monetary instabilities in America like the notorious Lehman Brothers bank and Real Estate crisis in 2008 have had serious repercussions on European economies that had carelessly laid their doors wide open to global fierce financial, monetary and commercial competition long before their Union had a chance to strengthen its own structures to be able to confront intricate challenges of this magnitude. As a result of such shortcomings, by the end of the previous decade Europe had already backtracked from the “federal dream” of the nineties, drifting rapidly away from the prospect of a common future. In the process it begun loosing much of international confidence vested in its potential, both political and economic, while alienating its own member-states and disenchanting most of its citizens over the promised “European dream”.
· Gradually, authoritarian directives and muscle flexing by the bigger and stronger towards the smaller and weaker, as well as draconian fiscal and monetary techniques originating mainly in external sources like the International Monetary Fund or the OECD, were imported in our own policies and practices. Let me kindly recall once again, that such rigid measures were cast upon a Union of nations which, that far, was based on elaborate, democratically reached compromises and consensual decisions that despite their complexity had been successfully functioning for several decades. Oddly enough, these abruptly introduced strange policies, were supposedly in principle aiming at coping with emerging problems that instead needed to be addressed most probably in an altogether different, predominantly political and innovative manner, strictly within existing or even new Union structures and tools.
·  In the heat of such an unprecedented turmoil, Greece was admittedly caught as early as the beginning of 2009 with all its defenses dormant. Let me be a little more explicit on this point in order to avoid sending out the wrong impression. By no means do I intend to absolve in innocence successive governments that mishandled this gigantic crisis and dealt in a disastrous way with the horrific ordeal that befell the Greek people over the past six years. I promptly admit that the Greek Administration as a whole, our own society and our distorted and outdated economic structures were inexcusably ill prepared to absorb major shocks stemming from a major international crisis. 
· As a matter of fact, by now we can clearly identify a number of internal and external factors that weighed heavily in ultimately causing six consecutive years of recession in my country. Namely, the most serious of them being the lack of fundamental and badly needed reforms in the economy and in our aging social benefits’ structures. Regretfully, such reforms were not boldly undertaken on time by past governments over many long years, for obvious petty political Party considerations. Therefore, when the serious crisis hit a number of European countries, Greece was the least prepared to confront ensuing huge challenges. Equally paradoxically, so was Europe as a whole! No quick fix for our sudden budgetary woes was therefore available anywhere in the European institutional horizon. We had nowhere to turn to. I assume that by now the depressing events that followed are well known, therefore I will not waste your valuable time by enumerating specific figures and historical details concerning the various stages and the step by step evolution of this dramatic crisis.
· However, the obvious lack of any previous European common experience brought about the introduction of, to a large degree experimental and therefore arbitrary, harsh fiscal policies. Furthermore, such policies were applied to those member-states in need over the past five years, in my country especially, with an excessive zeal reminiscing of a collective punishment by the Lenders’ parties three main Institutions, the Commission, the ECB and the IMF. Interesting also to note that some of the toughest measures were actually proposed by sources like the IMF, an Institution that had previously dealt only with third world countries which, by definition, possess structurally quite different economies from those in Europe. No wonder that such amateur moves largely resulted in profound macroeconomic distortions rather than in real positive financial changes, inflicting in the process great pain to the entire Greek people both as consumers and workforce, while also causing tangible structural damage to the Greek economy as a whole. Regrettably also, none of these policies and measures have so far yielded the expected results, at least not to the extent that could in turn remedy and counterbalance the devastation they caused of a more than a 25% reduction to the Greek nominal GDP and a respective sharp increase in the country’s public debt, which rose from 124% to a staggering 177%! This disastrous macroeconomic reality subsequently and consequently also obstructed the smooth servicing of the international public debt itself. Moreover, unemployment kept running throughout these years as high as 27%, even 60% among the younger generation, thus adding to the financial stress of the budget from a whole number of perspectives: Insufficient tax yield both direct and indirect, low consumption, erratically financed pension schemes. Indeed a vicious circle.  Beyond these catastrophic fiscal results, this persisting negative sequence led to a drastic devaluation of fundamental public infrastructures and community services, a phenomenon which in turn inescapably was bound to provoke unbearable social tensions. In short, the whole economy and, most important, the entire society have being paying too high a price for a very long period, in exchange for very modest budgetary returns. Consequently, to no one’s surprise, people’s patience finally run out. Over the last year or so, it had become abundantly clear that the applied remedy was faulty and that the previous conservative-socialist fragile coalition in office could not persuade technocratic representatives of the lenders’ aforementioned Institutions called the “Troika”, to substantially amend these policies by easing harsh austerity measures and thus letting the economy breathe again so that it eventually picks up speed and ultimately begins growing and developing again according even to simple Keynesian principles. At the same time, alleviating the plight of the more needy and vulnerable that were expectedly hit the most, was not undertaken by anyone at any substantial level or speed. 
· Political events were therefore unavoidable and subsequently, due to specific Constitutional exigencies that demanded electing the new President of the Republic by early March 2015, sensitive parliamentary balances were upset. In the ensuing political turmoil the resignation of the Government at the end of 2014 was ultimately a matter of course. The outcome of the January 25th 2015 General Elections was largely also to be expected under the aforementioned circumstances. In fact, it was an unequivocal victory for the major Opposition Party SYRIZA that had explicitly promised, as its main pre-electoral platform, a substantial easing on tight fiscal policies through a new understanding and a “fair compromise” with the lenders’ Institutions, aiming at a more development-oriented approach for the entire Greek economy. This process was also explicitly and repeatedly stated that was to be carried out in coordination with all our partners in the European Union.
· Four months have elapsed since. Reactions to the new political realities, both political and financial, were also to be expected towards the incoming two-Parties’ coalition (as a matter of fact the mainly left leaning SYRIZA, chose post-electorally to form a majority government with a smaller equally “anti-Troika” right wing Party called ANEL in order to reach the desired number of seats in the Parliament). Such reactions were due to the fact that SYRIZA had been quite outspoken against all measures that caused stagnation of the economy, as well as against a spectacular shrinking of the citizens’ available income coupled by substantial cuts on a series of social benefits. In its rhetoric, it had also explicitly being targeting specific neo-liberal harsh policies in the European Union since several predominantly conservative governments in the Union are still advocating the perpetuation of austerity measures in the framework of a rigid common fiscal policy. A certain initial clash of perspectives was therefore unavoidable, but still, no one can seriously claim that this constitutes the end of the world or that differences are impossible to narrow down. 
· It is in fact the strong belief of many analysts, that Europe’s real strength and vast potential lies precisely in its democratic structures, in its ability of ultimately reaching satisfactory syntheses out of initially quite diverging approaches, in its deep rooted tolerance of different opinions and in its immense cultural variety. Based upon such assumptions the new Greek Government seems confident in its view that through good will, creative proposals and consistent efforts, Europe as a whole will ultimately reach on time the appropriate solutions by fully employing its technocratic ingenuity, -a quality in which the European Institutions traditionally excel- and, above all, by respecting its common goals as shared by all member-states. These goals of course can be no other than to strive towards a stronger and healthier, democratically open, more just and humane Union. In the more specific context of the Greek crisis, the specific target has already been set.  By mid-summer a new agreement on sanitizing and developing the Greek economy should replace the current outdated program of severe fiscal austerity that admittedly has run its course and not always with the best of results.
· Ladies and Gentlemen, that is exactly where we find ourselves as we speak today, on May 20, 2015.  New proposed policies and measures are unfolding by the day, are discussed and being scrutinized thoroughly while further decisive moves are expected from all sides involved. These tough technical but also political negotiations, despite their ups and downs and also contrary to various international and local ill-wishers, are steadily on track, as they are guaranteed overall by a strong political will at the highest level and by all sides involved, so as to reach a final, honest and globally beneficial compromise solution. As a matter of fact, at the end of February there had already been an initial general and politically binding agreement in the framework of the appropriate Institution of the Union’s Eurozone, the Finance Ministers’ Group, called the Euro-group. However, what is subsequently happening ever since is precisely the technical verification and elaborate substantiation of a large number of concrete proposals on fiscal policies, tax revenue collection, pension scheme reforms, public sector restructuring, labor related legislation and general employment policy- modernization, as well as on a number of other macro-economic and structural issues. All of these extremely complicated subjects are being simultaneously examined by the appropriate joint groups of Greek experts and, similarly, by numerous representatives of the three Institutions both in Brussels and in Athens. Needless to say that all such efforts and relevant measures are predominantly aiming at encouraging large scale investments and quick development while meaningfully curbing unemployment and successfully fighting a galloping chronic tax-evasion. At the same time however, the new Government seems absolutely determined to substantially alleviate the suffering of scores of less-privileged citizens that were worst hit by the crisis, while also proposing a more efficient organization of the already drastically diminished Public sector. 

· These initiatives cannot but in principle meet with the approval of our European partners, as ultimately they converge to the necessity of leading the country in a rational, just and structured way out of the current agonizing economic quagmire that has had negative repercussions also outside our own borders for far too long, actually far beyond any sustainable and reasonable period of mistakes-correction time. Naturally, we do not expect everyone to jump happily about on a daily basis at our Government’s sometimes surprising and out of the box proposed solutions. But it is precisely because of the magnitude and the originality of the problem, as well as due to the serious repercussions it already has had on Greek society and potentially also on European economies and policies as a whole, that bold innovative solutions and ideas are indeed required and on this issue we are quite open to constructive, innovative suggestions from our partners.
· At this point I should stress once again that as a matter of course, Greece is deeply anchored in the European Union respecting all its obligations deriving from the Treaties and subsequent agreements. It is therefore in this framework and this framework alone, that the country is definitely seeking in close cooperation with its partners, all those appropriate solutions that will be beneficial not only for itself but also for Europe’s common destiny. Let me also underline that from our point of view this common future can be no other but one of a democratic, progressive, innovative, prosperous and humane European society that advocates for openness, social cohesion and full freedoms for the individual as well as total respect and equal rights for diverse, sensitive groups or clusters of foreigners that, one way or the other, reach our continent usually in desperate need of support. Greece furthermore favors a stronger willingness for innovative changes and progress by offering every possible opportunity to our younger generations and to their, by definition, fresh spirit and bright ideas. 
· Rest assured that we have the potential, the culture and the necessary democratic structures as well as the fighting spirit and the ingenuity to come out of current dire straits ultimately reinforced and equipped with substantial assets, ready to offer to regional stability and to common European development. On the other hand, our ancient people with its vast cultural and democratic legacy, parallel and similar in many ways to the equally ancient Jewish people, possessing like you the hard-acquired wisdom that stems from a History full of achievements through sacrifices, should not and certainly will not passively accept a nightmarish projection of Europe’s future confined to an aggressive neo-liberal economic model, antagonizing in a negative spirit of zero sum games the rest of the world. We, collectively as a proud democratic nation but also individually as convinced European citizens, will, additionally, oppose any possible political  initiative that might result in alienating the Union’s own constituent peoples by socially excluding large social segments of the population or by closing our frontiers to groups of foreigners in need and ultimately regressing in such ways to dreadful nationalisms, xenophobic sentiments and racist or anti-semitic phenomena that are so familiar to us all in an extremely painful way. 
· As a matter of fact, it is our firm belief that Europe cannot compete successfully in the demanding contemporary international arena by imitating other economies completely different in structure and orientation, simply by bluntly crashing the income of its talented and highly educated workforce and by dismantling its exemplary social welfare state or by curbing individual freedoms of its own citizens in the name of an obscure phobic model of a “global profit race” or a pseudo-philosophical question of “clash of civilizations”. Europe has a very specific humane social model to offer to the world and should never and under no circumstances abandon it. It is within this type of environment that it has managed in the post-war era to develop, prosper and successfully compete in the global arena. In this respect, our own Greek national contribution to the world has also always been and will continue to be a positive one, as we do not intend to become neither an exporter of crisis nor an accomplice to the resurging of authoritarianism of any kind in our continent.
· Let me add at this point what I consider as an important regional aspect. A series of concrete converging historic, geostrategic, political and economic elements qualify the rapidly expanding and deepening interactions between Greece and Israel as an ‘one way journey’ towards a mutually beneficial strategic relation. From this common endeavor not only our two countries, but also the entire region will benefit in terms of stability and development. As a matter of fact, my country’s new Government has already explicitly instructed me to make sure in every possible way that our strategic cooperation not only remains intact but that it is constantly further upgraded.
· In this eastern corner of the troubled Mediterranean Sea one can hardly discern hubs of stability, with the exception of a handful of progressive democratic states with open economies and sound productive bases and advanced infrastructures, possessing safe institutional frameworks and a tangible positive potential ahead of them. Israel, Cyprus and Greece are certainly among them. Truly, our common approach over a wide range of issues extends much further and deeper than temporary geo-strategic considerations since, in essence, it stems from the respective peoples’ long exposure to equally unique ancient roots in both culture and religion. Our close cooperation is also well founded on various changes and woes of a long adventurous History that filled us both with bitter experiences as well as unique national pride. Such fundamental elements armed our peoples through the ages with exceptional strength and also made it possible for our numerically and geographically small nations not only to survive through long centuries of hardship, but ultimately also to excel. 
· In the very words of David Ben Gurion and Golda Meir that both have been quoted using this phrase “whoever does not believe in miracles, is not a realist”. This bizarre motto becomes historically absolutely valid and transparent when referring to the sagas of our two nations individually, but equally true when looking confidently upon the bright prospects of the ever blossoming Greek-Israeli relations.
                                                            *****
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