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I. Introduction

An 9 MEPs strong delegation of IMCO from 4 pol. Groups and 6 countries visited Greece 
from 26-27 August to hold meetings with Ministers, social partners, consumers association 
and members of the Greek Parliament, ahead of the forthcoming Greek Presidency of the 
Council of Ministers from January 2014.

Led by Malcolm Harbour CBE, IMCO's Chairman, the delegation was composed of Andreas 
Schwab (EPP), Philippe Juvin (EPP), Hans-Peter Mayer (EPP), Evelyne Gebhardt (S&D), 
Mitro Repo (S&D), Sylvana Rapti (S&D), Jorgo Chatzimarkakis (ALDE) and Olle Schmidt 
(ALDE).

II. Monday 26 August

Briefing at the EP's office

The head of the EP office in Greece, Mr Antonakopoulos, briefed MEPs on the latest political 
developments. The controversial decision taken in June 2013 to dismantle ERT, the public 
broadcasting company marked a shift in government policies and the withdrawal of DIMAR 
from the government, resulting in a drop of parliamentary majority in Parliament from 179 to 
167 out of 300 MPs. 

The government took a number of measures such as the increase of retirement age from 65 to 
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67 and a further reduction of pay and retirement benefits in both public and private sector 
took effect in 2013. The issue of the dismissal of public officials also marks the current 
policies and the dismantling of the protection of the main residence as of 2014 is a hotly 
controversial issue. The re-capitalization of Greek banks was completed successfully but 
banks are plagued by an increasing number of non-serviced private mortgages.

Recent polls about the intention of vote underline the close tally between the governing party 
and the main opposition (Syriza). Also, the vast majority of Greeks, 65.2%, expressed support 
for staying in the EURO zone. 

MEPS enquired about the impact of the reshuffling on the government coalition, which was 
strengthened as it offered the opportunity to the PM to re-assert his control over the 
government team.

Meeting with Minister Kourkoulas

Deputy-Minister Dimitris Kourkoulas, responsible for European Affairs welcomed the visit of 
the delegation, the first by a committee of the EP, and stressed the importance of the single 
market for the citizens. He underlined that the upcoming elections coincide with the Greek 
presidency of the Council of Ministers and referred to the number of challenges facing the 
EU, i.e. the legitimacy of its institutions and the management of the Eurozone. He announced 
that the main priorities of the presidency reflect work which is on-going in the following 
areas:

- promote growth, employment and cohesion;

- the deepening of economic and monetary union;

- mobility, immigration, border control;

- opportunities arising from maritime activities, as a horizontal topic;

- enlargement to the Western Balkans.

The Minister insisted on the importance of continuing work towards the deepening of the 
single market (in areas such as transport, energy and tourism) and considered the progress 
achieved by Greece in the areas of fiscal consolidation and in transposing EU law. Reflecting 
on the priorities for the presidency, he stressed the need for a balanced approach between 
fiscal consolidation and growth, measures to safeguard the stability of the Euro, including the 
promotion of a banking union. On the matter of immigration he reminded that in 2014 the 
Stockholm programme comes to end and new priorities will have to be set out for the EU for 
the area of justice, freedom and security.

MEPs agreed there is an untapped potential in the single market, including its digital 
dimension and expressed willingness to conclude important legislation ahead of the elections. 



CM\1002506EN.doc 3/11 PE519.460v01-00

EN

Meeting with Mr Schinas

Mr Margaritis Schinas, head of the DG ECFIN Office in Athens indicated that the 
combination of the Greek presidency and EP elections will put more focus on the 
performance of the Greek government. He touched on three issues:

a. The remit of the DG Ecfin Athens office (as the Task Force is called)

Since Greece requested in 2010 to activate the first program of assistance, there were 2 teams 
of officials, one team offering assistance at technical level and another team for the 
monitoring of the program (progress report of the Troika). Early in 2012 the Eurogroup 
requested the EC to strengthen its team in Athens. So the decision was taken to cluster the two 
teams (about 40 persons) under the same roof to improve coordination and cross-fertilization 
of their work. 

b. Successes and areas of remaining hurdles

Mr Schinas offered an overview of the Greek programme which has absorbed 200bn Euros 
(160 from the EU and 40 from the IMF). He indicated that Greece achieved the most 
remarkable fiscal consolidation ever in a democracy, while in recession for the sixth year, that 
it regained competitiveness and reformed its antiquated employment legislation, keeping the 
programme on track. The Greek banking recapitalization was concluded with a 50 bn euro 
contribution, of which about 12bn remain as a buffer.

He pointed to areas where structural reform is still lacking, e.g., licensing and public 
procurement with "spectacular problems" especially in the health sector and the heavy 
regulation of most liberal professions. The programme of privatizations is one of the most 
ambitious in the EU, but there have been successes and some setbacks. He called though to 
make the difference with structural problems which are not under the control of the 
government, such as geopolitical considerations on energy.

A change in the public administration and the state are necessary as these are seen more as an 
employer than a service provider. Unclear lines of reporting, no assessment, no mobility, are 
the most common problems. However, progress in under way as all ministries have approved 
their establishment plans and a system of mobility for civil servants has entered into force.

c. Next steps

He indicated that the Greek program is fully capitalized until 2014, and pursuant to the 
decision of the Eurogroup from November 2012, when Greece reaches a primary surplus on a 
yearly basis, the Eurogroup would then address the issue of debt sustainability. This will take 
place no later than April 2014 and will consider what is necessary for GR to move from the 
programme to the markets. This phase will be easy as the necessary funding will be small and 
the Greek debt is in the hands of the EU partners, not speculators.

MEPs acknowledged the geopolitical aspects of privatization in the energy sector and 
progress made in transposition but called for attention to be paid to its quality to avoid 
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infringements.

Meeting with the Trade Unions (GSEE)

Messrs Kostas Lambropoulos and Savas Robolis from the general Greek workers' association 
(GSEE) underlined the difficult context of the crisis which leads to the dismantling of social 
and labour rights. They indicated that Greece, who introduced the first collective agreement in 
1803 (in the island of Hydra for marine workers), has virtually abolished collective 
agreements in 2013.

They stressed that in the last 4 years (2009-2012) 150.000 enterprises have closed, 
unemployment increased from 450.000 to 1.5mio, consumer consumption shrunk by 31.3%, 
to the level of 14 years back, while purchasing power dropped by 1/3. At the same time, 
labour costs were reduced by 13,9% and although these factors should have led to a reduction 
of prices, there was an increase instead.

They lamented the lack of adequate protection for consumer in Greece, due to the deficient 
market surveillance. They also referred to a recent study of the economy demonstrating that in 
all 24 economic areas, 2-3 companies control all of the internal market. This oligopoly 
situation explains the reduced elasticity in prices and constitutes an obstacle to new 
investment, as it allows no new entrants.

Unions have been active in the field of social solidarity and helped the growing number of 
people who live thanks to popular soup kitchens. They also referred to the loss of income by 
1,5 million unemployed who are unable to service their mortgages and called for the 
establishment of a national mediation authority.

MEPs focused on the issue of unemployment, the reform of the public sector, consumer 
protection and the lack of transparency around prices off the shelf and at the counter.

Visit to the Piraeus Port Authority (OLP)

The delegation was received by Mr Giorgos Anomeritis CEO and other members of the 
management board of the Piraeus Port Authority (OLP). The port has 37 km of berths and is 
the largest passenger port in the EU with 18 mio passengers per year. Other significant 
figures, concern the cars and containers terminals with 5mio movements and 2,7mio TEU 
containers throughput in 2012. The port is a listed company owned by 74,5% by the Greek 
state and remaining 25,5% by private entities. Most of the goods that come to Piraeus 
originate from Asia and there is an increasing trend in its activities. Several extension projects 
are under way, including the new car terminal, the pier III for containers, and a third cruise 
terminal.

MEPs had an interesting tour of the container and car terminal.
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III. Tuesday 27 August

Meeting with the Consumer Association (EKPIZO)

Mrs Eleni Alevritou, President, and Mrs Panagiota Kalapotharakou, Director General and 
vice-President of the Greek Consumer Association for the Quality of Life (EKPIZO) met the 
delegation and thanked MEPs for the attention they pay to consumer protection in the EU. 
They referred to the lack of competition, which keeps prices artificially high, the misleading 
advertising, the over-indebtedness of households and the diminishing quality of health 
services as the main concerns in Greece.

Market surveillance is considered to be insufficient and as a result of the crisis controls have 
weakened. They explained that Greek law is up to date and in effect quite advanced, but the 
very problem lies with weak enforcement. They stressed the role of BEUC and called for the 
MEPs to press the government to pay special attention to the Hellenic Food Authority (EFET) 
which is "in total disarray". 

They referred to what they see as specific priorities for consumers, namely over-indebtedness 
of households and the auctioning of main residences; raising consumer awareness on the role 
for the EU for the protection of consumers; strengthening of controls especially in the 
countries of southern Europe, as the crisis has weakened this protection net. On food safety, a 
study conducted together with a Greek University (Harokopio) demonstrated , on one hand, a 
decrease on the consumption of alcohol, meat, tobacco and on the other, an increasing 
replacement of higher-nutritional value products (fruits and vegetables) by lower ones. Also 
food companies are luring kids to their products by installing gaming corners at their selling 
points. 

MEPs enquired about collective redress and class action in Greece, the implementation of the 
EU's Consumer Rights Directive and the level of support consumer associations receive from 
the government. They were informed that collective actions are allowed under Greek law; 
however, collective reimbursements are not as penalties are paid to the state.

Meeting with Minister Hatzidakis

Members had a productive session with Mr Kostis Hatzidakis, Minister for Development, 
Competitiveness, Infrastructure, Transport and Networks. As a former MEP (who chaired the 
TRAN committee) and had also been a member of IMCO for more than 2 years, he was 
intimately familiar the EP and its role. The Minister referred to the current crisis underlining 
that they are “condemned to succeed” and the government needs to deliver tangible results. 
He stressed the importance of political stability, as the Grexit scenarios are over, the re-
capitalization of the banking system was successful, fiscal consolidation is on track and 
Greece has regained 70% of competitiveness lost in the previous 10 years.

The minister provided a list of 15 significant structural reforms which took place over the last 
year only for his ministry. These range from the simplification of market and sanitary 
regulations to a new legislative framework for technical professions, the liberalization of fees 
for private schools, the reduction of minimum capital requirement for SA and Ltds, flexibility 
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in working hours for retail stores, introduction of 25 measures to simplify exports etc. He 
insisted on the need to hammer the message that “this country is changing” and offered 
further examples such as the introduction of self-assessment by investors and the cooperation 
with the World Bank for a new framework on business licensing by the end of the year.

Referring to the absorption of structural funds, he stressed that Greece achieved significant 
progress over the last year, rising from the 18th position to 4th by June 2013, amongst the 27 
MS. However, this progress does not make-up for the severe liquidity problem facing the 
economy as a consequence of the haircut and the drop in economic activity. Overall, the aim 
is to create a business-friendly environment by cutting red-tape and further improving 
competition by lifting barriers to entry. In this context a new investment law was adopted 4 
months ago providing for a single licensing authority.

The minister stressed the important contribution the single market makes to growth and 
mentioned the reform of public procurement legislation, introducing innovative e-
Procurement, while he indicated that all consumer directives have been transposed and 
preparatory actions are being made for the recently adopted ADR and ODR directives. For 
Greece the presidency of the Council is a national challenge and an opportunity to prove that 
the country can contribute in a positive way. Minister Hatzidakis will preside over the 
Competitiveness Council and indicated that the proposals on general product safety and 
market surveillance are a priority and the objective is to have them concluded during the 
presidency. The same applies to the travel package directive, and electronic invoicing.
MEPs expressed their deep appreciation for the extent of reforms and efforts to transmit to the 
consumer the benefits of the European body of law. They found striking the perception of 
lack of competitiveness due to the presence of major players not allowing competition and 
insisted that the single market cannot exist if consumers don’t have confidence. They also 
referred to the over-indebtedness of households and the facilitation of class actions for the 
consumers (collective redress). 

Meeting at the Greek Parliament (Vouli)

The delegation held a 2-hour joint session with the members of European Affairs and of the 
Economic Affairs Committees of the Greek Parliament (Vouli).  Mr IoannisTragakis, vice-
President of the Greek Parliament ant Chairman of the European Affairs Committee 
welcomed MEPs and made special reference to IMCO's role for the enactment of the SMA I. 
Mr Tragakis, will also preside over the 4 thematic interparliamentary conferences to be 
organised during the Presidency.

The meeting was very well attended with representatives of high caliber from all parties of the 
Vouli and the exchange of views was quite passionate. Members of the Greek Parliament 
referred to the effects of the crisis and the perception of badly adjusted policies dictated by the 
Troika, which resulted in a deepening of the economic crisis now in its sixth year of recession 
which resulted in a drop of GDP by more than 25% and unemployment at of more than 27%. 
They warned that these policies fuel euroscepticism and called for the EU to promote policies 
that restore the EU’s credibility as a harbinger of economic development. 

MEPs underlined the expectations they have from the Greek presidency, which coincides with 
the European elections and stressed the challenges facing EU and the series of crucial 
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appointments to be made in 2014 for the positions of Presidents of the European Council, the 
EP, and the European Commission and  stressed that European elections shall focus attention 
to deliverables. 

The discussion focused on major IMCO legislative dossiers such as: Consumer product 
safety, market surveillance, Package Travel, eCall, eSignature, access to a basic bank account 
and public procurement. Also MEPs underlined the important role of the digital economy, 
which will be a topic at the forthcoming European Council in October and the need to ensure 
a level playing field for consumers buying on-line, so that they feel safe and have confidence. 
The relevance of structural reforms as a growth enhancer and the need to step-up healthy 
competition in the market were also mentioned while MEPs reminded that ultimately the EU 
is the condition for all 28 nations to prosper and exist in a globalized and multi-polar world.

Visit at the Corallia DevelopmentPark

Members paid a visit to the Hellenic Technology Clusters Initiative (Corallia) an incubator of 
innovative start-ups in the area of Athens which was launched 7 years ago and is a member of 
the European Cluster Alliance They were received by the founder of the park, Professor 
Vassilios Makios who explained that the technology park instigates innovation in an all-
encompassing environment, operates innovation centres with a show room where many ideas 
are demonstrated and sold. Some of the technologies developed here are in the field of micro-
electronics, which has achieved the creation of 5000 jobs and exports of €200 mio over 6 
years; space, with exports of €20 mio over 3 years and of gaming. 

The park sponsors 20 students every year who travel to the US to learn how to develop 
innovative ideas. Prof. Makios underlined the importance of innovation and high-tech for the 
reform of the Greek public administration and criticised the Competitiveness and Innovation 
Framework Programme (CIP) and Interreg programmes for being too cumbersome and 
bureaucratic, as "it takes about a year to get some money". 

Meeting with Mr MICHALOS, Chamber of Commerce and Industry

MEPs met with Mr Konstantinos Michalos, President of the Athens Chamber of Commerce 
and Industry (ACCI), and had an exchange of views on ways out of the crisis. He referred to 
the extremely difficult financial climate stressing the deep sacrifices made by the people and 
indicated that even if Greece returned to growth in 2014, it would take 13-14 years to reduce 
unemployment at the level of 10%. He identified the lack of liquidity as the major hurdle 
since it chokes economic activity and pushes even healthy companies to bankruptcy. He also 
referred to late payments which plague the Greek economy, as the average repayment time for 
any purchases by the State (which owes €1.8 bn in arrears to companies) is 2,5 years. Heavy 
taxation is another impediment but this is linked to the overall financial programme imposed 
by the Troika. He demanded for the EU to take swift decisions after the German elections to 
redress this situation.

He referred to several proposals to address the current shortcomings: for instance, the 
establishment of a special economic zone near the Turkish border for the development and 
manufacturing of high-end technological products with certain tax-incentives (eg five year 
exemption from taxes); using €2bn from the Greek structural funds, to leverage up to €6bn 
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through the EIB to be provided financing to SMEs; establish a fast-track procedure for 
licensing; strengthening the role and staffing of the Greek Competition Authority; develop a 
fully computerized customs system to monitor the flow of goods and raw materials; establish 
a joint effort between the banks, universities and the church putting arable land to the disposal 
of young farmers, which could provide jobs for 50-57.000 persons.

Visit at the Acropolis Museum
Members concluded their visit to Athens by an interesting tour of the new Acropolis museum 
where they were guided by a member of the Archaeology department.

Photos

Acropolis
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IMCO delegation with Mr Dimitris Kourkoulas,Deputy Minister for European Affairs

Meeting with Mr Kostis Hatzidakis,  Minister for Development, Competitiveness, 
Infrastructure, Transport and Networks
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Meeting with Mr Konstantinos Michalos, Chair of the Athens Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry

Meeting with Mrs Eleni Alevritou, Pan-Hellenic Federation of Consumers Association
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IMCO delegation at the Piraeus Port Authority

Visit at the Corallia Development Park


