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Helena Smith in Athens

GREECE’S ruling Pasok party has plunged into crisis on the eve of a congress to elect a successor to the former prime minister, Andreas Papandreou, who will be buried to the sound of canons and gunfire in the cap­ital today.With early elections looking ever more likely, thousands yesterday flocked to Athens' cathedral to pay their respects to the veteran politician, as old rifts among the Socialists opened over the succession.The death of Mr Papan­dreou early last week at the age of 77, and his apparent refusal to leave a political will, has set the stage for a showdown between Papan­dreou loyalists — led by the interior minister, Akis Tso- chadzopoulos — and the man who took over as prime min­ister, Costas Simitis.The scene of battle is the four-day party congress due to open tomorrow.Mr Simitis, a 60-year-old pro-European reformer who openly challenged Mr Papan: dreou's rule, has made it clear he wants the post. Aides say that, unless the prime minister wins, he will not have the support to imple­ment his m odernising programme."It is vital that he wins the post because it not only con­trols the party machine but will give him the mandate to form a government when elections are next held," one

adviser said. "Without it, it is unlikely that Pasok will stay united.”Since assumming power, Mr Simitis has won plaudits from the international com­munity where his pro-West­ern, moderate stance has been seen as a welcome de­parture from his predeces­sor’s populist rhetoric and anti-European harangues. But his efforts to improve Greece’s image abroad have not been so popular at home. Increasingly, he has come under attack from Papan­dreou traditionalists, loyal to his influential widow, Dimi­tra Liani.Mr Tsochadzopoulos, who has wide appeal within the', party, has often denounced Mr Simitis for his lack of "social conscience” in enact­ing painful reforms to bring Greece — the European Union’s poorest member state —  in line with its partners.The prime minister has also been repeatedly criti­cised by socialists for his soft- line approach to Greek-Turk-· ish relations at a time of considerable friction between the two Nato rivals.Last week, Mr Tsochadzo­poulos repeated his view that Pasok could remain united only if the posts of prime min­ister and party leader were held by different men.The prospect of Mr Simitis winning the post narrowly — or not at all — has fuelled speculation that the prime minister will be forced to call a snap election to-assert his authority over the party.
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