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For Greece, Confrontation Is Out and Regional Cooperation Is In

By lonathan C. Ranial

Yia-tamgon Fosk Formgm Seavne

ATHENS—Greece, in 2 major shift, has
traded in 1is long-standing utld-man-out role
in NATO and European Unon affaus for
more pragmatic and responsible polictes to-
ward its neighbors.

Shedding the confrontational tactics of the
early 1990s, Pnme Minster Costas Sinutis
seems detennincd 10 rely On meeemem—
regional cooperation, budget- ”ﬁ':;,s ‘
ary rigor and umproving €co- -————
pomic growth to deiine a calmer tum-of-the-
century role for Greece’s 10 million atizens.

The change reflects painful lessons
Yearned smce the Cold War’s end and the
perceived threal of the growng unpredict-
ability of Turkey, its more powerful neighbor
1o the east, according to officials, diplomats
and academucs.

This pragmauc approach niay consign to
the history books the emotiona! roller-coast-
er politics of Simius’s fellow Sociahst prede-
cessor, Andreas Papandreou, who dominated
Greek politica) Ide for two decades unti! jus
death last June.

in his heyday in the 1980s. I'apandreou
stirred Greek hearts, especially by hcalng
the wounds of Greece's 194448 civil war
and finally recognizing the losing Commu-
rusts as equai aiazens. In the Cold War's final
decade he put Grecce on the international
map by threatering to close U.S. mulitary
bases herc and otherwise antagomzing
Washington, which was concerned about
NA10's exposed southern fiank and lus epi-

sodie Mirtations with Moscow and Libya's
Moammar Gadhafi.

Papandreou {irst opposed Gresk member-
ship 1n the European Union, and then nutked
1t to the last snbsidized drop. Gver the vears,
Greece's 14 EU partners became increasing-
Jy annoyed with what a senior official here
described as “our spoiled-child” approach of
seldom playing by the rules even when re-
ceving aid worth $5 billion annually.

Climbing pack down from such an emo-
tional hugh-wire act was jeft Jargely to Simi-
tss. He proved his politicai mettle by calling
and wanning early parliamentary elections
last September. During the winter he faced
down striking, normally pro-Socalist farm-
ers and leachers opposed to stnngent aus-
terity measures designed to bring the Greek
economy's performance closer to EU gude-
lmes.

Senior officials insist that the new policy
proves Greece's emerging pohtical matunty
after decades of turbulence. With three more
years of Smnitis's stewardship likely before
elections, the Athens stock market seems 10
agree. It doubled 1 value in the four months
followng his refusal to knuckle under to the
stnkers.

Western diplomats voice prudence but
credit Athens's new pragmatism with paying
diplomatic and pobtical dividends unthinkable
barely 18 months ago. Then Greece's for-
eign pohcy untiatives—often dictated by do-
mestic poitical considerations—were back-
firing. devpemng its regional isoiation
mstead of opening up a magor post-Cold War
role as Athens had hoped.

“When the tioe came to reap the harvest”

of being the nchest Balkan power and the
only one with both EU and NATO member-
ship, Thanos Veremis, a professor of politics
at the University of Athens, remarked,
"Greece was caught psychologically unpze-
pared for the great transition.”

Among examples illustrating Sioutis’s
pragmatic insistence on cutling losses:
® Greece is enjoying thriving trade rela-
tions—and even recently participated in

“We Greeks must get
over the old knee-jerk
reaction that if
something is bad for
Turkey, it is good for us.
... Europe has taught us
Athens is not the center
of the world.”

— a senor Greek governmen: offical

joint military exercises—with the former
Yugosiav republic of Macedoma, whose legit-
umacy Athens had long worked mightily to
deny.

» In volatile Albawia. where rejations were
mflamed less than two years ago because
five ethnic Greeks were jailed on espionage
charges. a sizable Greek army peacekeeping
contingen*® 1s deployed as part of the tahan-

led European multinational force. in a move
by Atbers to show impartiality, the Greek
troops are not deployed in the south, where
the Greek ethnic minority i3 concentrated.

w Greece, last winter, dijuted its long-con-
troversia) support for Serbian President Slo-
bodan Milosevic, joining other Western gov-
emments ;n successfully demandmg that he
recogmize oppostion victones in municipal
elections that he sougbt to nullify.

» In Bosnia, where Athens once openly fa-
vored the Serb cause, Greece contribules
troops 1o the international peacekeeping ef-
fort and has given $7 mullion in reconstruc-
tion funds that have gone to the Croat-Mus-
lim federation.

» Foreign Minister Theodoros Pangalos re-
cently astounded many Greeks by opealy dis-
socating Athens from a virtual German veto
on Arkara's EU membership application and
nsisting that “Turkey’s final goal must be
untficabon witk Europe.”

Coming only 14 months after Greece and
Turkey almost went to war over two tmy un-
mhabited islets in the Aegean Sea i January
1996, Pangalos’s remarks encouraged cau-
tious hopes that the abidmg tensions be-
tween these NATO members ocould be re-
duced.

Turkey reciprocated within weeks. For
the first me 1n a decade, its army chief of
staff attended Greek national day festivibes
m Ankara and urged a2n end to tradiona) anr-
mosibes.

- Still, Western: efforts to caprialize op such
gestures proceed prudently.

The Dutch government recentiy promot-
ed consutations between retired Greek and

Turkish notables to discuss bilateral griev-
ances.

But nationalistic opposition from 32 So-
aabst legislators apparently prompted the
Simitis government to refuse a meeting next
mooth between the experts, deciding instead
to exchange written texts.

Sucb suspicions are scarcely pew. But a
senior official hinted that Pangalos's remarks
reflected a subtie change in traditiooal Greek
evaluations of Turkey and a need to engage
Ankara, rather than spurn 1.

“We Greeks musi get over the old knee-
jerk reaction that if something is bad for
Turkey, it is good for us,” the official sald.
“We must not pour oil on the fire.”

A weak Turkey mught eventually strike at
Greece, be suggested, 1o distract attention
from its secular politicians’ failure 1o work
together, the specter of growing Islamic
strength and Ankara's inability to end the
12-years-old Kurdish insurgency.

As a prudent policy maker engaged in con-
tingency plannmg, he had 1o foresee further
buffeting in Turkey.

But at least ne felt that Greece’s position
was now better understood by both its
NATO and EU partners.

Greece had contributed to that result by
changing 1tself. More than a decade and a
balf of give-and-take nside the EU, the offi-
cia) saxd. meant “it’s no longer just what we
can get from Europe.”

“Europe has taught us Athens is not the
center of the world,” he added, “that we're
all 10 the same boal and need to cooperate
with our partners—and not just on economuc
questions.”




