
Greece's prime minister

Under attack

ATHENS

The survival of Greece’s modernising 
prime minister cannot be guaranteed

COSTAS SIMITIS, the unassuming So­
cialist prime minister who pulled 

Greece into the euro-zone, may be running 
out of steam. Barely half-way through the 
current parliamentary term, his Pan-Hel­
lenic Socialist Movement, better known as 
Pasok, is trailing behind the right-of-centre 
opposition by almost ten percentage 
points. For the first time the prime minis­
ter’s approval rating, hitherto always 
higher than his party’s, has dipped below 
that of Costas Karamanlis, the untested 
leader of New Democracy, an old-fash­
ioned rightish party that has been out of 
government for 18 of the past 21 years.

That seems odd. By most measures, Mr 
Simitis has not been doing badly. He says 
Greece’s economy -should grow this year 
by nearly 4%; some foreign watchers think 
3.2% more realistic. Either way, that is a lot 
faster than the euro-zone’s widely pre­
dicted average of 1.3% or so. Greece’s bud­
get should show a modest surplus of be­
tween 0.4% and 0.8% of g d p . The 
European Union is still ladling out much of 
the €25 billion ($23 billion) in aid allocated 
between 2000 and 2006 to help Greece, 
still the e u ’s poorest country, catch up a bit 
more before the cash starts being redi­
rected to poorer new members from Cen­
tral Europe. And preparations for the 
Olympic Games to be held in Athens in 
2004 are at last picking up speed after an

Simitis tires offending them off

embarrassingly muddled start.
Greeks are even starting to feel less 

twitchy about their old regional rival, Tur­
key. Some are even investing there. Last 
month Nikos Christodoulakis, a close con­
fidant of Mr Simitis, became the first Greek 
finance minister to visit Ankara, Turkey’s 
capital. He followed the example of 
George Papandreou, the foreign minister, 
who oversaw a rapprochement with Tur­
key in the emotional aftermath of earth­
quakes that hit both countries in 1999.

Thie, Greece is still blocking the official 
launch of the e u ’s nascent rapid-reaction 
force because of lingering suspicions over 
an agreement among other n a t o  coun­
tries that TUrkey, which is in n a t o  but not 
the e u , should be able to veto eu  access to 
n a t o  firepower. As Mr Simitis feels the 
political heat at home, he is sounding 
more populist abroad.

On the other hand, since March Greek 
and Turkish diplomats and lawyers have 
been quietly talking, for the first time in de­
cades, about settling a clutch of disputes 
over the Aegean Sea, or, if that is not possi­
ble, how to package them so that the two 
countries can ask the International Court 
of Justice at The Hague to adjudicate.

Yet Mr Simitis is under attack from all 
sides. A hard-left faction which re-elected 
him party leader at a Pasok congress last 
October wants to put off reforms needed 
to make Greece more competitive within 
the euro-zone. The trade unions, which 
overwhelmingly back Pasok, have forced 
Mr Simitis to water down proposed re­
forms of Greece’s state pension system.

Meanwhile, businessmen complain 
that the government is reneging on its pro­
mise to simplify and reduce taxes. Employ­
ers want looser labour rules. So do young 
Greeks, a good quarter of whom have no 
job; all told, 11% of Greeks are jobless. And 
people increasingly tell pollsters that they 
are fed up with having to bribe petty offi­
cials to get permits and licences.

Worse still, Mr Simitis has to keep po­
tential successors within Pasok at bay. He 
has run the show for six years but is still 
keen to win a general election due early in 
2004 so that he can host the Olympic 
Games in August. Leading Pasok people 
hint that the election will be held six 
months early, after Mr Simitis has presided 
over the eu  in the first half of next year.

Costas Laliotis, a former public-works 
minister who is Pasok’s secretary-general, 
thinks Mr Simitis is already an electoral li­
ability and should go now. Mr Laliotis is 
an unlikely successor: he does not speak 
English and attended only one ministerial 
meeting in Brussels while in the cabinet. 
But he would like to pull the party’s 
strings. At least four ministers would be in 
the running. The infighting is already un­
dermining Mr Simitis’s efforts to get deci­
sions implemented.

For the moment, Mr Papandreou is the

firm favourite to take over. American-born 
and British-educated, he is the modernis­
ing Mr Simitis’s natural successor and 
would appeal to a wide range of Greeks in 
a general election. Many go-ahead people 
would plump for him, while many old- 
fashioned nationalists would give him the 
nod as son of the much more populist An­
dreas Papandreou, who ran Greece off and 
on for 1 1  years until he died in 1996. The 
younger man, now 49, has tried to avoid 
getting embroiled in party intrigue but no 
longer bothers much to disguise his differ­
ences with Mr Simitis. Mr Papandreou 
would like to proceed faster to hug TUrkey 
more warmly, while the prime minister re­
mains more cautious.

Mr Simitis may survive at least until lo­
cal elections in October. Voters are then 
likely to kick Pasok in the teeth after its long 
stint in power. Dora Bakoyanni looks 
likely to be elected mayor of Athens under 
New Democracy’s banner. If Pasok is hu­
miliated across the country, Mr Simitis’s 
achievements of sound economic man­
agement at home and improving Greece’s 
credibility abroad will probably not be 
enough to save him from the chop at the 
hands of his party. ■


