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EUROPEAN ROMA RIGHTS CENTER

1386 Budapest 62, P.O. Box 906/93, Hungary



Phone: (36-1) 413-2200; Fax: (36-1) 413-2201

E-mail: office@errc.org
http://errc.org
7 February 2005

Mr. Costas Karamanlis

Prime Minister of Greece

Megaro Maximou

Irodou Attikou St.

Athens, Greece

Fax: +30-2103238129

Honourable Prime Minister Karamanlis,
We and other independent observers viewed with dismay and concern the fact that, during a week in which the governments of eight Central and Southeastern European countries met in Sofia, Bulgaria to undertake solemn commitments to combat Roma exclusion during the launch of the Decade of Roma Inclusion, Greek officials were destroying Romani housing, in violation of a number of provisions of international law.

Partner organisations in Greece have provided the ERRC with extensive documentation indicating that on February 1, 2005, at approximately 8:30 AM, officials of the municipality of Aghia Paraskevi, Greater Athens, demolished the house of Mr. Thanassis Mitrou, a Romani man suffering from a serious heart condition. Judicial decisions calling for the eviction of two other Romani families in Aghia Paraskevi have been also been served, and their eviction is reportedly imminent, while similar action is reportedly expected in the ensung weeks for the remaining seven Romani families in this community. 

In connection with the case, the Greek Ombudsman had written to the municipality of Aghia Paraskevi in May 2002 about these ten families: "The Romani community has been informed of the proposal concerning its relocation in an area belonging administratively to the municipality of Spata. As a result, it considers reasonable that no eviction should take place until this relocation is completed."

A plot of land was reportedly purchased by the municipality of Aghia Paraskevi in the neighboring municipality of Spata in September 2002, with a view to relocating the Roma concerned there. The Roma had previously agreed in writing with this prospect.
 The necessary funds for the purchase (approximately 243,580 Euro) were reportedly provided to the municipality by the Ministry of Interior, in the framework of the Roma Integration Action Plan, along with an additional 49,890 Euro: the whole grant was specified to be granted “exclusively and only for the improvement of the Gypsies’ quality of life and specifically for the purchase of a plot of land for the settlement of the Gypsies”.
 

However, the relocation has not taken place as a result of the opposition of the municipality of Spata, opposition apparently motivated by racial animus:

“It is obvious that the tastelessness (along with all other problems to be exposed below) noticed in every settlement of athiganoi [pejorative for Roma] will rudely insult the aesthetics of a cultural wine center to be built in the same area, which is for us a symbol of our history and culture. Moreover, the plot of land bought by the Municipality of Aghia Paraskevi … is a mere 1,000 meters away from the North entry to the airport… Constructing buildings and installing Gypsies … is not the most aesthetic thing across the airport, especially ahead of the 2004 Olympic Games, and the consequent traffic during that time… As such an action will create to uncontrollable situations, since the population of Spata will in no way accept the Gypsies of another municipality in its area… all competent authorities should see to it that this resettlement of Gypsies is not allowed.”

Thus, resettlement to adequate housing has not to date taken place, and the postponed evictions have now apparently started.

According to information provided to the ERRC by its Greek partner organisation Greek Helsinki Monitor (GHM), during the action, Mr. Mitrou and his family were ordered to vacate their house. Then, a court bailiff began emptying the house of a number of the family's possessions. Subsequently, officials used heavy machinery to knock the house to the ground, destroying it completely. Police officials oversaw the operation. The incident lasted until around 11:30, when officials withdrew. 

Two young Romani individuals, Ms. Evangelia Mitrou and Mr. Yannis Mitrou, were reportedly slightly injured by plainclothes police officers in the course of the action.  Mr. Yannis Mitrou sustained light injuries as a result of being dragged from the building prior to its being knocked to the ground. Ms. Evangelia Mitrou was reportedly thrown to the ground by the Chief of the Aghia Paraskevi Security Department Mr. George Mataliotakis, after coming to the help of her mother, Ms. Kalliopi Mitrou, who was being pushed away by the same police officer as she was shouting at police in protest at the destruction of the dwelling.

Honourable Prime Minister, the ERRC has repeatedly called the attention of the Greek government to the fact that the violent expulsion of Roma from thier housing -- where these matters are conducted without due process, may be infected by racial discrimination, and/or result in homelessness -- call seriously into question Greece's adherence with its international law commitments.  Appended herewith is the 2003 ERRC/GHM Country Report Cleaning Operations: Excluding Roma in Greece, which explores in detail the legal implications of the systemic exclusion of Roma in Greece, as well as those of pattern, repeated forced evictions of Roma by public officials.

Honourable Prime Minister, during meetings with members of your government in August 2004, we were led to understand that the current Greek government intended once and for all to tackle seriously the problem of the systemic exclusion of Roma in Greece.  We view last week's events as disturbing indications that these commitments are still a long way from being fulfilled. 

We urge you, without delay, to bring to justice all persons culpable for violations of domestic and/or international law in connection with last week's violent destruction of the home of Mr. Thanassis Mitrou and his family. We further urge that you undertake all measures available to your office to ensure that Mr. Thanassis Mitrou and his family are provided without delay with adequate alternate accommodation, as well as due compensation for the loss of and/or damage to their property, as well as for physical harms and trauma incurred in the course of the events of February 1. We respectfully request to be apprised of any and all actions undertaken by your office in this regard.

Sincerely,







Claude Cahn







Acting Executive Director

Cc:

Miloon Kothari

Special Rapporteur on Adequate Housing

Att: Ms. Myriam Tebourbi

E-mail: mtebourbi@ohchr.org 

UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)

Palais Wilson
52 rue de Paquis

CH-1201 Geneva

Professor Prokopis Pavlopoulos,

Minister of Interior, Public Administration and Decentralization

Plateia Kalthmonos

Athens, Grece

Fax: +30-2103641048

� EMBED Word.Picture.8  ���








� Greek Ombudsman letter to the mayor of Aghia Paraskevi, Stavros Kotsis, Ref. No. 14159.2.3, dated May 17, 2002. 





� Letter to municipality of Aghia Paraskevi, signed by all ten heads of family, dated 1-7-2002 and with municipal protocol number 28393/2-10-2002. 





� Ministry of Interior Ruling Ref.no. 40330/18-10-2001.





� Municipality of Spata, May 29, 2003 letter to the Prosecutor of Athens explaining why they have refused to issue a permit to the municipality of Aghia Paraskevi to erect a fence around the property. Ref. no. 3432/29-5-2003.





� Document included in packages sent via postal mail to addressees.
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