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Greece: Letter to Prime Minister Kostas Karamanlis on forced evictions of Roma in Aghia Paraskevi
Greek Helsinki Monitor (GHM) distributes a letter sent yesterday by the Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE) to Prime Minister Kostas Karamanlis on forced evictions of Roma in Aghia Paraskevi. The letter is based on information provided by GHM. 
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6 February 2006

Mr. Kostas Karamanlis

Prime Minister of Greece

Megaro Maximou

19, Herodou Attikou str 

GR-106 74 Athens 

Greece

Fax : +30 210 323 8129
Dear Mr. Prime Minister,

Re:
Forced Evictions of Roma in Aghia Paraskevi

The Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE) is an international human rights non-governmental organisation based in Geneva, Switzerland, with offices throughout the world.  COHRE has consultative status with the Economic and Social Council United Nations and has participatory status with the Council of Europe. COHRE works to promote and protect the right to adequate housing for everyone, everywhere, including preventing or remedying forced evictions.

COHRE has received disturbing reports that on 26 September 2005, the home in which Andreas Mitrou, his wife and three children resided, was demolished. The demolition was carried out by a bailiff with an excavating machine and with police present. Then, on 2 December 2005, the bailiff attempted to demolish the home of Dimosthenis Kalamiotis (4 persons), Andreas Kalamiotis (4 people) and Stilianos Kalamiotis and his wife who had recently given birth (6 people). After protests by the Roma, the crew left but gave an ultimatum of ten days, which expired 12 December. Although the court bailiff has not appeared on the site since 12 December 2005, Hellenic Police officials stated to Greek Helsinki Monitor that they expect the court bailiff will seek their help soon after the adverse weather conditions improve. COHRE received reports that one of the Roma families “agreed” to dismantle their home and they have moved to live with relatives in the same settlement.

These are the latest in a series of evictions that have taken place in Aghia Paraskevi over the past year. On 1 February 2005, at approximately 8:30 AM, a bailiff demolished the house of Mr. Thanassis Mitrou, a Romani man suffering from a serious heart condition. Again on 31 March 2005, the house of Mr. Giorgos Kalamiotis and his family was demolished. The home of another Romani family, that of Mr. Antonios Kalamiotis, would also have been demolished on that day, had Greek Helsinki Monitor not taken legal action to stop the demolition. 

COHRE asserts that none of the above evictions would have taken place, nor indeed would people still be living in impromptu shelters and facing life-threatening weather conditions such as the ones currently prevailing in Athens, had the voluntary relocation of the Roma families of Aghia Paraskevi to the neighbouring municipality of Spata taken place as was planned in 2001, when the Municipality of Aghia Paraskevi purchased an adequate plot of land for that purpose. COHRE is also concerned by the fact that the proposed relocation did not proceed because of the strong, public reaction by residents of Spata municipality against Roma people living in or near Spata municipality - a reaction which led to the decision of the Municipality of Aghia Paraskevi to cancel the relocation in Spata.

As a State Party to the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the Government of Greece is at all levels legally obligated to respect, protect and fulfil the right to adequate housing, including the prohibition on forced evictions, as guaranteed under Article 11(1). The Government is furthermore obligated to not interfere with persons who enjoy some level of housing, as well as to protect everyone within its jurisdiction from forced evictions undertaken by third parties, including State and Municipal authorities.

According to General Comment No. 7 of the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, which is mandated to monitor compliance with the Covenant, forced eviction shall not result in rendering individuals homeless or vulnerable to other human rights violations.  Indeed, the Government of Greece is obligated to ensure that adequate alternative housing and compensation for all losses is made available to affected persons. General Comment No. 7 also specifies that States must ensure, prior to any eviction, that all feasible alternatives are explored in consultation with affected persons, with a view to avoiding, or at least minimizing, the need to use force. According to General Comment No. 7, adequate and reasonable notice should also be given to all affected persons prior to the scheduled date of eviction. 

We wish furthermore to point out that the Greek Ombudsman highlighted in 2001, when referring to the Roma living in the Pfekakia area, that “(…) the violent expulsion of these persons from the lands they now occupy, can only be permitted on the condition that their removal is preceded by the implementation, from the administration, of measures which would ensure their proper relocation in another suitable space, where they will reside permanently under conditions which meet the basic health and human dignity standards of living”. The Greek Ombudsman reiterated such concerns in 2002.

The forced eviction of the Mitrou family was legal, prima facie, under Greek law, as it was implemented following a court order. However, it is our assertion that this forced eviction was committed in violation of the Government of Greece’s legal obligations under international human rights law, for a number of reasons, including:

· No genuine consultations have taken place with the Roma, including the Mitrou family. However, pressure has been exercised on them to accept a resettlement offer, which they had no chance to discuss and with which they ultimately disagree. A previously agreed upon resettlement plan has not been implemented following strong reactions to any new Roma settlement by the Spata municipality where the alternative land was located. 

· No adequate resettlement has been provided to the Mitrou family or to other Roma families forcibly evicted from Aghia Paraskevi. They have been promised – and in desperation agreed to – a resettlement in a municipality on the island of Euboia, which is some 80 km away, and which is still in the project phase. 

· Roma families who have been evicted, including the Mitrou family, and those who are threatened with eviction from Aghia Paraskevi will be rendered homeless.

Therefore, COHRE urges the Government of Greece to immediately ensure that the affected families may return to the site from which they were evicted or that an adequate, alternative site for resettlement is provided in genuine consultation with the community and within an acceptable distance to their sources of employment and education. COHRE also urges the Government of Greece to ensure that restitution is provided for all property that was destroyed during the demolition.

COHRE has raised the problem of forced evictions with Government of Greece on a number of occasions in the past, including two letters sent on 8 February and 21 June 2005. To date we have received very little by way of positive response from your government and we therefore request immediate and urgent action from your office, in order to bring justice and fairness to the affected families.

We look forward to your response and an ongoing dialogue with your government on the rights of its people to adequate housing. We respectfully request to be apprised of any and all actions undertaken by your office in this regard.

Sincerely,

Jean du Plessis

Deputy Director

Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions

83 Rue de Montbrillant

1202 Geneva

Switzerland

evictions@cohre.org

For: Scott Leckie

COHRE Executive Director

CC:

Professor Prokopis Pavlopoulos, Minister of Interior, Public Administration and Decentralization, 

Fax: +30 2103641048

Mr. Anastasios Papaligouras, Minister of Justice, Athens, Greece, Fax: +30 2107755835

Mr. George Voulgarakis, Minister of Public Order, Athens, Greece, Fax: +30 210 6917944

Mr. George Kaminis, Ombudsman for Human Rights, Fax: +30 210 7292129

Mr. Tassos Kriekoukis, Ambassador, Permanent Mission of Greece, 1, Place Saint-Gervais, 1201 Geneva, Switzerland, E-mail: mission.greece@ties.itu.int, Fax : +41 22 7322150

Mr. Miloon Kothari, UN Special Rapporteur on Adequate Housing, 

E-mail: PMartins@ohchr.org,  Fax: +41 22 9179010

Mr. Alexandre Tikhonov, Secretary to the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights,           

E-mail: atikhonov@ohchr.org, Fax: +41 22  9179046

Ms. Nathalie Prouvez, Secretary to the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination,           

E-mail: nprouvez@ohchr.org, Fax: + 41 22 9179022

Mr. Regis Brillat, Executive Secretary of the European Social Charter,                                        

E-mail: Regis.BRILLAT@coe.int,  Fax: +33 3 88412745

Ms. Fiona Kinsman, European Commission, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities Anti-Discrimination and Relations with Civil Society Unit, E-mail: Fiona.Kinsman@cec.eu.int
Ms. Isil Gachet, Secretary to the European Commission against Racism and Intolerance,            

E-mail: combat.racism@coe.int, Fax: +33 3 88413987

1
2

