Tough times for Greece 

By Shada Islam 
Saturday, 27 Mar, 2010 

THERE’S something about George. Prime Minister of Greece since last October, George A. Papandreou is a cool man in arguably Europe’s hottest seat. 

Greece faces a tough deadline to roll over $27bn in debt while its partners in the European Union argue acrimoniously over just how to help the embattled Eurozone nation. It’s a difficult time for Greece and also difficult for Europe. 

Mr Papandreou has complained about lack of EU solidarity. His partners say it’s not so — they only want to make sure no damage is done to the credibility of the euro. Amid the debate, on Wednesday night, Papandreou appeared suddenly outside a famous Brussels restaurant where I was dining with another correspondent. I could see no security guards, no motorcade, no sycophantic aides. 

It was just the premier himself, mobile phone clasped to his ear, pacing up and down the pavement, speaking incessantly but calmly in Greek to the person on the line. 

“Oh my God, it’s Papandreou,” I told my friend excitedly. “And he’s all alone. We need to get to him fast.” 

“I need my tape recorder,” said my colleague, jumping up from his seat as Papandreou walked once again past us. 

But then something strange happened: my friend and I looked at each other; then we looked at Papandreou’s furrowed brow, intense conversation and saw him pacing the pavement, up and down, up and down. 

“Poor man,” I said. “He looks exhausted.” My friend looked at him again and nodded in agreement. “Let’s give the guy some privacy,” he said sympathetically. 

I am amazed at our decision to abandon the search for a scoop: both of us are veteran reporters, used to barging in and asking uncomfortable questions of prime ministers and presidents. Normally we get surprisingly good comments — and sometimes even an invitation to sit down and chat. But this time we both agreed: George Papandreou, mired in crisis and looking for a quiet moment and a good meal, needed a break. 

Mr Papandreou has that effect on most people. The leader of the Pan-Hellenic Socialist Movement, better known as Pasok, is top of the popularity polls in Greece despite his determination to cut spending and nurse the ramshackle Greek economy back to health. 

And as though that was not hard labour enough, the premier is also fighting to change Greece’s culture of cronyism, tax evasion and corruption. Opinion polls published recently in two Athens newspapers, Kathimerini and ProtoThema, gave Mr Papandreou approval ratings of 72 per cent and 61 per cent respectively. Sixty-five per cent of those polled by ProtoThema said the austerity measures were necessary and overdue. 

Mr Papandreou has also won the backing of Antonis Samaras, the new leader of the main opposition New Democracy party, for his economic rescue effort. Analysts say the 58-year-old prime minister’s personal popularity will make it easier for his government to push through further tough measures — and keep friends in the EU. 

He is the American-born scion of Greece’s leading political family. His father, Andreas Papandreou, was a three-time prime minister who served for more than a decade and dominated Greek politics in the 1980s and early ’90s. His grandfather was also Greek prime minister. 

More fluent in English than in Greek, Mr Papandreou is both an insider because of his family connections but also an outsider to Greek politics. In Europe, with its current crop of lacklustre politicians, he stands out as a reformer and moderniser. Like US President Barack Obama, he is a ‘global’ multicultural soul. In an inward-looking Europe which fears change and globalisation, the Greek leader is determinedly outward-looking and not afraid to confront his country’s traditions. 

The WallStreetJournal pointed out recently that on inheriting his father’s party in 2004, Mr. Papandreou at first proved a stumbling performer. He sometimes used English idioms that made no sense in Greek. His conservative counterpart raised a big laugh in parliament by branding him a ‘tourist’. 

Mr Papandreou’s spokesman says the premier’s Greek is fine, but he also speaks fluent English — his mother is American-Swedish, French and Italian, and “polyglots sometimes get mixed up”. Appointed foreign minister in 1999 by Costas Simitis, his father’s successor, he earned a reputation as an innovative policymaker, overseeing a rapprochement with Turkey. 

During his visits to Brussels during Greece’s presidency of the EU that year, I remember being impressed by Mr Papandreou’s open attitude towards immigration and also his outreach to Turkey, Greece’s traditional adversary, despite strong domestic opposition. As prime minister he has taken on a militant nationalist faction with efforts to allow Greece’s large immigrant community to qualify for citizenship — an issue previous governments have avoided for the past 20 years. 

At a Euro-Mediterranean summit in Greece some years ago, I recall admiring his decision to place his Turkish counterpart (then foreign minister) Abdullah Gul and his headscarved wife on the top table. Both men and their wives clapped enthusiastically as a belly-dancer wriggled her way to their table. 

A recent FinancialTimes quoted a friend describing the prime minister as “slightly earnest, but very gentle”. The article adds that “his instincts are internationalist. Unlike most Greeks he goes to the gym every day, and rides a bicycle”. It isn’t all plain sailing of course. The years ahead are going to be intensely difficult as Greeks are forced to tighten their belts and adapt to a more austere way of life. 

Greece will have to keep on the good side of the Germans who are reluctant to come to the aid of what they see as careless and big spenders in Greece. Healing the latest north-south divide in the 27-nation European Union is not going to be easy. Most European politicians are focused on difficult domestic politics, upcoming elections and the economic crisis. Also, the mood in Greece may change as the going gets tougher. For the moment, however, Pakistani politicians should take note: Papandreou is a welcome, albeit rare reminder, that even in politics, sincerity, straight-talking and tolerance do count.

