Geneva, 19 October 2015
Introductory Statement by Kostis Papaioannou
SG for Human Rights
It is an honor, a privilege, a pleasure but also heavy responsibility to present Greece’s second periodic report to the Human Rights Committee. 
Our Report provides comprehensive information on recent legislation, policies, action plans and initiatives planned, adopted, implemented or under implementation for the promotion and protection of the rights enshrined in the Covenant. It also addresses all the recommendations contained in the Concluding Observations of the Committee, following the consideration of our Initial Report. Our replies to the List of Issues contain updated information on a variety of topics identified by the Committee. 
At the outset, I would like to express our regret for the late submission of our periodic report. However, we have now fulfilled all our reporting obligations under the different human rights treaties to which Greece is a Party. I would like to assure the Committee of Greece’s commitment to the ICCPR monitoring mechanism, which plays a central and vital role in ensuring compliance with the Covenant’ provisions.
Greece’s periodic report was drafted by the Legal Department of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, in close cooperation with the Ministries of Justice, of the Interior, including the Departments of Citizen Protection and Immigration Policy and the General Secretariat for Gender Equality; Also Ministries of Education, Labour, Health, Defense and the General Secretariat of Information and Communication. Representatives of most of these Ministries are participating today and I am happy to present them to you. 
Presentation of delegation 
The involvement of a large number of Ministries at all stages of the reporting process has contributed to further increasing awareness of the importance and significance of the ICCPR and the Concluding Observations of its monitoring Committee.
Furthermore, in our report we have incorporated, to a large extent, comments and inputs by the National Commission for Human Rights, in which NGOs views are also reflected. I must say at a personal level I am proud of the rich outcome and recommendations of the NCHR, which I had the honour to chair for 9 years until recently. 
I will present the most significant developments of recent years and refer to factors that influence areas covered by the Covenant. We have tried to present an objective picture. One of course can never be satisfied enough when examining respect for human rights in a country. We are fully aware of the challenges Greece is facing in the field of human rights protection, the progress made in some areas but also the delays, the structural or other problems and deficiencies in other areas. Our approach of critical self-assessment will guide my delegation in this dialogue with the distinguished members of the Committee. Let me also assure you that I don’t see this discussion as the end of a process but rather as the beginning of a new one. We, as a group, will work on your Observations, circulate them and follow up on their fulfillment. 
Let me point out, from the very beginning, the fact that we are fully aware of the persistent problems in the field of data collection and statistics. We have been working on that and remarkable progress has been made in some areas, eg. racist crime, trafficking, domestic violence. In other areas a lot remains to be done.
I will now discuss the most noteworthy and characteristic developments which took place in recent years, namely the impact of austerity measures in the enjoyment of human rights, the urgent need to address the refugee/migration issue, which has taken unprecedented dimensions during the last months, and the strengthening of laws and policies against racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance.
During the last six years, Greece has been experiencing a severe economic crisis, extreme example of the broader crisis affecting many European countries. The policy aiming at responding to the crisis included to a large extent extreme austerity measures, following negotiations with the institutions involved, the European Commission, the European Central Bank and the International Monetary Fund. The impact of the economic recession has been significant, resulting in social upheavals and threatening social cohesion. According to the latest Survey by the Hellenic Statistical Authority, in 2013 36% of the total population were at risk of poverty or social exclusion; GDP fell by 25%; unemployment rate reached 26,5%, and youth unemployment 52,4%. The National Commission for Human Rights, in the latest of a series of statements on this issue, adopted in July 2015, stressed the importance of Human Rights Impact Assessment and reiterated that austerity measures strengthen extremist and intolerant elements and undermine the democratic institutions. The, recently reelected, Greek Government will strive, while implementing the latest financial assistance agreement, to protect the rights of the most disadvantaged segments of society and vulnerable groups. In March 2015 a law was adopted to ensure basic goods and services to persons and families living under extreme poverty conditions, through provision of free electricity, rent allowance and food stamps. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The background that I have just described should be taken into consideration in the assessment of the implementation of the ICCPR. Such financial constraints cannot be used as a mere excuse justifying potential shortcomings in the implementation of the Covenant. Every effort is being made, under challenging circumstances, to give full effect to all ICCPR provisions. But let us all think that Greece is a solid proof that one cannot expect that undermining economic and social rights may leave civil and political rights intact. Drastic budget cuts will inevitably leave heavy signs on prisons or mental health institutions. 
I now move to the second main characteristic of these years. Migration and refugee crisis that has been unfolding over the last months is one of the most pressing challenges for European countries, including Greece. Greece has been experiencing for years a strong migratory pressure due to its geographic position at the external border of the EU, its extensive land and sea borders and its proximity with main countries of origin and transit of irregular migration. The scale of this phenomenon has reached now unprecedented levels. Comparing the first 9 months of 2014 and 2015 we notice that from 31.273 last year we had 394.658 new entrances this year. This means an increase of 1161,98%. Most of these people have entered Greece since August. In just one week last August, a total of 21,000 people arrived by sea in Greece, almost half as many as during the whole of 2014. Most of these people originate from Syria, Irak and Afghanistan and it is estimated that 75%-80% among them are refugees.
Unspeakable tragedies involving the loss of life of children have taken place and still are. The Hellenic Coast Guard has been sparing no effort to save human life at sea. At the same time, acts of solidarity by the inhabitants of the islands and other volunteers have been growing. To quote a well-known columnist writing for the International New York Times after his visit in the island of Lesvos, “No European country has responded with as much consistent humanity to the refugee crisis”. And, as pointed out by the President of the European Commission, Mr. Jean-Claude Juncker in his State of the Union speech, “Europe is the baker on [the island of] Kos who gives away his bread to hungry and weary souls”. 
I will add that the very same weeks, in the beginning of this summer, that Greece was striving in Brussels to avoid total financial disaster and with capital controls imposed, the country was facing an unprecedented refugee crisis. 
Needless to say, Greece’s first reception services and infrastructure, facing problems anyway, have now been overstretched and overwhelmed. Faced with an acute refugee emergency, the Government managed to construct some appropriate installations in the broader area of Athens for the temporary accommodation of several refugees. Efforts are ongoing to ensure appropriate accommodation for arriving migrants/refugees, although the means at our disposal are not sufficient.
Over the last years we made significant progress in the areas of first reception and asylum, implementing the National Action Plan on Asylum and Migration Management. A new Asylum Service was established and it is operated by civil (not police) personnel, as well as a new Appeals Authority. The relevant procedures have significantly been accelerated and the recognition rate of refugees and beneficiaries of subsidiary protection has increased. 
First Reception Centers have been created and are implementing a new system for registration, assessment, determination of the identity and the country of origin, medical screening and psycho-social profiling of third country nationals. First Reception Service provides health care treatment and psychosocial support to unaccompanied minors and proceeds to the minors’ referral to the Prosecutor for the appointment of a guardian and placement in an open accommodation facility. However, there are not enough reception centers. The institution of guardianship does not function in an effective and efficient manner. For this reason, the system of guardianship is under review. 
Migrants awaiting expulsion may be detained in “pre-removal detention centers.” I want to stress that there is a drastic change in government policy. Detention is not a general practice anymore and is only applied in few cases, for periods not exceeding 6 months. We are also implementing alternative measures to detention. The efforts of the Government have been acknowledged by the UNHCR (which, in February 2015, welcomed measures such as the release and referral to accommodation facilities of vulnerable groups, the release of persons whose detention exceeded six months, the improvement of detention conditions, the use of alternative measures to detention).
No country can deal with such an international and humanitarian crisis on its own. It is only through international cooperation and burden sharing that a solution ensuring respect for the human rights of all migrants and refugees can be reached. 
Third point: most alarming was the increase of organised violent racist attacks, mostly but not only against foreigners, in particular during the period 2012-2013. Extremist organizations or individuals have attempted and partrly managed to take advantage of several factors: discontent or disillusionment of parts of the society disadvantaged by the economic crisis, fear against the backdrop of a sharp increase in irregular migration, anger against parts of the political system. Far right extremists escalated hate speech and acts of violence. They were empowered by a sense of impunity for crimes of hate. In 2013, after the killing of Pavlos Fyssas, a young working man and rapper, by members of Golden Dawn party, public outcry and pressure by civil society, international bodies and NGOs grew. The authorities reacted decisively to end such extreme acts of violence which go against and undermine the fundamental values underpinning our democratic society. 
Details of the relevant laws and policies will be presented later. Now, I would like to mention only the following:
-	in 2014, the anti-racist legislation was updated and strengthened. The new law punishes, inter alia, public incitement to acts or activities which may result to discrimination, hatred or violence against individuals or groups of individuals defined by reference to race, colour, religion, descent, national or ethnic origin, sexual orientation, gender identity, or disability; the establishment or participation in an organization or union of persons systematically pursuing the commission of the abovementioned acts, and the malicious denial or trivialization of genocide. Special provisions for the victims are in place in order to encourage reporting of racist crimes. More severe penalties have been introduced. Furthermore, Parliament may suspend state financing of political parties whose leaders or a number of their elected officials are suspect of and provisionally detained for racist crimes. 
-	2 new Police Sections and (68) new Offices have been established, tasked with the investigation of acts of racist violence.
-	two Special Prosecutors for racist crime have been appointed. 
Data collection on racist crimes has significantly been improved, while new methods of recording such crimes are examined. An important role in this respect plays the Racist Violence Recording Network, created by UNHCR and the National Commission for Human Rights with the participation of 33 NGOs. 
Furthermore, members of the political party “Golden Dawn”, including members of Parliament, have been brought to trial for crimes including “membership of a criminal organization”; the trial is ongoing.   
A robust legislative framework, together with the deployment of decisive law enforcement action bringing alleged perpetrators to justice, especially in the case they are state agents, and the improvement of data collection systems will move us forward in the fight against racism. The main message is that no racist crime can be left unpunished. Identifying and punishing racist motive of violent actions, especially when racist violence coincides with police violence, remains a challenge. Tackling hate speech remains a challenge and we are planning to introduce a Hate Speech Monitoring Mechanism. This fight however can only be won by tackling the social conditions which form the breeding ground of racist behavior and by further fostering tolerance and acceptance of diversity, in particular through education and human rights education.
I would like now to conclude my statement, to give more time to the interactive dialogue. I would like to assure the Committee that its concluding observations will be translated into Greek as a matter of priority and will be sent to all the authorities involved. All necessary steps will be taken to ensure their widest possible dissemination, including organizing a public follow up conference on the main issues arising from our report and your committee’s observations. 
I am looking forward to a lively and in-depth discussion with the distinguished members of the Human Rights Committee.
Thank you, Mr. Chairman.
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