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1.       (C)  Summary:  University of Athens ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ told PAO 

and CAO on June 9 that student discontent with the Greek 

educational system, the economy, and lack of jobs, has led to 

increased violence even among traditionally mainstream student 

groups.  He complained about preferred police  tactics to round up 

and contain troublemakers within university grounds in order to 

limit damage to Athens city streets and shops, as a cowardly 

approach sanctioned by politicians.  ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ has taken it upon 

himself to negotiate directly with student protesters in order to 

limit damage to the university, something he says suits the police 

and GOG authorities just fine.  He lamented the GOG's "lost 

opportunity" in 2004 to make substantial changes to the education 

system, including abolishing university asylum and allowing for 

private universities.  End summary. 

2.        (C)  In a no-holds-barred meeting on June 9 where he 

criticized equally political parties, the police, and student 

troublemakers for increasingly violent protests that have destroyed 

university property and sent him the hospital eight times ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ, University o f Athens ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ warned that 

student disappointment with the educational system and the economy 

is on the rise.   As ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ targeted 

during the violent student protests of last December, ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ has 

experienced a ratcheting up of student extremism that does not bode 

well for the future, he said.   In the past six years alone, the 

number of anarchists in the University of Athens student body has 

risen from 450 to 5,000, ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ said.  The anarchists have even 

founded a political party that participated in the recent EU 

Parliamentary elections, which managed to garner 7,000 votes in the 

greater Athens area.  Of the 180 first-year medical students (which 

traditionally are the crC(me de la crC(me of the student body), 

one-third voted for the anarchist party in the recent student 

elections.  This means, according to ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ, that there are severe 

educational and social problems that can only be addressed via a 

permanent bipartisan parliamentary committee and a permanent Deputy 

Minister of Education who are willing to go beyond party politics 

to implement badly-needed reforms. 

3.        (C)  According to ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ, Greece has an inordinately high 

number of college attendees (approximately 70% of Greek high school 

graduates attend university), who cannot be absorbed into the work 

force once they complete their degrees.  ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ; he stated that Greece has a total of 65,000 doctors 

where only half that number is  needed.  The educational system 

needs to be restructured, ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ declared, to provide for more 

extensive and high-quality vocational and technical education 

opportunities.  Without these changes, Greece will continue to 

graduate a growing contingent of unemployable, and increasingly 

disenfranchised, young people. 

4.       (C)   ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ lamented the GOG's lost opportunity to 

implement educational reforms in the summer of 2004, following the 

heady success of the Athens Olympics.  He had proposed to 

then-Minister of Education, Marietta Giannakou, five amendments to 

the basic law on education that would have solved key issues such 

as university asylum and the licensing of private universities. 

ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ said that Giannakou had taken these proposals on board; 

however, at the last minute she decided to open up a wide-ranging 

dialogue on reform instead, which ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ declared was the impetus 

for students to organize and oppose proposed changes to the 

educational system, and also caused the opposition PASOK party to 

withdraw its support for the proposed reforms.  This was the birth 

for the student protests we are experiencing today, ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ
concluded. 

5.       (C)  Regarding the events in December 2008, ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ said 

that the police confined the violent protesters to the main 

University of Athens building, leaving  ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ and members of the 

academic community to negotiate with them - which eventually 

happened. ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ (under 

law asylum can be revoked during acts of violence, which would have 

given police the right to enter university grounds, stop the 

violence and arrest protesters).  ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ.  However, ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ complained, the 

police - in agreement with the GOG - continue to prefer to corral 

protesters onto university grounds during protests, where damage 

can be limited to university property alone instead of Athens city 

streets and shops.  Student demonstrations pass through the Athens 

in front of the police, which start shooting tear gas at the 

demonstrators only when they near campus grounds.  In cases where 

police involvement on university grounds is warranted, rectors have 

been turned into scapegoats who must approve any and all police 

entry, even if it is to investigate petty crimes such as break-ins. 

6.       (C)  ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ predicted even more student strife if the 

government attempts to abolish university asylum.  He described a 

meeting he had with student leaders ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ, in which he 

announced that he was going  to lift asylum so that the police 

could enter the campus to restore order.  All student groups, with 

the exception of the student party affiliated with the governing 

New Democracy, stated that they would join the anarchists if he 

took this step.  ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ stated that in general his choice was to 

negotiate with students or let them burn the buildings down. 

7.        (C)  Comment:  ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ was extremely candid in his 

criticism of all Greek political parties for their lack of 

leadership, with the police for their tactics, and with students 

for channeling their unhappiness into negative outbursts of 

violence.  He was equally candid during the December riots when he 

went on TV to respond to some politicians' accusations that he was 

partially to blame for the inability to control student protesters. 

ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ seems truly disheartened by what he sees as a negative trend 

in Greece on student violence, and appears to be longing for the 

days when he can return to his ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ (out of which he has 

published three papers in "Nature.")  ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ ruefully said that, if 

he were to write a guide ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ, study at the War 

School and attendance at Crisis Management classes would be at the 

top of his recommended "to-do" list. 
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1. (C)  Summary:  A series of violent attacks against Greek 

academics in both Athens and Thessaloniki during the past month has 

fueled public debate over whether the university asylum law should 

be repealed to allow police officers to enter university grounds 

absent a formal request from university authorities.  Both sides of 

the debate are vocal:  leftist-leaning politicians and students 

oppose any change to the present law, which they claim is a beacon 

of free speech.  Proponents of abolishing the law argue it is an 

outdated holdover from the early post-dictatorship years, 

irrelevant to today's Greek reality and nothing more than a legal 

cover for hoodlums to wreak destruction with impunity.  The 

government appears unwilling to touch this political hot potato, 

tossing it instead to university rectors who are forced to choose 

between their own safety (when calling in authorities to intervene) 

and that of their students, faculty and premises (when they refrain 

from doing so).  As debate continues over what to do with asylum, 

the broader cost of maintaining this policy (the only one of its 

kind in Europe) in terms of disrupted classes, missed semesters, 

delayed graduations, damage to university property, and 

psychological impact on administrators, faculty and the 

well-meaning student majority, is inestimable.  End summary. 

An Education in Violence 

2. (C)  In the year following the death of Alexis Grigoropoulos, 

the teen who was accidentally shot by a police officer, leading to 

some of the worst rioting that Greece has ever seen, violence on 

Greek campuses continues.  The respected and influential long-time 

rector of the University of Athens and Embassy contact, Christos 

Kittas, was recently severely beaten by assailants on university 

grounds.  He resigned his post after suffering a heart attack 

following the assault.  In his widely-publicized resignation 

letter, Kittas admonished Greece's youth that it is high time for 

them to find non-violent means to express themselves.  Kittas is 

not the only victim of violence on university grounds.  Also 

recently, a professor at the Athens University of Economics and 

Business, Gerasimos Sapountzoglou, was targeted by hoodlums who 

beat and choked him when he refused to stop a lecture.  Anastassios 

Manthos, rector of Thessaloniki's Aristotle University, was knocked 

unconscious by students last year.  Several other academics have 

suffered similar attacks in Athens and Thessaloniki over the past 

year, yet most avoided publicly condemning the assaults, fearing 

reprisals. 

The Asylum Law:  How Did We Get Here? 

3. (C)  The university asylum law was introduced in 1982 to protect 

freedom of thought and expression on university campuses, in the 

aftermath of the military dictatorship.  The law stipulates that 

only university rectors and/or leadership have the right to invite 

police onto a campus.  In reality, university administrators are 

extremely reluctant to do so, first and foremost because they fear 

for their own safety and second because doing so could instigate 

further violence on campus.  To our knowledge, there have only been 

three instances when permission for the police to enter university 

grounds was requested:  a) in 1985 at the sit-in at the Chemical 

Laboratory in Athens; b) in 1995 during a destructive sit-in at the 

Athens Polytechnic School; and c) in 2002 during the informal EU 

Defense Ministerial in Crete, when a police helicopter spotted 

marijuana plants in a field owned by the University of Crete and 

police officers were given permission to uproot 620 six-foot high 

marijuana plants. 

Sacred Cow or Red Herring? 

4. (C)   In contrast, during the violent protests of December 2008 

in which university grounds were targeted by hoodlums, university 

officials did not call in the police for fear that violence would 

escalate.  Police remained well outside university walls as they 

were taunted by Molotov cocktail-throwing vandals from within. 

Since then, the topic of university asylum has been the subject of 

heated public and political debate.  Leftist political parties and 

student groups in Greece support the current law, to protect free 

speech.  Those in favor of repealing the law argue that it was 

enacted during a time when universities were the sole venues of 

tolerance and freedom.  However, in today's stable Greek democracy, 

freedom of speech and thought are well protected already.  As 

practiced today, they say, the law is supporting a system that 

encourages violent action without repercussions, allows lawlessness 

on campuses, provides a sanctuary for criminals, and threatens the 

academic and student communities. 

Rectors Unite, Government Punts 

5. (C)  During an annual Rectors' Assembly in mid-December, the law 

was at the top of the agenda.  Rectors agreed that the law should 

be seen as protecting freedom of speech in the classroom and 

research.  The rectors stressed that the law has been 

misinterpreted to such an extent that it no longer protects these 

rights, but has become a faC'ade for committing crimes and a tool 

for the violent imposition of opinions by the few.  In the days 

following the assembly, there was significant public debate on how 

universities can protect themselves from acts of violence on 

campus.  The Athens Law School took a bold step toward restricting 

access to its campus, proposing introducing a student ID system 

similar to that used by the Sorbonne and posting guards at its 

gates - an idea supported in principle by the opposition.  Minister 

of Education Anna Diamantopoulou responded on behalf of the 

government, condemning the attack on Rector Kittas but stating that 

the current legislation regarding university asylum is sufficient 

as written, since it provides for universities to choose how best 

to protect their premises and allows for police involvement on 

campus at the invitation of rectors.  Diamantopoulou also 

recommended the establishment of a duty rector on a daily basis in 

order to coordinate better with authorities in case of a sit-in or 

violence on campus. 

6. (C)  Diamantopoulou's claims may be aimed at appeasing leftist 

elements within the PASOK party and outside, but are opposed by 

others.  University of Piraeus professor ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ, educated 

in both the U.S. and the Greek systems, told us that university 

rectors and professors are cowed by the demonstrators and fear for 

their lives when they stand up to them, adding "they (hoodlums) 

know where they (administrators) live, and are not afraid to use 

this threat ."  Panteion University professor ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ agreed that the troublemakers are adept at using 

intimidation tactics, including posting the names of targeted 

professors on a Greek anarchist website (hosted, incredibly, on the 

official Panteion University server) and disrupting classes. 

ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ has resorted to hosting visiting lecturers off campus to 

avoid yogurt-throwing attacks, or worse, by hooligans and in a 

recent international conference he paid 6,000 Euros for an off 

campus site rather than risk the disruption or even forced 

cancellation of the event if held on campus. 

What About the Students? 

7. (C)  Although Greece's overwhelming majority of law-abiding, 

well-meaning students are those most directly affected by the 

violence on campus, for the most part they remain quietly resigned. 

ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ estimates that the problems are created by approximately 

2,000 hooligans - not all of them students - who are known to 

police but are never arrested or detained.  In Greece, students 

elect student union representatives, who are affiliated with 

political parties.  Because the vast majority of students abstain 

from the elections, in many cases leftist groups prevail in some 

departments - these are the most vocally supportive of university 

asylum as it is currently practiced.  Student union representatives 

also hold the keys to the appointments of rectors and other 

administrative officials, representing 30 percent of the vote.  As 

a result, according to both ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ and ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ, a client 

relationship between university administration and student groups 

has been established that makes it difficult for administrators to 

take a hard line on asylum.  ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧ added that even political 

parties sometimes cannot control their own student unions, as when 

the New Democracy-affiliated student union at the Athens Law School 

was reprimanded by newly-elected ND party leader Antonis Samaras 

for opposing a proposal put forward by the university 

administration for the creation of student IDs.  Even parents of 

students appear resigned to the phenomena of missed semesters and 

delayed graduations. 

The Social and Financial Costs are Staggering 

8. (C)  The extent to which a small number of troublemakers has 

succeeded in confusing the concepts of freedom of speech and 

freedom of movement is troubling, as are the social and financial 

costs involved.  Campuses have become havens for criminals, most of 

which are involved in crimes such as drug trafficking, assault, 

theft, counterfeiting of DVDs and CDs, looting and vandalism. 

Greece's universities, instead of providing a stable learning 

environment for Greece's future professionals and leaders, have 

become a war zone where police are afraid to show up, 

administrators are afraid to stand up and students are afraid to 

speak up.  Due in large part to constant disruptions to classes, 

the average Greek student takes six years to complete a four-year 

degree.  Greek universities spend a whopping 12 percent of their 

budgets each year to repair damage to university premises and 

equipment caused by violence on campuses. 

What Next? 

9. (C)  The fact that changes to the university asylum law are even 

being discussed is a big step forward for Greek society, an 

indication that, for many, this formerly sacred legislation may be 

past its prime and no longer applicable to today's reality.  The 

Polytechnic revolution generation has become parents now, and their 

children are reaping the not-so-generous benefits of a concept for 

which they fought, which has now been distorted by common 

criminals.  Public debate notwithstanding, however, at this time 

there does not appear to be the political will by the current 

government to repeal the law.  Traditionally, PASOK has been viewed 

as a champion of all that the asylum law - in its intended form - 

has represented.  Insiders fear that repealing the asylum law would 

cause a serious rift within the party, particularly within its 

student and youth ranks.  Tossing the ball back to university 

rectors rather than initiating a more forceful approach to violence 

on university campuses appears to be the preferred path of least 

resistance , for now, for this government.  In discussions with 

Embassy officers, faculty and university administrators describe a 

prevailing sense of fear and intimidation on many campuses. The 

irony is that, due to the asylum law and the inability to protect 

students and professors who dissent from hard line views, the only 

place in Greece where freedom of thought is severely restricted is 

on university campuses themselves. 
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1.  (SBU)  SUMMARY: Following over a month of sit-ins, 

strikes, and protest rallies opposing GoG plans to reform the 

Greek university system -- especially allowing private, 

non-profit universities to operate -- left-wing and communist 

student groups and some university professors on June 8 

organized a 10,000-strong demonstration.  The central Athens 

march all but stopped transportation in the city.  When the 

march turned violent, police responded with tear gas and 

detained forty persons, 4-5 of whom remain under arrest.  The 

GoG has stood firm (thus far) in its plans to go ahead with 

the reforms, despite calls for Education Minister Yiannakou's 

resignation from a representative of the left-oriented 

professors' union, which claims she did not adequately 

consult with them, students or parents.  Opposition PASOK 

leader Papandreou was less resolute, initially supporting the 

education reforms, then backpedaling in the face of protests 

from PASOK's own student organization.  He is now calling for 

the reforms to be delayed.  END SUMMARY. 

2.  (SBU)  University students and university teaching staff 

held a 10,000-strong demonstration in central Athens June 8 

to express opposition to government's intention to pass 

comprehensive university education reforms.  Anarchists and 

various leftists groups used the opportunity to attack banks, 

stores, cars, and a major hotel.  Police, well accustomed to 

large Athens demonstrations, used tear gas and detained 40 

persons - Greek police told us that four to five 

demonstrators would be prosecuted.  Ten policemen and four 

civilians were injured.  The demonstrations nearly paralyzed 

public transportation and vehicular traffic through the 

center of Athens.  A smaller, follow-on student demonstration 

took place on June 9 and another is planned for June 15. 

3.  (U)  The education reforms, the text of which has not yet 

been released or officially presented to Parliament, are said 

to touch upon such important issues as: university asylum 

(which prevents police from entering university campuses 

without permission and therefore creates havens for 

criminals); eliminating "lifelong students" by capping years 

of study; re-evaluating professors' teaching obligations and 

promotion to tenured faculty positions; and deregulating 

university education to allow and recognize private, 

non-profit universities in Greece.  Currently, Greece only 

recognizes degrees from free, public Greek universities where 

placement is based on a nationwide entrance exam.  While many 

of the proposed reforms would take immediate effect, the 

establishment and recognition of non-profit, private 

universities would require a Constitutional amendment that 

would not be ratified until the next Parliament meets.  Many 

who oppose the amendments have focused on what they call the 

"commercialization" of the public university education or 

"surrender of public universities to private interests." 

They argue that introducing non-profit institutions would 

remove the egalitarianism of the Greek university system, 

higher salaries at private schools would attract professors 

and administrators away from the public university system, 

and unqualified, rich students would be able to "buy" their 

way in to private schools. 

4.  (U) In actuality, such reforms are desperately needed. 

The asylum policy, a holdover from post-junta leftist 

ideology, forbids police from entering campuses for any 

reason.  In effect, anarchists, not students, regularly use 

university campuses to launch Molotov cocktails from or to 

hide in after attacks in the city.  Facilities are poorly 

maintained; one Athens professor told poloff he finally paid 

a student from his pocket to repair long-broken light 

fixtures in his dark lecture hall.  If there were competition 

for students, he hoped that the state might take more 

seriously maintaining and protecting its facilities. 

5.  (U) The current recognition in Greece of only public 

university degrees means that public university graduates 

have a monopoly on seats in graduate programs and highly 

sought-after civil service jobs.  Faced with a revolution in 

the failing university system, students have predictably 

responded in a reactionary way, seeking to preserve a 

privileged position from the risks of competition.  Moreover, 

Greek students fear that non-profit private schools, after 

attracting the best professors, would quickly be seen as 

having higher quality than state schools; that the students' 

public school degrees will be seen as "useless;" and that 

private sector companies would then prefer to hire graduates 

of private institutions.  What seemed to have started as a 

leftist movement that was holding other students' academic 

progress hostage appears to have gained traction among a 

wider grouping of students, as witnessed by the massive 
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10,000-strong demonstration in Athens on June 8. 

6.  (SBU)  Most universities and technological institutes 

have been closed since mid-May by sit-ins and indefinite 

student and academic staff strikes over these proposed 

reforms.  A professor told us that the lockdown has been so 

complete that lab animals at the Aristotelian University are 

dying--staff are sneaking on campus at 3 AM to feed those 

that remain alive.  Education Minister Marietta Yiannakou has 

been criticized for not averting this reaction with better 

planning, and a representative of the professors' union has 

called for her resignation.  Opposition PASOK leader George 

Papandreou, who supported these reforms in the past, has 

wavered in the face of PASOK's student organization and his 

own poor public opinion ratings, and is now against the 

reforms. 

7.  (SBU)  COMMENT:  Many Greeks, especially professors, 

recognize that reforms to the university system are long 

overdue and sorely needed.  We have long pushed for the GoG 

to recognize degrees from private institutions, which would, 

among other things, benefit private U.S. higher learning 

institutions already here.  There are no signs that the 

government will back down, but now that Papandreou is 

questioning these reforms, their eventual passage in 

Parliament is less certain.  And while protests of all 

varieties are frequent occurrences in Athens, the public is 

aggravated that student demonstrations keep turning the city 

center into a traffic quagmire.  The fact that primarily 

left-wing and not politically mainstream students organized 

this protest suggests the issue has not yet reached a 

critical point.  But as nearly all university students feel 

"threatened" by the introduction of the non-profit 

universities, the situation could turn more explosive. 
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