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The Covid-19 crisis has pushed back the ef-
forts made in Greece, which had been hard-hit
by the financial crisis of 2008. The unemploy-
ment rate is above 16%; income inequality is
the highest in the European Union at a quin-
tile share ratio of 5.1; and there are persistent
gender and regional disparities. Moreover,
the pressure to maintain the welfare system
continues to overburden low-income house-
holds and other vulnerable groups, following
recent tax cuts and the phasing out of the
solidarity levy. These vulnerable groups must
confront an increase in housing costs, high
rates of out-of-pocket expenditure for health-
care and the diminishing effectiveness of so-
cial transfers, which currently reduce the risk
of poverty by 30%. There are also reports of
high rates of undeclared work and low wages,

and SOLDIAR’s National Strategy Group in
Greece considers precariousness as a main
reason driving an increase in frustration and
a high emigration rate. Furthermore, the edu-
cation and healthcare systems have both ex-
perienced budgetary cuts and present severe
labour shortages. These were highlighted in
the European Commission’s country-specific
recommendations, which the NSG finds con-
cerning especially during the pandemic and
the switch to e-learning. In terms of inclusion of
migrants, there are some inconsistencies re-
ported by the NSG between the positive mea-
sures of the National Development Plans and
the government restrictions on NGO work to
support migrants and asylum seekers. These
inconsistencies further hinder their access to
essential services.
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Selected indicators on the state of social rights

EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES AND
ACCESS TO THE LABOUR MARKET

In the context of stable annual economic
growth of 2% since 2017,” Greece is still recov-
ering from the 2012 economic crisis. Some im-
provements have been seen in the reduction of
income inequality since 2014 and of long-term
unemployment,® ® which is slowly reaching the
European Union average. Yet Greece still has
the highest unemployment in the Union, at
16.6% in 2019.'° The rate is higher for some
groups: the unemployment rate for women was
20.2%'" at the end of 2019; that for youth was
32.6%;" and that for migrants was 28.6%."®

1 Eurostat (2020). Gini coefficient of equivalised disposable income htt,

dataset=ilc_di12
2 Eurostat (2020). Unemployment by sex and age: annual data: h

rt_a&lang=en

Greece’s income inequality, too, is higher than
the EU average, with a 5.1 quintile share ratio
of the income of the top 20% of earners to that
of the bottom 20%.

Despite a rising tax-to-GDP ratio since the cri-
sis, which reached 38.9% in 2019, the higher
tax revenue is not financing a wider social safe-
ty net. Both the European Commission and the
National Strategy Group (NSG), led by the As-
sociation for the Social Support of Youth (AR-
SIS), agree that the system is overburdening

3 European Institute for Gender Equality (2020). Gender Equality Index https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index/2020/EE
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low-income households and households with
children.™ This is because a significant share
of tax revenue continues to come from indirect
taxation on consumption and employee-paid
taxation on labour.'® The reforms introduced in
January 2020 increased personal disposable
income by reducing income tax from 15% to
10%."” But a reduction of corporation tax to
24%,'® a 5% reduction of employers’ insurance
contributions over four years and the slow
phasing out the solidarity levy'® are, in the eyes
of the NSG, constraining the capacity of the
welfare and pension systems. These reduc-
tions follow years of decline in social protec-
tion expenditure as a share of GDP, from 21%
in 2012 to 19% in 2018.2° As a result, Greece
ranks the lowest of the EU member states on
the Global Social Mobility Index 2020,2" at
48th, cementing persistent inequalities.

Within this context of inequality, improving gen-
der disparities is not on the current Greek gov-
ernment’s agenda, despite Greece standing
last in the European Gender Equality Index.??
The gender employment gap is still 20%, and
no update has been provided on the gender
pay gap since 2014, when it was 12.5%.28

15 European Commission (2020) Country Report Greece 2020 htt
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Nevertheless, the NSG reports that gender
equality is receiving increased attention. Exist-
ing policies include respect of the right to pa-
rental leave in the employment law, the EUR
30.8 million Women Entrepreneurship Pro-
gramme,?* and 211 municipalities adopting the
European Charter for Equality.?® The 2019 law
on the Promotion of substantive gender equal-
ity, prevention and fight against gender-based
violence introduces certain advances in the
fight against discrimination, despite still falling
short of EU acquis.?®

During the Covid-19 pandemic, Greece re-
sponded rapidly, deploying unprecedented
measures. Yet the Commission forecasts a
significant economic impact, with a temporary
rise in unemployment to 19.9% that threatens
recent improvements.?” The Greek govern-
ment has mobilised EUR 5.9 billion as part of
its immediate fiscal response to reduce the
socio-economic impact.2® Most of these efforts
have been directed towards supporting recent-
ly-suspended employees, covering social se-
curity contributions, extending unemployment
benefits and supporting public servants who
work in healthcare.
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Greece continues to be the main recipient of
refugees and migrants arriving in Europe from
the Mediterranean. With 122,000 refugees set-
tling in the country since 2015-2016,2° non-EU
migrants now make up 8.7% of the popula-
tion.*® The educational and equal-opportuni-
ties aims in the social development axis of the
National Development Plans for 2021-2025%
prove that the government has recognised
this demographic change. These goals have
been made more concrete by the short- and
long-term social and economic inclusion mea-
sures in the National Integration Plan launched
in July 2019.3%2 Reflecting on these develop-
ments, the NSG stresses how this is a step to-
wards recognising the importance of migrants
and refugees for Greece.

Integration efforts carried out by the Greek au-
thorities revolve around counselling, psycho-
logical support and improving access to the la-
bour market. The NSG indicates that the latter
is of special importance to the Greek govern-
ment, as public action towards such integration
is motivated by an understanding of employ-
ment as an essential guarantee of integration
and self-reliance. These policies and initiatives
depend on the EUR 328.3 million allocated to
Greece for 2014-2020 by the EU’s Asylum, Mi-
gration, and Integration Fund (AMIF).3® They
are implemented with the collaboration of re-
gional and municipal authorities, NGOs, civil
society organisations and international institu-
tions such as UNHCR and the IOM.

29 UNHCR (2020) Fact Sheet: Greece (1-30 June 2020) h

30 European Commission (2020) Country Report Greece 2020 htt
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GOOD PRACTICE
REFU-AID

The project Refu-aid®*, carried out by
Perichoresis, provides financial support
within a period of five years for housing
and vocational training for refugees away
from the precariousness of the migration
camps. Starting from a notion that inte-
gration requires more than three years of
work, the project slowly allows refugees
to become self-sufficient and participate
in Greek society, whilst supporting the
local Greek communities to contribute to
this process.

Despite its positive remarks about the impact of
these initiatives, the NSG signals a need to fo-
cus more on improving access to basic needs
and accommodation. The main weakness of
the Greek integration plans is their overreli-
ance on employment for success, given the
country’s already weak labour market. More
initiatives are needed to stimulate a welcoming
societal context and change local attitudes to
migration and asylum seekers, as such efforts
can increase migrants’ and asylum seekers’
social and economic participation.

Nevertheless, recent adjacent policy develop-
ments reported by the NSG seem to be at odds
with these integration plans. From 2019, the
Ministry of Labour has only issued temporary
insurance numbers for this vulnerable group,®
hindering their access to essential social
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benefits and their insertion into the labour mar-
ket. In 2020, the Expert Council on NGO Law
and the European Commission, amongst other
international bodies, criticised the Ministry of
Migration Policy’s introduction of unnecessary
registration procedures based on vague crite-
ria and costly procedures for NGOs to receive
mandatory accreditation. These international
bodies said these changes would reduce the
provision of essential services for refugees and
asylum seekers.®” Furthermore, the conserva-
tive New Democracy government has reduced
the reception period from 6 months to 30 days,
after which refugees and asylum seekers are
obliged to transition from reception facilities to
independent living. As they do not have access
to the welfare system or income of their own,
according to UNHCR, this decision will lead
them into homelessness and poverty.®

The public education system in Greece contin-
ues to present several structural deficiencies.
In the context of a sustained decrease in edu-
cation expenditure, from 4.5% of GDP in 2013
t0 3.9in 2018, both the NSG and the Europe-
an Commission are concerned about the lack
of staff. The recruitment of permanent teachers
in the public system was frozen in 2008, lead-
ing to a reliance on substitute teachers. They
must cover several subjects simultaneously in

certain rural areas without sufficient teaching
staff,*' and this has been identified as one of
the main causes of the decreasing quality of
education. Furthermore, the constant policy
changes, especially in the examination sys-
tem,* are still not addressing a lack of focus
on digital education or the skills mismatch.*

As a result, students are reporting increas-
ing difficulties in focusing and a low level of
satisfaction with the system,* as reported
by the NSG, and they also face a more diffi-
cult transition from education to work. Recent
graduates who have completed secondary
education are reported to be employed at a
rate of 57.7%, while for those transitioning
out of higher education the rate is 48.7%%,
compared to the average employment rate
of 61.2%.4 Furthermore, almost one in five
15-year-old early school dropouts continues
to have reading difficulties and rarely manag-
es to improve.

Nevertheless, the early dropout rate in Greece
is much lower than the EU average, as report-
ed by the NSG. The Greek figure has been
improving since 2008 and currently stands at
4.1%.4 The dropout patterns closely resemble
those in the rest of the EU: they usually occur
in secondary school and affect male students
more often. Nevertheless, the reporting done
through the framework of the National Policy
Plan for the Reduction of School Dropouts in
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Greece 2014-2020% provides data showing
that this improvement is not uniform across
Greece. Rural areas account for four out of 10
early dropouts, and they present higher drop-
out rates than urban areas, except for Athens
and the Attica prefecture.*® Progress in ad-
dressing this problem is still limited.%°

The NSG reports inconsistencies between
the legal framework that upholds standard
labour rights and recurrent negligent labour
practices due to a lack of legal enforcement
and insufficient oversight capacity. Following
an increase in auditing staff since 2018 and
a nationwide inspection conducted by the
Ministry of Labour in 2019,5' one in four em-
ployees was found to be uninsured or work-
ing more hours that reported by employers.5?
Despite the high fines for such actions, one

in four employees performs undeclared work,
mostly in the catering sector.>® Another issue
the NSG is worried about is the extent of pre-
cariousness. The trend towards flexibilization
and the overrepresentation of part-time em-
ployment, especially amongst young people,
are seen as linked to the deconstruction of the
labour market and an increase in attempts to
circumvent regulations.>* Among workers with
temporary contracts, the main reason to con-
tinue for over 60% is the lack of access to a
more secure employment contract.® This is a
significant concern, given that part-time work-
ers face a higher rate of being at risk of poverty
or social exclusion (AROPE) than workers on
permanent contracts in Greece.*®

The combination of these employment trends,
high levels of youth unemployment and an in-
crease in feelings of frustration amongst young
people®” explains the extend of the brain drain,
as reported by the NSG. Since 2010, 530,000
young Greeks have sought employment op-
portunities abroad.5®
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High tax rates, high unemployment, precari-
ousness and low salaries are taking a toll on
living conditions, according to the NSG. Even
after a slight decrease since 2015, Greece’s
2019 AROPE rate was 30%, only surpassed in
the EU by Bulgaria and Romania.*®

Yet some improvements have been effective
and are starting to show in the capacity of the
welfare system to address poverty, the NSG
indicates. Social transfers lowered the AROPE
rate to 17.9% in 2019, compared to 23.1% in
2012, at the height of the economic crisis.®
With the support of EUR 4 billion from the EU
Structural Funds allocated to Greece for 2014-
2020,%" the Greek government is continuing
its existing poverty prevention policies, main-
ly through the prevision of shelter and per-
sonalised job counselling.t? Nevertheless, the
NSG also points out that the poverty thresh-
old has been lowered, leaving out some who
would previously have been considered at risk.

Access to affordable housing is a signifi-
cant concern, as house prices and rent have
increased, more prominently so in the ur-
ban areas, according to the NSG. In Athens,
house prices have gone up by 4.2% in 2018
and rent by 17%.% Monthly rents in the Greek

capital average between EUR 600 and EUR
800 (while an average salary is EUR 1,000
per month), similar to the levels before the fi-
nancial crisis, because of an increase in prop-
erties being dedicated to short-term rental
through the Airbnb platform.®* As a result, 40%
of households in Greece are dedicating more
than 40% of their income to housing costs.%
Access to housing is more troubling for low-in-
come households and vulnerable groups such
as migrants, refugees, and Roma, many of
whom are already living in inadequate condi-
tions,® the NSG reports. Greece still does not
have a public housing scheme that provides
permanent solutions,®” though it is currently
developing a strategy to prevent and combat
homelessness and housing exclusion.®®

With the re-introduction in 2016 of a free
and accessible healthcare system,®® Greece
marked a shift from health expenditure cuts
that had resulted from austerity measures,
the NSG signals. The NSG especially wel-
comes the launch of Local Heath Teams to
improve access to such public services, which
have been key in providing support during the
Covid-19 pandemic. Yet the NSG is cautious
about these improvements, as it reports that
the public health system is not fit to cover the
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needs of the population. Despite registering im-
provements in the overall health of the popula-
tion,”® Greece still has one of the highest rates
of self-reported unmet needs for medical care,
at 8.1%.”" Given that 36% of the total health-
care system is funded by out-of-pocket expen-
diture, largely via co-payments,” a rate which
has been rising since 2016,”® the NGS reports
a general reluctance among the population to
access primary health services and concerns
over equal access. The 2019 reforms introduce
a favourable settlement of 2013-2019 debts, a
faster recruitment of health staff and improve-
ments in the monthly compensation of family
doctors,”™ but they do not tackle the structural
deficiencies mentioned above. In addition, the
NSG reports that refugees and asylum seek-
ers still face language and administrative ob-
stacles, especially related to temporary social
security numbers. These problems are yet to
be addressed, despite their typically poor state
of health due to their journeys to Greece and

time spent in refugee camps. Given this situa-
tion and the additional pressure brought by the
Covid-19 pandemic, the government intends
to draw up a plan for a new national health sys-
tem in the wake of the pandemic.”

To transition towards a green economy, Greece
presented the National Energy and Climate
Plan in December 2019, having received
strategic support from the European Commis-
sion.”” Amongst other goals, the NSG specifi-
cally reports on lignite-extraction regions such
as Western Macedonia: targeted actions would
reduce its dependency, finance the develop-
ment of cleaner forms of energy and improve
living conditions in urban areas.”® Through
open public consultations, the government
intends to introduce plans to prevent energy
poverty, strengthen the circular economy and
develop green-employment and re-skilling pro-
grammes. These will need to use the Just Tran-
sition Fund.”™
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Civic space in Greece has narrowed, accord-
ing to the CIVICUS Monitor.2® The National
Strategy Group reports that this is because of
developments concerning the freedom of as-
sociation and assembly.

The New Democracy government introduced
additional registration procedures for NGOs
providing support for asylum seekers and mi-
grants, and it limited activity in the field to only
those that have been approved. Not only are
these organisations asked to register, but in-
formation about members, employees and
associates must be provided as part of the
procedure.?! Given the ongoing New Democ-
racy government’s negative feeling towards
asylum-support NGOs, the Expert Council on
NGO Law and other organisations have con-
demned the new administrative procedure.
They say that it worsens the humanitarian cri-
sis and limits the freedom of association, dis-
proportionately affecting smaller NGOs that do
not have adequate financial capability.®

Furthermore, the NSG records that a contro-
versial law approved in July 2020 restricting
public outdoor assemblies is several questions
regarding the freedom of peaceful assembly.®
Despite the Ministry of Citizen Protection jus-
tifying the bill as a mean to safeguard public

health, Amnesty International has expressed
concerns over the notification requirements,
the methods to disperse peaceful assembly,
and provisions that hold organisers liable for
the actions of individual protestors.®* The NSG
reported opposition, including a petition to
stop the rules applying to unions and opposi-
tion parties, given concerns over how the new
measures will affect free public debate.® 8¢

Other factors limiting free speech, according
to the NSG, include Increasing attacks on jour-
nalists covering the situation in refugee camps,
and a lack of clarity in the distribution between
media of funds to pay for public information
advertisements.®”

Despite civil society organisations (CSOs)
being actively involved in social dialogue
in Greece, the NSG is concerned that their
voices are rarely heard. These concerns re-
sult from their exclusion from the design of
new laws and from reviews of implementa-
tion: CSOs’ opinions are only sought after a
plan has been settled. The NSG requests that
CSOs be included in the design of proposals
for regulations, policies and programmes on
an equal footing to international organisations
such as UNCHR and IOM (International Orga-
nization for Migration).
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The 2020 country-specific recommendations
for Greece mostly concern measures to com-
bat the economic impact of Covid-19, but they
also include measures to tackle persistent
issues. Given the potential for further growth
in already-existing disparities — both internal
and between Greece and other EU member
states — the European Commission welcomes
the strengthening of the social safety net and
the healthcare system, along with further mea-
sures targeting the most vulnerable.

A significant focus of the recommendations
is better access to social protection for the
most vulnerable people, which would address
the concerns raised by the National Strategy
Group. While approving of the increase in the
healthcare budget and staff, the Commission
insists that access barriers be addressed to
avoid an increase in the risk of unmet medical
needs, especially during a pandemic. It calls
on Greece to reassess direct and informal pay-
ment and co-payment methods and to devel-
op targeted healthcare measures for migrants,
asylum seekers and low-income households.
These concerns are in line with those of the
NSG. The Commission also points out the
need for additional measures to improve ac-
cess to employment for young people and
women, particularly through skills development
and training programmes. Other recommen-
dations, such as to improve access to afford-
able housing, are seen by the NSG as the best
way to address in-work and energy poverty.

To address these accessibility concerns, the
Commission recommends both introducing a
minimum-income scheme and encouraging
the participation of CSOs in the design and im-
plementation of targeted measures. This cor-
responds to the NSG’s requests to reduce the
AROPE rate and improve social dialogue.

For the first time since 2014, the recommen-
dations for Greece include employment pro-
tection measures. While the Commission
indicates that more support is need for tele-
working and flexible working conditions, it also
recommends tackling undeclared work. This
could be a start towards ensuring quality em-
ployment and supporting better enforcement
of labour standards, in line with the reporting
of the NSG.

Yet there are divergences between the Com-
mission recommendations and the NSG re-
port. First, the Commission suggests limiting
work hours to preserve employment, while the
NSG highlights the links between part-time
contracts and deteriorations in living conditions
and in social mobility. Second, the NSG thinks
that approval of tax deferrals could further
weaken the welfare state in the long run and
increase pressure on the most vulnerable, as
it might lead to a decline in social expenditure.
Lastly, the Commission’s recommendations
address neither gender-equality issues such
as the gender pay and employment gaps, nor
how to improve standard working conditions.
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