
Europe Solidaire Sans Frontières > English > Movements > Debt, taxes & Financial Institutions
(Movements) > Post-2010 Greece: The impact of the “bailout” programme on human rights

Post-2010 Greece: The impact of the
“bailout” programme on human rights
Chapter 6 of the Preliminary Report of the Truth Committee on Public Debt

Friday 17 July 2015, by Debt Truth Committee (Date first published: 6 July 2015).

The Troika’s bailout programme enforced government measures that directly impacted
living conditions, thereby violating human rights legally protected at the domestic,
European and international levels |1|.

  Contents  

1. Measures affecting the
2. Measures affecting the
3. Measures affecting the
4. Measures affecting the
5. Measures affecting the
6. Measures affecting the
7. Measures affecting the
8. Poverty and social exclusio
9. Measures affecting Freedom
10. Measures affecting Protect

According to the Greek Ombudsman, “the drastic adjustments imposed on the Greek economy and
society as a whole, have had dramatic consequences on citizens, while vulnerable groups multiply”
|2|. Similarly, the National Human Rights Commission observed a “rapid deterioration of living
standards coupled with the dismantling of the Welfare State and the adoption of measures
incompatible with social justice which are undermining social cohesion and democracy” |3|. The
burden of adjustment is shared unfairly |4|, its impact being particularly severe for the most
vulnerable : the poor, pensioners, women, children, people with disabilities, and immigrants.

 1. Measures affecting the Right to Work

Post-2010 reforms compress labour costs, repeal allowances and benefits, shorten notice periods for
dismissals, repeal or weaken collective bargaining, flexibilize employment, and steeply reduce
minimum wages. Private sector legislation diminished job protection, facilitated extension of work
time, and cut remuneration. In the public sector, legislation compressed wage costs and numbers of
employees |5|. Government-decreed compulsory work hit both sectors |6|.

Impact of the measures

Labour market reforms imposed by the Memoranda severely undermine the realization of the right
to work, causing grave institutional breakdown. Destroying the system of collective bargaining
agreements and labour arbitration resurrected the individual employment agreement as prime
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determining factor of employment conditions |7|. Successive wage cuts and tax hikes brought
massive lay-offs, erosion of labour standards, increased job insecurity, and widespread
precariousness, with over-flexible, lowly-paid jobs where women and young predominate. The
minimum wage was pushed below poverty thresholds |8|.

Unemployment exploded from 7.3% to 27.9% (2008-2013) |9|. Public sector employment decreased
from 942,625 to 675,530 between 2009-2013 |10|, with pay shrinking by over 25%. Private sector
wages fell at least 15% till 2013. Youth unemployment reached 64.9% in May 2013 |11|, decimating
prospects of accessing the job market.

The crisis hit disproportionately women and migrants, increasing involuntary part-time work |12|
and unfair dismissals due to pregnancy |13|. Tensions rose in the informal sector employing, in
exploitative and unprotected labour conditions, many of the estimated 470,000 irregular migrants
|14|.

Violation of the Right to Work

The right to work is recognized in regional and international instruments to which Greece is a party
|15|, as well as in the Constitution |16| and is arguably the fundamental right most affected by recent
legislative and administrative changes. The right implies that the State must guarantee equal access
to employment, and protect workers from being unfairly deprived of their employment. The State
must not destroy a person’s opportunity to earn their living (obligation to respect) ; prevent this
opportunity from being destroyed by third parties (obligation to protect); and provide opportunity to
earn one’s living to anyone who lacks this opportunity (obligation to fulfil). The two Economic
Adjustment Programmes however imposed “an intensive policy of internal devaluation, aimed at
reducing wage and nonwage costs” |17|, with the help of “labour and wage reforms [that] will help
to curb undue wage pressures” |18|. Post-2010 reforms violate standards set out in treaties to which
Greece is a part |19|.

 2. Measures affecting the Right to Health

The first Economic Adjustment Programme (May 2010) limited public health expenditure at 6% of
GDP |20| ; the second (March 2012) demanded reducing hospital operating costs by 8% in 2012, and
shrinking average public spending on outpatient pharmaceuticals to about 1% of GDP |21|.

Greek healthcare spending, falling significantly below EU average since 2010 |22|, restricted health
care |23|. Drastic measures “were adopted within a very short time and under extreme pressure to
secure the next tranche” |24|. Naturally they “focused primarily on the structural, financial and
managerial aspects of the NHS, and not much on patient’s needs” |25|.

Impact of the measures

The availability of and access to quality health care were undermined, particularly for the poorest,
by cuts to healthcare spending, lay-offs in the public health sector, increased fees and co-payments,
closures and mergers of hospitals and healthcare facilities, decimation of hospital beds, and
increasingly restricted public health insurance |26|. In 2015 more than 2.5 million persons, or one
fourth of the total population, were without health insurance |27|. Hospitals and pharmacies
experienced widespread shortages while trying to reduce pharmaceutical expenditure from €4.37
billion in 2010 to €2 billion by 2014 |28|. Diseases such as tuberculosis, malaria and HIV increased ;
mental health problems ballooned, including suicides, which to a large extent are attributed to
strains imposed by the crisis.
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Violation of the Right to Health

This right is enshrined in Article 25 of UDHR, Article 12 of ICESCR, Article 12 of CEDAW, Article 5
of CERD, Article 25 of CRPD, Article 24 of CRC, and Article 11 of both the ESC and the RESC. The
ECHR contains provisions related to health, and also the Constitution (Articles 21(2) and 21(3)). The
right to health includes the entitlement to a system of health protection providing equal opportunity
to enjoy the highest attainable standard of health, and also the right to access health services. The
measures implemented to satisfy the conditionalities of the adjustment programmes violate this
right.

 3. Measures affecting the Right to Education

Memoranda conditionalities directly targeted the education system. Specific measures outlined
include reductions in teachers’ recruitment, forced transference of teachers in the labour reserve
and labour mobility schemes, reduction in teachers’ pay, merging/closure of schools, more students
per classroom and weekly teaching hours |29|. In order to reach 2012 deficit targets the Ministry of
Education reduced staff allocations and operational spending for secondary schools |30|. As a result
of the combined measures, teachers’ salaries averaged a 40% reduction |31|, reaching 60% of the
EU21 average |32|.

Impact of the measures

“These reductions have created difficulties in ensuring that the basic needs of students are met”
|33|. Gaps in teaching posts are left uncovered (12,000 in primary and secondary schools for
2014-5). 1,053 schools closed and 1,933 merged between 2008 and 2012 |34|. Reduction in
operational costs left numerous schools without heating |35|. Inadequate framework for free student
transportation discriminates against children in isolated areas, Roma children and children with
disabilities |36|. Some children were excluded from accessing education altogether |37|.

Violation of right to Education

The conditionalities mentioned above, violate the right to education, a fundamental human right
guaranteed by European and international legal instruments, including the EU Charter (Article 14),
ECHR, ESC, RESC, UDHR (Article 26), ICESCR (Articles 13, 14), CEDAW (Articles 10, 14), CRC
(Articles 28, 29, 40), CERD (Article 5), CRPD, and the Constitution Article 16(2).

 4. Measures affecting the Right to Social Security

The Memoranda-imposed spending cuts diminished social benefits, including pensions,
unemployment benefits, and family benefits. The character of the pensions system was changed ;
pension funds were devastated by the PSI, losing around €14.5 billion |38| ; pensions were cut |39| ;
state funding and guarantees restricted ; several family benefits were replaced by a single means-
tested family benefit related to family income ; contributions and age limits raised. Unemployment
benefits, disbursed only to a tiny fraction of the unemployed, were likewise slashed |40|. Strict
eligibility criteria exclude most immigrants and young.

Impact of the measures

The adjustment programme eviscerated existing social protection measures, placing many at risk of
poverty |41|. Pensions were reduced on average by 40%, falling below the poverty line for 45% of

http://www.europe-solidaire.org/spip.php?page=spipdf&spipdf=spipdf_article&id_article=35457&nom_fichier=ESSF_article-35457#outil_sommaire
http://www.europe-solidaire.org/spip.php?page=spipdf&spipdf=spipdf_article&id_article=35457&nom_fichier=ESSF_article-35457#outil_sommaire


pensioners |42|. In 2015 8.14% of workers were found to work undeclared and uninsured |43|.

Violation of the right to social security

The right to social security affords protection to the most vulnerable members of society,
guaranteeing to all the minimum goods and services required for a life in dignity. The right is
guaranteed in the Constitution (Article 22§5), UDHR (Articles 22, 25), ICESCR (Articles 9, 10),
CEDAW (Articles 11, 13, 14), CRC (Articles 18, 23, 26), CERD (Articles 2, 5), and ESC (Articles 8(1),
12, 14, 16, 17). It is violated by pension cuts that entail “a significant degradation of the standard of
living and the living conditions of many of the pensioners concerned” |44|.

 5. Measures affecting the Right to Housing

Programme conditionalities and Greek government implementation laws violated the right to
housing. Social housing was abolished in 2012, as a ‘prior action’ to disbursement |45|; a rental
subsidy to 120,000 households, and housing benefits for elders |46|. New laws and regulations
facilitate express eviction procedures, without judicial trial |47|. Attica homelessness from negligible
shot to 17,700 |48|.

Impact of measures

In 2014 over 500,000 people lived in conditions of homelessness, insecure or inadequate housing
|49|. Non-performing housing loans rose to 26.1% in 2013 |50| ; 40 foreclosures and evictions
increased |51|. Despite the dramatic fall in house prices |52|, tax increases make housing
unaffordable |53| ; rates of overcrowding for poor households reached 42% in 2013, 60% for non-EU
nationals |54|. In 2012, 73.3% of young people of 20-29 years lived with parents |55|, 18,902
individuals lacked plumping and 142,000 any form of heating |56|.

Violation of the Right to Housing

Housing is indispensable for human dignity. The conditionalities of the programme mentioned above
violated the right to housing as recognized in various instruments including the UDHR (Article
25[1]), ICESCR (Article 11[1]), CERD, CEDAW, and CRC. The ESC and the ECHR both contain
express provisions and references to the right to adequate housing, as does the Constitution,
Articles 4 and 21(4).

 6. Measures affecting the Right to Self-determination

The wholesale privatisation of state property through TAIPED |57|, especially throught the ‘fast-
track’ procedures, violates constitutional rights and provisions, namely Articles 1.2 and 1.3
guaranteeing the principle of popular sovereignty. No government can legitimately proceed to such
an extended alienation of public property, constituting a direct violation of the general interest and
undermining economic growth |58|. The Greek Conseil d’Etat decided that common goods (water,
energy, communications, etc.) should strictly remain under state ownership |59|. TAIPED also
violates the constitutional rights to property (Art. 18 Const.) and protection of the environment (Art.
24 Const.) |60|.

Violation of the Right to Self-determination

This right is enshrined in various human rights instruments, notably the ICESCR (Article 1), ICCPR
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(Article 1), UN Declaration of Principles of International Law Concerning on Friendly Relations and
Cooperation among States in accordance with the Charter of the United Nations (1970), and the
UNHRC, GC No. 12.

 7. Measures affecting the Right to Justice

The creditor-imposed measures specify commitments to reform the juridical system |61|, including a
substantial increase in fees |62|. The Government legislated dismissing contractual staff to fulfil
targets specified in the Memoranda |63|. Legal aid and public accountability bodies are inadequately
funded |64|.

Impact of measures

Recourse to Courts became financially unbearable for citizens after successive drastic cuts to
salaries and pensions. Lengthy proceedings before deteriorating and overburdened civil and
administrative courts border on denial of justice. Dealing with the judicial system’s inherent
weaknesses, such as understaffing and lack of infrastructure, is rendered impossible due to the cuts.

Violation of the Right to justice

Access to justice is meant to provide for fast and effective judicial redress, enshrined, inter alia, in
the Constitution (Art. 20. 1). This right is violated by the drastic cuts to funding, resulting from
suffocating mandated austerity. Another repercussion of the draconian austerity measures has been
a strong movement of opposition and resistance to the changes imposed. The government’s effort to
quell it led to a series of violations of human rights examined below. A consequence of the crisis was
widespread decrease in living standards.

 8. Poverty and social exclusion

Conditionalities produced widespread impoverishment, destitution, and social exclusion. The
measures imposed by the creditors negated their stated commitment that the programme would
protect vulnerable social groups and the poor. Yet, after five years of detrimental impacts, the
creditors insist on further measures.

Currently 23.1% of the population live below the poverty line |65|, with relative poverty rate almost
doubling in 2009-2012 |66|, and 63.3% are impoverished as a consequence of austerity policies alone
|67|. Severe material deprivation increased from 11% to 21.5% of the population in 2009-2014 |68|.
Over 34% of children are at risk of poverty or social exclusion in 2013 |69|. The unequal impact of
the measures dramatically worsened inequality |70|, with the poorest 10% of the population losing
an alarming 56.5% of their income |71|.

 9. Measures affecting Freedom of Expression and Assembly

Since 2010 legislative and administrative measures restricted the freedoms of expression and
assembly |72| ; the right to free expression was “systematically and effectively challenged” |73| ; the
freedom of assembly was violated. Authorities prevented legitimate protest against Memoranda-
driven policies by prohibiting public meetings, repressing with excessive force peaceful
demonstrations, making pre-emptive arrests, questioning minors, and torturing antifascist
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protesters, often in collaboration with Golden Dawn |74|.

Impact of the measures

The disproportionate response of the authorities to public protest against austerity severely
undermined the freedoms of expression and assembly. Between 2009 and 2015 Greece slid from 35th

to 91st place on the World Press Freedom Index |75|. Repression against memoranda-driven protests
prohibited the peaceful exercise of constitutional rights. Freedoms were further undermined by the
impunity enjoyed by Golden Dawn until September 2013. These developments constituted a real
threat for democratic institutions.

Violation of the Freedoms of Expression and Assembly

The freedoms of expression and assembly, guaranteed by international treaties and human rights
conventions (UDHR, Arts. 20, 23; ICCPR, Arts. 21, 22; ICESCR, Art. 8; ECHR, Arts. 10, 11; Revised
ESC, Art. 5; EU Charter, Arts. 11, 12; and others), are also protected by the Greek Constitution
(Articles 11, 14). They were violated in order to quell the waves of legitimate mass protest against
Memoranda-imposed policies.

 10. Measures affecting Protection against Discrimination

The creditor-imposed laws implementing the Memoranda discriminate against large sections of the
population, e.g. employees and pensioners |76|. Workers under 25 years were excluded from the
legally protected minimum salary |77|. Employees lost the right to freely negotiate collective or
individual agreements |78|. Discrimination against Roma, HIV-positive, and the elderly grew |79| ; as
did police harassment |80|], and the systematic detaining of all irregular migrants became official
policy |81|]. Hate crime rose; as did xenophobia against migrants, often targeted as scapegoats for
the crisis |82|]. The UNHCR recorded a spike in excessively violent crimes arising from
discrimination based on gender and sexual orientation |83|. The police fails to protect victims,
respond to such attacks, or investigate them diligently |84|]. Maximum Security Prisons allow
“extremely discriminatory [and] unequal penal treatment of similar cases” |85|.

Gendered impact of the crisis

Cutbacks to social services due to Memoranda-imposed austerity policies have “detrimental effects
on women in all spheres of life” |86|, impacting particularly on discrimination in work, economic
autonomy, sexual and reproductive rights |87|, and protection from violence.

Attacks increased 47% |88|, whilst available protection falls short of demand and women lack
adequate access to justice |89|.

Violation of Protection against discrimination

The all-encompassing impact of the Memoranda on social life resulted to violations of the
Constitution, Articles 4 and 21(1). The right to participate in and access information relating to key
decision-making processes that affect one’s life and well-being is a key principle of human rights
law, reflected in international instruments including the ICESCR, ICCPR (Article 25), CRC (Article
12), and CEDAW (Article 7).

Truth Committee on the Greek Public Debt
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