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Speech by the Minister of Interior, Tassos Giannitsis at the Congress of the Central Union of Municipalities of Greece
“Mr. President of the Union, Ladies and Gentlemen,

First of all, I would like to convey the Prime Minister Lucas Papademos’ vivid interest in the annual Congress and his warm greeting for the successful completion of your tasks. The Prime Minister firmly believes that great importance should be attached to enabling Local governments to act as a support mechanism for assisting the tremendous efforts made by the central government, the political system, local governments and social forces.
Personally, I feel very happy because in the short three month period since I took office, I have had the opportunity to be here with you, to join with you, to hear your opinions and move on to solve problems or reinforce positions that will strengthen local governments and enhance their contribution to overcoming the crisis.
We are all affected by the difficult situation we have been experiencing for the past few years. However, many people outside this room experience this reality in a harder way. People involved in public life are committed to address weaknesses, so they join their forces in order to give hope to people who are expecting that a lot of difficult, however attainable objectives should be achieved.
Recently, the Prime Minister at a special meeting and myself, in my letter and my meetings with the   Central Union of Municipalities of Greece, we both stressed the need for local governments to make social actions their first priority. The actions you have undertaken are of great importance. However there is much more to be done. In addressing fiscal imbalances, old priorities need a severe readjustment in order to further support social action.

This government and the Prime Minister Mr. Lucas Papademos took office under dramatic circumstances, being aware of the national challenges they had to overcome, while the chances of success remained unknown. However the Government accepted, considering that they had no right to refuse. Since last November there has been only one main objective: how to avoid a bankruptcy that would destroy national dreams, would wound national self-confidence and would open doors to politically irresponsible and anti- EU oriented forces and ideas. After its term has been completed, the government will have served as a bridge, a better starting point for the next government. Its success will be judged by these achievements. For the time being the government has been fighting a long battle, which is of great importance for the country.       
Many among you, as well as the Central Union of Municipalities of Greece, have pointed out many problems   which, because of the county’s current situation, prevent local governments from addressing serious issues.  I want to make two remarks on this subject: The first one is that we are all here, the Ministry of Interior, the political and administrative heads to do everything possible to help you, wherever feasible and appropriate. The second remark is that we are all in emergency circumstances, in a kind of general mobilization. Under these circumstances no one should expect things to be a routine work as they used to be. Today none of us has or will have the ideal conditions to do the work. All of us who have a strong sense of responsibility, must work using any means we have at our disposal.  We can demand but without complaining and being in a bellicose mood.
Today I feel that our society, maybe many among you, are experiencing a sense of fatigue and apathy. The predominant feeling is that there is nothing we can do to brighten our prospects. This is an extremely dangerous ideology. I shall not go into details. However, I want to strongly emphasize that the next few weeks will be decisive for all the hard work and progress made by our society over the last four decades. Will we keep on making the same mistakes for which young generations pay hard and which can make our children (and ourselves) collapse? There are social forces that do not believe in the necessity of fighting. Social forces that have never cared for the national or public interest, have developed an opportunistic behaviour or have simply flinched.  A throwing up the sponge attitude manifests itself. And this is taking place at a time when the vast majority of people in our society are affected by unemployment, have experienced an income reduction, live with uncertainty and hold their breath on the dramatic negotiations undertaken by the government.
The phenomenon is by no means new in our history.

Many people think that in the next moths to come returning to the drachma or remaining in the euro zone will be decided. This is another mistake. What will be decided is whether the country, all achievements and efforts launched by Konstantinos Karamanlis in 1976, followed up on with Andreas Papandreou in 1981 and Costas Simitis in 1996 will turn to junk (like the Greek bonds downgraded to junk status), whether the country will be prey to mafia practices, whether the nation will become a despicable example that will entertain the world news and cheer up our implacable friends. This is what is at stake and we can not let this happen by any means.
I shall not go into details concerning political or other top issues addressed by the government because this is not the purpose of my speech in this important event. However, I want to stress that the general economic and political process is formulating the framework that enables actions to be implemented, dynamics to be developed, problems to be addressed and successful policies to be developed in relation to local authorities and the role of the Ministry of Interior. The progress of the country is related to and conditioned by the progress of local governments.

I have absolute confidence in you and in local governments. I strongly believe that local governments will take part in the battle. You also must have confidence in yourselves. If the crisis was a simple economic crisis, this confidence would be an expression of formality in the opening speech of a minister in this Congress. Local governments   have suffered severe financial losses and funding cuts   and I am sure you will point out that this does not help in addressing the problems created by the crisis. However the crisis is more than economic. It is a political crisis, a crisis of values and a social crisis. That is why I think that the role you can play is of great importance and must go beyond strictly economic dimensions. All you have to do is start thinking, together with the local staff, that bold innovative approaches to addressing new problems are needed, that the habits followed get nowhere, that you must work to inspire local authorities and local societies to take new forms of action in a difficult, suspicious and disillusioned environment. The ideology diffused is that there is no way out. I would say: Yes there is no way out, but only for those not interested in finding the way out.

At this point I would like to focus on four points relating to local governments:
1. The implementation of the “Kallikratis” Law 

2. Our initiatives to improve the operational framework for  Local government 
3. Financial resource issues relating to Municipalities (central autonomous resources, public investment budget)

4. Initiatives which offer development and social dynamics for local communities
1. The implementation of the “Kallikratis” Law 

The year 2011 was a landmark for local government. In 2011 the “Kallikratis” law was put into effect and, as a plan and a legislative instrument, improved the self-government system in the country.  The establishment of the two –tier structure of local government on a new strong base has been an important structural change which aimed at:

· Strong and efficient local governments 
· Local governments able to assume new competencies and improve their effectiveness and efficiency
Consensus has been an important advantage in the reform process:  Worked out in close cooperation with local governments, the reform is enjoying social acceptance.
It is true that changes in the economic environment, I refer to the deep recession, did not allow for the financial support as it was originally designed. However, within this context, by adapting methods and policies, in close  cooperation with local authorities,  we can create more favourable conditions with a view to enhancing local development initiatives and enabling local actors to take action. The year 2011 was a transitional year. We all faced the difficult task of transition from the old organizational structure to the new one,  in relation to the establishment of new municipalities, the merger of their legal entities, the process of transferring staff, the organisation of new services, the adoption of the internal service organisational charts  for municipalities and their legal entities. Of course, passing an act does not lead to immediate changes.  Structural interventions are needed in order to overcome the limitations of the previous models and develop new forms of operation. The “Kallikratis” reform created new organisational structures for local governments. The high number of legal entities and enterprises was reduced through legislative intervention. The first steps are of decisive importance for the operation of the new legal entities and their further development. The Ministry of Interior in collaboration with the Central Union of Municipalities of Greece will provide support to the new municipalities.

2. Improving the operational framework for local government

Experience gained so far from the implementation of the “Kallikratis” law: 
First: leads us to adopt urgent measures, 
Second: allows us to go further, having identified problems, delays and best practices. 

Urgent arrangements 
A new legislative initiative provides changes to the institutional framework for formulating the local government economic recovery plan and enables local governments to serve their debt obligations in a reliable way, with the assistance of financial structures, without having to suspend basic and critical services provided to local citizens. The recovery plan complies with the commitments of the medium term fiscal consolidation framework program in order to ensure the implementation of it.

The recovery plan addresses issues such as:

1. the possibility of concluding loan agreements for the repayment of outstanding obligations assumed by municipalities and regions

2. decouple the rate of loans from that of the government bonds and replace it with the current lending rate of the Deposits and Loans Fund 

3. expend until June 30,2012 the date which expired December 31, 2011 for the settlement of  loans concluded by local governments and their legal entities    

In relation to the local government recovery, I would like to add that an audit committee which decides on the municipalities to be subjected to the recovery plan is established by decision issued in October. The committee will consist of two more members, starting   from the publication of the Ministry of Finance draft law on the implementation of medium term fiscal strategy framework in the Official Gazette. 
The said draft law also settles other issues you are concerned with, such as circulation taxes attributable to municipal authorities and payments from previous years related to the transportation of pupils.
Draft Law prepared by the Ministry of Interior

Experiences gained one year after the implementation of the “Kallikratis” law, allow us to pursue further legislative initiatives on improved operational frameworks which are included in the Ministry of Interior draft law.

The draft law aims at overcoming difficulties, eliminating identified deficiencies, adding complementary provisions. We focus on urgent issues, we address the emerging problems. The processes followed should be observed and reconsidered if necessary.
The draft law aims to:

· strengthen intermunicipal, interregional cooperation as well as cooperation among the  tiers of government, 

· improve the governance system in municipalities and regions taking into account the specific characteristics of the insular areas  and addressing issues related to local government  staff and finance
· streamline the costs. Having in mind their limited resources, local governments should seek to reduce their costs.
Next week the draft law will be given to the Central Union of Municipalities of Greece, the Union of Regions of Greece and to the political parties for consultation so that afterwards it can be presented to parliament. The most important proposals made by local government collective entities , the Central Union of Municipalities of Greece and the Union of Regions of Greece have already been taken into account. However, there will be a constant dialogue with local governments because the experience gained - your experience- is valuable and can lead to institutional arrangements and further improvements.
3.  Resource issues related to municipalities 

As a matter of fact, fiscal adjustment measures led to limited local resources. However, we managed to give municipalities the ability to meet part of their obligations. 

Municipalities received a state funding for 2011 that reached 3.149 million euro (1992 million in the form of regular grants and 1156 million euro from  central autonomous resources).  I would like to stress that in the last months of 2011, municipalities were given 680 million euro from the Central autonomous resources, the “Thisseas” Program, the Local Government Collective Decision, etc.

By the end of next week (2/2) we are expected to have signed the Joint Ministerial Decision on transfers.  (Ministry of Interior - Ministry of Finance). I know your thoughts on the one twelfth return for January, however special care had to be taken to ensure the provision of welfare benefits (131 million euro). 

In relation to 2011 public investment plan which suffered severe cuts because of the Memorandum, we made significant efforts to ensure credits of 230 million euro even at the last minute-before closing the fiscal year-    (the Local Government Collective Decision:130+ “Thisseas”: 100) which intended to relieve fiscal obligations and cover overdue payments for development activities accumulated because of grant shortfalls.

Finally, the Public Investment Plan yields amounted to 585 million euro. The cofounded part of the Public Investment Plan for the Ministry of Interior comprised approved amounts which were twice the initial ones as included in the 2011 budget. This enabled the payment of amounts owed to kindergartens, for works implemented by the Hellenic Society for Local Development and Self-Government, etc.

In relation to the 2012 budget, the Local Government Collective Decision provides for 470 million euro. The costs for works undertaken under the “Thisseas” Program, if they meet the eligibility requirements, will be covered by the National Strategic Reference Framework. The non eligible costs will be covered by the new development program elaborated by the Ministry of Interior (Self-government- Social Cohesion- Balanced Development- AKSIA) 

At this point, there is something I want to stress. The whole country is called to make a big effort; otherwise, to put it simply, we are finished. In that case, our additional claims and demands will not succeed, and what is more, the current situation will get worse. We must all have in mind that additional efforts may be required. The situation is very critical. I know that this does not sound pleasant. I am not afraid to speak honestly. I do not want to leave you with pleasant impressions. I always prefer to act preventively otherwise the price is too high. So, please abandon some of your old habits and help local governments contribute to addressing current problems. I will do my best to help local governments. They must do their best to help the country.

4. Initiatives with development and social dynamics 
Because of the crisis experienced by the country, we all have to develop new approaches, undertake innovative actions, impose new rhythms.  So have local governments.

Under these difficult circumstances, I believe that local governments have a very important role to play. They can and must work to promote social cohesion and contribute to growth.  I want to stress the importance of social development dimensions of local governments.

In this respect, the Ministry of Interior is contributing to this goal through programs and actions with high social and economic impact. 

Funded by the “Administrative Reform” Operational Program and the “Digital Conversion” Operational Plan, the 152 million “Kallikratis” operational plan puts special emphasis on providing support for the newly established Municipalities and Regions. It mainly focuses on:

· modern and efficient organizational tools that will contribute to local governments’ administrative improvement and modernization

· upgrading human resources through capacity building  programs aimed to improve local staff  skills, focused  on adequately preparing them to assume their new responsibilities.

· achieving tangible results having a direct impact on citizens 
It becomes obvious that the aim of the reform is neither to reduce the number of local entities nor to grant local governments new powers. The main aim is to provide improved services to local populations, wether they live in urban areas or in the most remote village in the country.

The Ministry of Interior is preparing a sustainable multi level development program – the AKSIA Program (self- development- social cohesion –balanced development) which aims at achieving major goals. Local Governments must contribute to social cohesion which is threatened by stagnation and recession. Building links between local governments on the one hand and balanced development and social cohesion on the other is the main idea which lies at the core of the program. The main aim is to create real values as suggested by the acronym AKSIA (“value” although the spelling is incorrect).

The AKSIA Program is financed by co-funded programs, by state budget resources devoted to local and regional activities   and resources deployed in support of local governments.

Initiatives with socio-economic dynamics include a series of actions as presented below:
a) Ensuring the continuation of  the   “ home care assistance ” Program 

The Ministry of Interior in collaboration with the jointly responsible Ministry of Labor and Ministry of Health is aiming to adjust the best practices already implemented in other EU Member States and apply them to provide home care assistance to the elderly. The old model is being revised; a new system is created for all insured and non –insured citizens.   

Until the program goes into full effect, a legislative act published at the end of the year ( OG 268/A) extended the home care assistance program   until 30.6.2012 with a parallel extension of the fixed term contracts for the staff employed by local governments and their legal entities.

The same act provides that , by decision of the minister of Interior,  funds up to 35 million  available from sources provided in law 3852/ 2010(A 87)  article 259  shall , on an annual basis, meet  the funding needs of the program.

In this way the Ministry of Interior assumed the responsibility to continue for a short  period to deliver  services to people in great need of them,  until a modern home care assistance system is fully developed, which will improve and extend current services to the most severely affected citizens.

b) Applying the concept of in- house procurements.

Safety valve provisions are under way in order to ensure the proper implementation of this concept and remove previous deficiencies and time- consuming processes. Today first tier local governments have developed the ability to manage their affairs successfully and effectively.   

In- house procurements are expected to substantially boost local projects and contribute to enhancing employment opportunities at the local level at a time when local populations are seriously affected by unemployment.

Within a period of three years 120.000 jobs are expected to be provided while in 2012 , the first year of implementation , 35.000- 40.000 jobs will be offered . A relevant joint ministerial decision was signed by the Ministry of Interior and the Ministry of Labor on recruitments. Moreover, legal and financial safeguards are provided in the draft law prepared by the Ministry of Interior which will include in- house procurements in the AKSIA program ( self- development- social cohesion –balanced development).
c) The community service projects run by the Ministry of Labor and Social Security cover 57.000 beneficiaries among five categories: the long term unemployed, under- employed, self employed, unemployed under 3O years old, scientists and the short term unemployed who do not receive unemployment benefits. They will be hired by local and regional governments on the basis of social criteria and their skills and qualifications, according to the selection procedures applied by the    Supreme Council for Civil Personnel Collection and will be employed by non- governmental organizations for   a period of five months. They will be offered a 625 euro monthly allowance and full health insurance and pension coverage.   

Community service projects include activities such as care for the elderly, disabled people and children, actions to preserve and maintain the natural environment and cultural heritage, civic beautification, reforestation and forest protection, cleaning sea shores, activities for children and youth, such as providing food for all-day school students in poor areas etc.
d) Issues related to the waste management 

One of the most problematic issues difficult to deal with is related to the waste management. The problem lies on obsolete practices, bad choices and wrong perceptions which led to the current collapse. An environment friendly waste management system    will be for the benefit of everyone: Both local governments and citizens will fully enjoy its benefits and advantages. A revival of job growth will be increasingly favored and the environment will be healed.
In this context :

1. The draft law prepared by the Ministry of Interior provides for the creation of “new” solid waste management entities at the regional level, responsible for the integrated solid waste management. The draft law provides the possibility for the integrated solid waste management to be undertaken at inter-regional level and addresses insular policy issues related to solid waste management.

2. The Ministry of Environment, Energy and Climate Change draft law introduces arrangements on new boards of management elections for existing solid waste management entities not established in Attica for the remaining transitional period and until they are merged into the new   unified solid waste management entity.

e) Addressing issues related to the essential equality between men and women.

Using objective population criteria for municipalities and taking into account the Regional Units set up within the territory so as to achieve the maximum geographical coverage, we have published the following calls for expression of interest related to structures supporting women/ victims of violence:   

· Invitation for expression of interest for 27 Counseling Centers for women victims of violence in an equal number of municipalities or supervised entities. The Centers will provide counseling and psychological support services. The total budget is  8,1 million euro that is 300.000 euro for each center

·  As a follow up to a previous invitation for 13 shelters, an Invitation for expression of interest for 7 more shelters for women victims of violence in an equal number of municipalities .  The total budget is 14 million euro that is 700.000 euro for each shelter.

With a view to integrating the gender equality dimension into all municipal policies, it is worth mentioning:
· The elaboration and pilot implementation, for a period of two years, of overall Action Plans on the integration of gender equality based on the model system in the 15 biggest municipalities of the country (based exclusively on population criteria). The total budget is 1,95 million euro that is 130.000 euro for each municipality.
· The training of municipal staff on gender equality issues and on integrating the gender equality dimension into all municipal policies.
f) Institutional safeguards for social grocery stores

Addressing the issue of poverty at local level is becoming more and more imperative. During holidays we have seen throngs of needy people turn to local social services,  go to soup kitchens and visit social grocery stores. Municipalities can provide services close to citizens, can have an increased knowledge of the living conditions of local families and can give help and assistance in a fair and effective way.  The “Kallikratis” reform puts emphasis on effective and flexible social policies to be implemented by local governments.
The Ministry of Interior draft law provides the necessary institutional framework to ensure the establishment and operation of social grocery stores.
Mrs. Gennimata and Mr. Koukoulopoulos will highlight these issues in more detail. 
Ladies and Gentlemen, dear local government representatives,

We have left undone a lot of things which we ought to have done. That is the reason why we are faced with such a difficult situation. However, the crisis may – and I believe it will- prove to be an opportunity to change things we criticize individually and ignore collectively. 
The “Kallikratis” law aims to bring about effective changes to the central government and improve the governance system of the country. Of course passing the law is not enough; implementing the law effectively is of great importance. Local society’s approval will depend on the effective and successful collaboration between the central government and the local and regional governments.

I want to close my speech by repeating what has been already said by the President of the Central Union of Municipalities Mr. Kostas Askounis “ under the current circumstances local governments are called  to  provide a clear answer which can  unite all of us . We want the local government to act as a support mechanism for citizens hit by unemployment and poverty.”  
Thank you.”
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