IMMIGRATION:
Living in aPolicy Vacuum
The plight of Albanian immigrantsin Greece

Maria Vidali

Greece has become a popular haven for Albanian emigrantsin the last decade, many of whom cross
the border illegally. This exodus has strained relations between the two countries, tensions that are
further exacerbated by alack of concrete immigration policiesin either country, proper institutions
and dial ogue between the two states.

Greek-Albanian relations have been revived since the latter's Communist regime fell in 1991 and
the country emerged from self-imposed isolation. An important element in these relations is the
presence of a considerable Albanian immigrant population in Greece.

The rising wave of crime in Greece in recent years has been often attributed to Albanian immigrants
and has been used as a pretext for retaliatory policies towards them. Negative stereotypes are
constructed and regularly revived in the Greek media and by certain political personalities. The
consequent xenophobic feelings fermented amongst the Greek population have then been used to
justify government actions.

These hard line policies have served two aims. Firstly, they have covered up the lack of a coherent
Greek immigration policy which would have prevented the rise in crime figures and the exploitation
of immigrants through passport and visas falsification rackets, protection and the smuggling of
people.

Secondly, they have served as a means of exerting pressure whenever tensions have arisen in
interstate relations. The Greek government has often used the violent repatriation of Albanian illegal
workers (the so-called "Broom" operations) as a means of putting pressure on Tirana. It has also
occasionally limited the availability of visas and work permits for Albanians for the same reason.
Similarly, concessions towards Albanian immigrants have been used to create a positive climate
whenever it was convenient for better investment opportunities and for a better treatment of the
ethnic Greeksin return. Albania, on her part, has often used "carrot concessions' towards Greek
investors and businessmen, in order to secure the favourable treatment of Albanian immigrants by
the Greek State.

Albanian migration

The transition from a centrally planned to market economy has been very hard for Albania. The
shock therapy began in 1991. Hundreds of thousands were left unemployed as 90% of the factories
were closed. The legacy of the inefficient economic model during the Communist regime, the
economic crisis of the 1980s, the breakdown of the economic structures and the revolts of 1991 and
1997 were just afew of the many factors responsible for creating the economic plight during of the
transition period.

Albanian migration became the solution to the enormous problems of satisfying even basic needs
and was aided by the dackening of border controls that followed the anti-Communist uprisings at
the end of 1990. There were about 400,000 Albanians working abroad in 1996, sending home about
USD 500 million per year. This money was particularly important for the survival of the people
remaining in Albania and for the devel opment of the private sector.[1]

The first great exodus of Albanian refugees crossed the borders with Greece and the seato Italy
during the crisis of 1991-92. At that time, the reasons for leaving the country were mainly political,
as these people disliked the Communist regime and wished for change. At that time the Greek
government decided to open the borders and issued a large number of visas, in order to let the
members of the Greek minority reunite with their families over the border. Many of whom had been



separated for over 40 years. Many ethnic Albanians also crossed the border at this time. Since then,
the reasons for emigrating have changed, now they are usually economic ones rather than political.
Greek official policy has also changed.

The total number of immigrants, both legal and illegal, in Greece is thought to be between 400,000
and two million, an estimated 10% to 20% of the Greek work force.[2] The number of Albanian
migrants who crossed into Greece between 1990 and 1994 has been estimated at 250,000.[3] Greece
was usually their main destination and the natural choice for the majority of Albanian economic
migrants in the period 1991-1999. Especially once the searoutesto Italy were blocked after stricter
controls were introduced at ports on both sides of the Adriatic. On the other hand, the border
between Greece and Albaniais long and difficult to police and people are able to enter the country
by walking across the mountainous frontier.

Official Greek reaction

The Greek State was not prepared to accept such an enormous influx of migrants. Besides, Greece
had never experienced such a phenomenon before. In the period 1991-1998, there was no concrete
migration policy, as the country was still considered to be anet "exporter” of population.[4]
Specidist institutions, such as advice centres for the legal, social and economic orientation of
immigrants (especially children), hardly existed. Furthermore, Albanians - and other - immigrants
were excluded from aid by the social services, especialy regarding the provision of housing, health
care and personal safety, which is provided to Greek citizens by the state and Albanians found it
difficult to satisfy certain needs, such as political, cultural and social expression, recreation and
socialisation.[5]

The truth is that neither of the two governments involved had any proper policies for facing these
needs or the results of rising criminal activity (as the result of either Greeks or others) connected
with immigration until recently. As a consequence the distribution and sale of fake visas, passports
and work permits has shown that there is a perfect collaboration between Greeks and non-Greeksin
certain aress.

Significance for the Albanian economy

The importance of economic migration for Albaniais paramount, because it isakind of
"development aid" through the export of labour force. Remittances are an indispensable financial
source for the devel opment of the Albanian private sector. Especialy as other sources - domestic
savings, export revenues, external borrowing, foreign investments, development aids, etc.- were
insufficient during 1991-99. Moreover, the majority of Albanian families have been dependent on
them for their survival. Remittances for 1991 have been estimated at USD 548.5 million and at
USD 364 million for 1992. The majority of these payments came from Greece (82.2% in both years)
and much of the rest from Italy (13.2%). In addition, technical knowledge and work experience,
obtained by Albanian workersin Greece, were used to modernise production, as soon as immigrants
returned to Albania.[6] Immigration had a political importance as well, as akey for releasing
tensions that would have created anarchy and afurther rise in crime, if all these unemployed people
had stayed in the country.

Positive and negative consequences on the Greek economy

Theodoros Dizelos has given a comprehensive account of the consequences for the Greek economy
of the employment of foreign workersin general, Albanian workersin particular. One of the
positive consequences (for the economy, if not the workers) was that Albanians are employed with
lower wages and often without social security. This leads to lower production costs and has a
positive effect on the competitiveness of the Greek exports. Albanian workers exert a positive
influence on Greek GNP, especially in the primary sector, where most of them are employed. They
also contribute to the increase of the total consumer expenditure and to the income of certain
categories of Greek citizens, such as owners of real estate. In other words, Albanian workers and
their families help increase the private consumption of goods and services, although to arather
small extent, because their main aim is to save money through limited consumption.[7]



Moreover, undocumented workers form areadily available, flexible, occasional, disorganised |abour
force. Small Greek enterprises, facing bankruptcy and closure, have substantially benefited from
these workers. Their economic survival has been secured by paying them very little or nothing - less
than 2,000 drachma (USD 6) per day in 1994 -, avoiding social security costs, and by employing
them only whenever they need them. The mgjority of Albanians are employed as unskilled workers
in building sites, transportation, in middle-class houses and as transient agricultural workers. Very
often they do jobs that Greeks do not want to do - hard, badly paid, temporary jobs, without
standard working hours or social security.

Finally, it should be noted that Albanian children and teenagers, especially those between ten and
seventeen years old, have fuelled the sex industry in Athens and the provinces.[8]

If the above constitute the "positive" consequences on the Greek economy (if not in moral terms),
the negative consequences include an increase in unemployment in manual jobs, while
unemployment in skilled work has not been affected. Moreover, in many cases, the low salaries paid
to Albanian immigrants have pushed away Greek workers, especially in the industrial sector, in
construction and in quarries. As aresult there has been a general fal in pay in these sectors, and the
position of the labouring class has become weaker, as a consequence of the abundance of aternative
and cheaper employees.

We should also refer to the remittances sent by the immigrants to their familiesin Albaniaas a
negative consequence, in the sense that part of the Greek GNP and foreign exchangeis flowing out
of the country. Finally, Greek public spending isincreasing due to the immigrants. More precisely,
the editing of visas and massive repatriations of illegal migrantsis costing millions of US dollars to
the Greek state. Moreover, there has been aloss of tax revenues, as the income of Albanian workers
is often untaxed.[9]

Threatsto Greek security

Greece's primary concern in relation to the Albanian question regards her external security.
Especially since Albania has sought to devel op strong ties with Turkey, Greece's traditional rival in
the eastern Mediterranean. Concerned about a potential conflict with the Serbs, as well asthe
special relationship between Greece and Serbia, Sali Berisha, the Albanian President until 1997,
promoted the strengthening of relations with Turkey, which has been very willing to co-operate.
Greece has viewed this rapprochement with alarm, because she is afraid of the expansion of the
Turkish influence in the Balkans, and the potential formation of an "Islamic Arc" (Albania- Bosnia
- Turkey) which would run through her borders.

Nevertheless, it isworth focusing on the perceived threat to internal Greek security posed by
Albanian migrants. Greece has been affected by the flourishing of organised crime (drugs and arms
trafficking) in neighbouring Albania. Drug trafficking in particular has developed at an alarming
rate in the last ten years across the entire region of Russia, Central Asia, the Caucasus and the
Balkans. Largely as aresult of poverty, porousinternal and external borders, the collapse of
confidence in many of state institutions and civil strife.[10] In this unofficial economic sector,
collaboration between Greeks and Albanians has been perfected, as an Albanian "middleman”
reveals.

The Greek and Albanian mafias have already created the so-called "Brotherhood,” whichis
responsible for all the mafia business. [...] we have divided Athens in cantons. The cantons are
responsible for the trafficking, not the import, of drugs in different regions of Athens.[11]

If that was not enough of a problem, an estimated 700,000 firearms were stolen from army depots
during the riots in 1997, and only some 100,000 had been returned by October 1998.[12] Many of
these guns have been redistributed viathe Greek illegal arms market and Greeks have even been
reportedly approached in the street, and asked whether they wanted to buy a gun.

Furthermore, these population movements and the high demand for Greek visas has led to the
development of rackets involving fake visas and passports and the illegal selling of stolen visas and



passports. In this field too, Greek-Albanian co-operation has become highly advanced. Greek
officialsin Albaniaand in the border customs have been illegally trading visas - fake or genuine - in
co-operation with Albanian middlemen. In May 1993, the going rate for an illegal visa obtained
through Greek officialsin Tirana was roughly USD 300 to 350.[13]

Earlier this year, in two separate incidents, Albanians hijacked Greek buses. Actions that prompted
the Greek Prime Minister, Kostas Simitis, to deal with the problem of criminality of foreigners and
calm public opinion. Thefirst of these incidents occurred on 29 May 1999, when an Albanian man
brandishing a Kalashnikov and a hand grenade hijacked a Greek inter-city bus. The man took the
passengers and the driver hostage and drove the bus. to Albania, where he and a passenger were
killed when the Albanian police stormed the bus[14] A month later another Albanian tried to hijack
abus but was thwarted by the Greek police.[15]

In the aftermath of these incidents, Simitis underlined the government's determination to combat
crime and linked this issue with the intention to form a concrete policy on illegal immigration.
Though he did stress that immigrants were not solely responsible for the recent rise in crime.
Nevertheless, its timing and the linking of these two issues implied that they are closely connected
in the minds of the Government.

Collaboration between the Greek-Albanian police only seriously started in summer 1999, after the
hijackings. When the Chief of Greek Secret Police Pavlos Apostolidis and the Albanian Minister of
Public Order Spartak Poci, met face to face to discuss these crimes, terrorism, criminal acts,
interstate consequences and the mutual exchange of information.

Feelings among the Greek population

Greek feelings towards the Albanian immigrants are overwhelming negative. Of al the migrantsin
Greece, Bulgarians, Romanians, Poles, Kurds, Africans, Pakistanis, etc, the Albanians are the |east
appreciated. The sad truth is that racism and fear against the "Balkan other,” personified by the
economically devastated and desperate Albanian immigrant, is an everyday reality for the Greek
population. Even for people who before 1991 were not dominated by racist and xenophobic
feelings. These Greek insecurities cover a wide spectrum, from fears that Albanians might break
into houses, stealing and killing, to threats against the cultural and blood "purity” of the Greek
population, and fears for the potential formation of a minority of ethnic Albaniansin Greece.

In the collective social consciousness crime is closely connected with immigrants, particularly those
from Albania. Researchers agree that the percentage of crime for which the Albanians are
responsible, compared to the rest of the immigrant population in Greece, was only 4.5%, and was
thus directly proportional to their numbers and, therefore, not exceptionally high. It istrue that the
desperate economic situation, unemployment and the life in ghettos inside the Greek cities, are
factors that breed crime and segregation among the immigrant popul ation.

There are two myths in relation to this question that need to be dispelled. Firstly, that Albanians are
not only culprits, but also victims of criminal activity, because their presence itself has created
numerous opportunities for illegal activities (such as prostitution and "protection,” trafficking of
illegal immigrants, illegal trade or falsification of visas, passports). Secondly, these activities have
been conducted by both Albanians and Greeks, and often by the Greek authorities themselves.
Nevertheless, immigrants are usually the ones identified as culpable by the police.

Additionally, the hysteria directed against Albanian immigrants has been created and continually
revived by the Greek media. Quite often Greek television channels and newspapers have assumed
that burglars and thieves were Albanians, without actually having any proof, since the individuals
concerned had not been arrested. There have even been cases when Greek citizens have injured or
killed Albanians on the spot for stealing and have escaped the legal consequences, feeling justified
in taking the law into their own hands and encouraging others to imitate them. Moreover, Albanians
have reportedly been beaten up because of their nationality and even Greeks have been attacked for
looking like Albanians. Nevertheless, no major racist activist organisations exist in Greece, such as
those, which exist in Germany and France. Finally, criminal stereotypes against the Albanians have



been used by certain Greek politicians for party or personal political interests, and the Greek police
force has often supported the theory that the rise in crimeis due to illegal migration, to cover its
lack of preventive policy.[16]

Greek pressureon Tirana

Using tried and tested "carrot and stick” methods these Albanian immigrants have often been used
by the Greek State as a means of pressurising Albania, during the period 1991-1999. Not least by
the granting of additional visas and work permitsto Albanian immigrants. Greek pressure has been
successful because Greece is particularly important for the Albanian economy - and her security - by
being a host for Albanian workers.

Among the "stick" measures used by Greece are massive deportations of mainly - but not
exclusively - illegal immigrants, promises for the legalisation of illegal Albanian workers. The usual
practice during these operations is that the police storm certain areas where Albanians work and
hang around, arrest them and later transport them to the Greek-Albanian border where they are let
free. Such procedures are referred to under the heading of " Operation Broom." Often workers with
the all the correct documents are arrested as well and documents and passports, which are suspected
- but not always confirmed - to be fake are torn up by the police officers. Moreover, Albanian
immigrants do not have the time to collect their personal belongings and savings before being
expelled. Massive deportations of Albanian workers were carried out in December 1991, June 1993,
Autumn 1994, August 1996 and July 1999 and have usually caused tension or afurther deterioration
in Greek-Albanian relations. We will mainly focus on three cases where the reasons for carrying out
these operations were obviously to put pressure on Albaniaregarding bilateral issues.

On the 25 June 1993, the "Archimandrite Crisis" errupted. Chrysostomos Maidonis, a priest that
Archbishop Anastasios Y annoulatos of the Albanian Orthodox Church had invited to preach in
Gjirokaster, was expelled from Albania, because he was accused of stirring up the Greek minority
and supporting the annexation of Southern Albaniato Greece. Soon after the Greek Prime Minister
Constantinos Mitsotakis started massive deportations of illegal Albanian immigrants as aretaliatory
measure. Consequently Albanian President Sali Berisha complained to the UN. The situation
deteriorated further when demonstrations were held outside the Albanian embassy in Athens,
Albaniarecalled her ambassador and cancelled three official visits[lby the Greek Foreign, Defence
and Finance Ministers. The pressure's main aim concerned the situation of the Greek minority and
the ability of the Greek government to influence the internal affairs of Albania.

In April 1994, an attack on amilitary post near Gjirokaster and deaths of two Albanian soldiers -
alegedly by Greek military - became the reason of a massive repatriation of Albanian immigrants
working in Greece later the same year. MAVI, a Greek terrorist group dedicated to changing the
Greek-Albanian border through provocative actions later claimed responsibility for the attack.[17]
Tirana and Athens expelled diplomats and five leaders of Political, Social and Cultural Association
of the Greek National Minority in Albania (OMONOIA) who were considered to have been
involved in the incident were arrested.[18] In August of the same year, "The Five" were tried and
convicted of espionage and illegal arms possession.

This resulted in the expulsion of more than 100,000 Albanians from Greece in Autumn 1994 and
the suspension of USD 43 million of EU macroeconomic aid to Albania until November 1994.
Finally, in February 1995, Albania's Supreme Court decided to release the four remaining ethnic
Greek leaders of OMONOIA on probation and Greek-Albanian relations improved.

In the most recent case, in July 1999, the police launched a sweep operation in the northern Greek
town of Florina near the Greek-Albanian border during the second hijack of a Greek inter-city bus
(see above). The police claimed the operation was a precautionary measure in case the hijacker had
accomplicesin Florina, following his insistence that the bus passed through the town.[19]
Nevertheless, the repatriation of the Albanian immigrant population of Florinaseems a
disproportionately harsh measure in relation to the allegation of the existence of accomplices.
Serious doubts arose about whether that was the real reason or simply a pretext to get rid of the



immigrants and satisfy outraged public opinion. The deportations could have also been used to
demonstrate to Tiranathat Greece iswilling to use hard policy measures unless they take positive
action to stop the criminal activity of their citizens on Greek territory.

Consequences on Greek-Albanian relations

Albanian immigrants in Greece have undoubtedly often been involved in criminal activity.
Nevertheless, the media and sometimes politicians have exaggerated these incidents in order to
create stereotypes suggesting that immigrants are mainly responsible for crime and unemployment
in Greece. Such stereotypes have prepared the ground in the Greek collective socia conscience to
justify the unfair and cruel treatment of economic migrants by the police and the state. The "Broom"
operations and harsh police measures appeal ed to the public and served adouble aim. Apart from
putting pressure on the Albanian government, they filled the gap created by the lack of a concrete
policy about migration and criminality that would have stopped illegal migration and would have
solved problems of corruption connected with falsification of visas and other criminal activities.
Retaliatory measures against the Albanian immigrants were accepted and morally justified by the
majority of the Greek population since, "al Albanians are criminals' and "it was high time the
country was purged.”

Such policies have continuously caused friction in Greek-Albanian relations. Albanian governments
have already complained to international organisations, and Greece's record on human rights has
been seriously harmed. Besides, Greeceis till considered an enemy in the Albanian collective
conscience, as Hohxa, the former Communist dictator, had cultivated the idea that the country is
surrounded by hostile powers ready to dismember her.

Consequently, in the period 1990-99 Greece has not managed to dispel the traditional suspicion of
the Albanian population or to portray herself as aregiona superpower friendly to Albania.

Stereotypes of criminality, underdevel opment and vulgarity about Albanians have harmed Greek-
Albanian relations in another way. A general impression has been formed among the Greek
population that the Albanian population, as awhole, is worthless, corrupted and mischievous, and
thus should not be trusted or even helped. It isincreasingly difficult for the Greek government to
persuade the people that Albaniais friendly when such ideas flourish.

Asfar as Albaniais concerned, there has been no attempt to hold back the increasing number of
immigrants coming illegally, nor any bilateral co-operation | on thisissue and the continuing risein
crime. Recently attempts have been made to resolve the common problems caused by the Albanian
immigrants and the Greek minority by increasing dialogue between the two countries which in itself
iIsagood thing and will hopefully bring the two countries closer. However, there have been frequent
differences of opinion, and adequate solutions have yet to be found.

MariaVidali, 15 November 1999
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