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'Neglect and disrepair' leads Corfu

dissidents to seek split from Greece

Nearly 150 years after it was

united with Greece, unrest is

mounting on Corfu, the country's

premier tourist destination, amid

unprecedented calls for autono-

my from Athens.

W
ith the embattled Greek

government ensnared in

scandals barely a year after

its re-election for a second term, dis-

quiet is growing on the island.

Dissent is such that community and

business leaders enraged with the way-

ward practices of politicians they see as

distant and corrupt have set up a party

to press for self-rule. 

Meeting in Corfu's elegant Venetian

town this week they vowed to compete

in local elections in two years' time, to

hold a referendum on the issue and, if

need be, seek recourse in the EU. 

"These things are anathema to say

but the truth is that unification with

Greece was the darkest day in our his-

tory," said Harry Tsoukalas, a promi-

nent entrepreneur behind the autono-

my movement. 

"It was a huge mistake that we have

regretted ever since." While those on

the island had pumped billions of euros

into the Greek economy through taxes

they had received little in return, he

added. 

The island's infrastructure had dete-

riorated through years of neglect. Its

road network - originally built by the

British and seen as a feat of engineer-

ing - had become pot-holed death traps

with more tourists dying on them every

year. 

Mon Repos, the one-time palace and

birthplace of Prince Philip, the Duke of

Edinburgh, had been allowed to fall

into disrepair; Corfu Town, a protected

Unesco heritage site, had been left to

rot in the face of official indifference

while the island's heartland, once the

inspiration for painters such as Edward

Lear, resembled a war zone of discard-

ed cars and rubbish, he said. 

Instead of funding badly-needed

public works, EU monies were being

used to line the pockets of greedy

politicians, the autonomists say.

"Corfu, the golden goose, has provided

up to 20% of central government's rev-

enue but central government takes the

golden eggs and doesn't feed the

goose," lamented Tsoukalas, who airs

the grievances on a TV show he hosts

weekly. "People are saying 'enough is

enough' and for the first time we are

raising our voice. We're not afraid to

speak out."

Closer to Italy than any other Greek

territory, Corfu was ceded to Greece

by the British in 1864 amid great jubi-

lation on the island and in Athens. But

the euphoria gradually turned to anger

when the former protectorate British-

built institutions, including its fabled

Ionian Academy, were dismantled.

"There is a feeling that we have been

completely abandoned by the Hellenic

republic," said Dr Spyros Giourgas, a

local physician. 

"It's unacceptable for example that in

2008 on an island with 150,000 people,

including 12,000 resident Britons, we

still don't have a hospital and newborn

babies die as a result. There's great dis-

pleasure. In the coffee shops you hear

talk of independence, of people want-

ing to raise the flag of the Republic of

Corfu."

Less than 200 years after Greece was

carved out of the Ottoman empire - an

empire that Corfu and the rest of the

westerly Ionian islands escaped under

Venetian rule - issues that touch on

national identity, like this, remain

hugely sensitive. "Any talk of autonomy

is a stupidity, a nonsense," said Nikos

Dembias, a local MP with the govern-

ing New Democracy Party. "There is

nothing to talk about."

But the disgruntlement mirrors

mounting disillusionment with main-

stream parties in Greece. It also

reflects growing regional anger over

Athens' highly centralised government

and the way it manages its island poli-

cies in general. 

On Corfu local discontent peaked

earlier this year when deadly riots

erupted over the location of a waste

dump on the island. A young mother of

two was killed when riot police, dis-

patched by the Greek government,

moved in. 

"It was symptomatic of the contempt

with which the Greek government

regards Corfu," says Tsoukalas. "Not

even during the military dictatorship

did Athens send riot police to our

island and for many it was the last

straw."

Backstory

Corfu was first mentioned by Homer

as the homeland of the mythical

Phaiakes, whom he described as a

peaceful, prosperous and happy peo-

ple. Its turbulent history has been dom-

inated by its strategic location at the

entrance to the Adriatic Sea. 

In 1797 after Napoleon had brought

about the collapse of the Venetian

republic, it was ceded to France. A

brief eight-year period of Russo-

Turkish rule followed before the

Ionian islands were handed over to the

French empire again until 1814, when

Corfu became part of a British protec-

torate. The island remained under

British rule until 1864 when it was

handed to Greece in return for the

election of a British-backed candidate

to the Greek throne.

Helena Smith in Athens 

The Guardian

• New self-rule party will fight in next election 

• Government accused of not investing in island

The small village of Agios Gordis on the west coast of Corfu. Photograph: Oliver Koenig/AP

Thanos Anastopoulos' second feature Diorthosi

(Correction) is the Greek official submission for the foreign-

language Academy Award.

The decision reached by the Cinema Department of the

Culture Ministry marks a change from the current film law

which stipulates that the film submitted should have won

the best film trophy at the State Cinema Awards (SCA). 

That honour went to Yiannis Smaragdis?El Greco, a biog-

raphy of the famous Greek origin painter of the 16th centu-

ry which dominated the local box office this year grossing

around 1 million admissions.

El Greco, a Greek, Spanish, Hungarian co-production

starring a multinational cast, was however rejected by the

Academy as

the majority of the dialogues is in English. The

Anastopoulos?film, produced by his own Fantasia

Audiovisual outlet and backed by the Greek Film Centre, is

a powerful drama that tackles the interracial tensions

between Greeks and immigrant Albanians living and work-

ing in Greece.

It has wearned a critical praise in home and abroad since

its appearance at the 2007 Thessaloniki film festival. It went

on to appear at numerous festivals including the Forum sec-

tion at Berlin. 

It is also among the films considered by the European

Film Academy for next December European Film Awards.

The decision to switch films submitted for the Academy

Awards indicates that the Culture Minister Mihalis

Liappis is ready to adopt the draft of a revised film law

produced by a committee, called by the minister himself

and headed by the celebrated Greek origin director Costa

Gavras.

Among the numerous changes proposed is the one that

calls for the film submitted to the Academy Awards to be

selected by a special ad hoc committee instead of being auto-

maticaly eligible for having obtained the best film trophy at

the SCA.

Liappis intends to present the draft of the new law to the

parliament no later than the end of the year following con-

sultations with industry and union representatives.

The actual film law, which the majority of the local film

community considers obsolete, was drafted more than a

decade ago by a committee headed by another prominent

Greek film director, the celebrated Theo Angelopoulos.

Thanos Anastopoulos' Diorthosi is

Greek Oscar entry in policy switch 


