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Fines over dogfights;

Greece set to keep property tax via
electricity bills for another year

An unpopular property tax levied through electricity bills
and introduced in 2011 as an emergency measure looks
set to remain in place for another year, as the troika has
demanded, although government sources insisted on Friday
that Prime Minister Antonis Samaras intends to hold a tough
line in ongoing negotiations between the two sides.

Fearing that Greece's tax revenues could fall short
by as much as 1 billion euros this year due to delays in
implementing measures, the troika insisted during talks with
Greek government officials this week that the emergency
property tax should continue being added to customers’
electricity bills. Greece's lenders see this as the most effective
way of collecting the 3 billion euros in revenues it brings in
each year.

However, the government had planned to incorporate this
tax into other property levies this year and stop collecting it
via electricity bills. However, Samaras indicated in Friday’'s
news conference following the conclusion of the European
Union leaders’ summit in Brussels that the tax may remain
in its existing format. “We are examining how the tax will
be paid this year - if it will be collected via Public Power
Corporation bills or another way,” said Samaras. However,
he added that the creation of a single property tax would not
happen until next year.

“We had said that the tax burden would be reduced and
that all the [property] taxes of the last three years would be
scrapped and that a single, uniform tax for property would
be adopted,” he said. “This will apply from January 1, 2014.”

Sources close to the prime minister said that this week’s

failure to reach agreement with the troika on a range of
structural reforms, such as firing civil servants and allowing
firms and individuals who owe the state money to pay in
installments, came partly as a result of a tougher stance on
the Greek side. They added that since Greece is producing
a primary surplus and is in a position to cover its public
spending, it has more scope for resisting the troika’s demands
on certain points.

Speaking to Greek newspaper Kathimerini, the head of the
International Monetary Fund'’s troika representation, Poul
Thomsen, said there was “no one looming issue” preventing
the two sides reaching an agreement. “We made substantial
progress but it is a very ambitious program,” he added.

On the issue of reducing the number of people employed in
the public sector, Samaras said that civil servants who have
breached the ethics code would be the first to go. “Those
who are proved to have committed offenses or are systematic
shirkers or have gained their jobs using forged degrees will
be fired,” said the prime minister. It is thought that up to
7,000 civil servants are liable for dismissal because of such
offenses. The government is thought to have committed to
sacking 5,000 by the end of next year.

Samaras however insisted that the pause in talks with
the troika, whose representatives are due back in Athens at
the beginning of April, will not impact on the disbursal of
Greece's next loan tranche of 2.8 billion euros. “We are on
the right track for receiving the installment,” he said. It is
thought the money is likely to be released at the beginning
of next month.

Hostage-taker surrenders
at Central Greece prison

Alket Rizaj the convicted contract killer
who took hostage six guards at Maladrino
Prison in Central Greece on Saturday and
was in a protracted standoff with police
negotiators, surrendered on Sunday night
after almost 24 hours.

His hostages, who were five in number
after one guard managed to escape, were
reported to be in good health.

The Albanian national has managed to
escape custody twice already - in 2006
and 2009, both times from Attica’s
maximum security Korydallos Prison by
helicopter, along with convict and known
associate Vassilis Paleocostas.

He told hostage negotiators at
Malandrino Prison that he was carrying
a hand grenade and had packed his body
with explosives, which he would detonate
unless granted a safe escape.

According to authorities, Rizaj decided
to surrender when he realized he would
be overwhelmed by the police’s special
forces. They said that his claim to be in
possession of explosives was a bluff and
that he was armed only with makeshift
knives.

Police arrested another two inmates
who are believed to have helped Rizaj
take the hostages on Saturday.

Thessaloniki's Jewish
community marks WWII
Nazi deportation

Jewish residents of the northern Greek port
city of Thessaloniki gathered Saturday to
commemorate the 70th anniversary of the
roundup and deportation of this city’s Jews to
Nazi extermination camps in World War II.

Several hundred people gathered at the city’s
Eleftherias (Freedom) Square, where the first
batch of Jews were rounded up by the occupying
German forces on March 15, 1943.

The crowd held a moment of silence and then
marched to the city’s old railway station, where
the first trains departed for the Auschwitz-
Birkenau concentration camp complex. A short
ceremony was held at the station and flowers laid
on the tracks.

Speakers included the city’s mayor, Yannis
Boutaris, and Holocaust survivors.

«The commemoration is an honor for the city
of Thessaloniki. But some people look upon this
era nostalgically and are bringing back the old
Nazi symbols,» said David Saltiel, leader of the
city's Jewish community. He was referring to
the emergence of the extreme right wing Golden
Dawn, a party with neo-Nazi roots that swept
into Parliament for the first time last June on an
anti-immigrant platform.

On that day in March, 2,800 departed for the
concentration camp.

«We were packed 80 to a train ... when we
arrived, they sent a number straight to the
crematoriums and kept some of us for work.
We were beaten often by the guards,» recalled
Holocaust survivor Moshe Haelion.

Another survivor of the camps, Zana Santicario-
Saatsoglou, described how, for many years, she
was unable to tell her story. «My children used
to ask me what that number on my amm was,»
she said, referring to the identification number
tattooed on Auschwitz-Birkenau prisoners.

«I told them it was my old phone number in
Thessaloniki.»



