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modernization of the environmental legislation in Greece
an exception in Europe, once more

Greece is a country with rich natural and cultural environment, which
is under the European nature and biodiversity policy framework; a
framework that is considered to be one of the most effective on a
global scale. Hence it was an unpleasant surprise, the context and
tactics chosen by the Greek government for the “modernization” of
the environmental legislation, through the homonymous draft law
that was submitted to the Greek parliament on April 24th during the
covid lockdown. This draft law is offensive to every aspect of collective consensus, as well as to the founding principles and EU acquis
on nature conservation. It resembles tactics of corrupt, authoritarian
regimes, that violently impose destructive environmental policies on
ecosystems.
As regards the legislative process, the government chose a consultation period of only 14 days, at the beginning of the coronavirus pandemic crisis; a fact that is in direct opposition to any principle of good
governance, thus hindering even the substantial public participation
in the commons. Among dozens of amendments that were added
after the end of the consultation period, this attempted “modernization” law introduces some unprecedented measures such as :
→ establishment of extremely tight and unrealistic deadlines for environmental authorization,
→ validity prolongation to 15 + 6 years of all existing and future authorizations for environmental conditions
→ obstruction of the participation of experts, scientists, NGO’s and
local societies in the management of protected areas
→ a restructure of the protected areas’ categories and land uses,
with parallel horizontal provision for large scale construction (roads,
marinas, resorts, wind farms, mining) as well as drilling for oil extraction in nature protection zones within N2K sites and other protected
areas for nature.
→ a gradual exclusion of the Greek Forest Service from the Forest
Cadastre ongoing process, for which it is the pertinent state authority
→ promoting the implementation of obsolete garbage management
practices, namely combustion
→ deregulation of rural and urban spatial planning with provisions
for legitimizing illegal constructions, especially in the historic and
protected center of Athens, and of other illegal constructions in forest areas, especially in the burned pine forest of Mati where 100
people lost their life in summer 2018.
A retrogressive “modernization”
The Greek Government has chosen to manage the established environmental impact assessment as a typical bureaucratic obstacle to
future investments; instead of treating it as an important scientific
issue and an opportunity for a democratic and collective convergence on positions regarding decisions that will impact generations
to come. Greece has one of the richest flora and fauna in Europe,
often in unity with unique cultural monuments. In this country, it’s
government proposes a process where scientific and public participation in decision making regarding management of protected areas,
one of the “last frontiers” for nature, will end up into a communication caricature.
In another section of the draft law, novel land use arrangements are
introduced for protected areas, like infrastructure, oil extraction and
roads in areas of strict nature protection, in full contrast with globally
accepted standards.
Ownership of rural land in most parts of Greece, is connected for
historic reasons with forest land. Areas characterized as forest land
are strictly protected by the Greek Constitution in terms of retaining their primary use as forest lands, regardless of ownership. For
this reason foresters and other scientists have demanded a Forest
Cadaster since the late seventies, so that any conflicts are identified
and eventually solved in an environmentally and socially sound way.
Instead of fully supporting the Greek Forest Service in resolving the
ever-mounting conflicts, the government chose to degrade the role
of the Forest Services and foresters in general in this process, posing
an added risk to the country’s forests and other forest land.
Good governance builds on transparent dialogue
based on scientific evidence
Current environment monitoring technologies and rapid transmission of results through the web, are facilitating the extent and transparency of the contribution made by science and the local societies
for managing environmental challenges and shaping the relevant legislation. Instead of pursuing a truly fertile process for dissemination
of information in order to address these challenges, the government
drafted a law in secret, pursuing in an authoritarian manner and with
a parody of consultation to impose a “modernization”that is an exception to the European acquis.
Such kind of political tactics which are promoted by the current
Greek Minister of Environment are tactics utilized by shady regimes
or by regimes that show no respect for national constitutions, international treaties and agreements. The current health pandemic has
shown that when we disturb nature’s connectivity and balance, then
apart from biodiversity, the human societies are globally influenced,
both socially and economically. So, it is truly disappointing for Greeks
and Europeans when the Government of a well established European
democracy is actively practicing undemocratic and obscure parliamentary tricks in order to introduce a new law and to disorganize so
many aspects of the Greek environmental legislation.
Despite the austerity crisis, a wide range of scientists, citizens’ organizations, environmental NGO’s, various ecological groups, urban
initiatives and other collectives; continue to produce a vision and a
wealth of concrete proposals for climate actions, biodiversity conservation, environmental quality and social economy. All these people
are committed to seeking and proposing novel approaches for nature
and environment, building at the same time, on the historical and
cultural substrate of the life practices of the Mediterranean societies.
It is imperative today that this wealth of ideas should enrich public
policies for the environment with the goal to attain a viable future,
away from retrogressive “modernizations”.
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