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Russia and Greece are two Orthodox Christian states with cultural, religious and historical ties stretching from medieval to modern times that could build closer relations in the near future.  Forecasts for Russia – Greek relations over the next several years include a very unpredictable parameter: the volatile Greek political environment due to the terrible consequences inflicted on Greek society due to the implementation of the MOU between the Troika and Greek government.

It is not difficult to see that Greece has far from benefited from the Troika’s “bailout.” Sovereign debt, currently at 174% of GDP, shows no tendency to contract and, instead, continues its upward climb. Unemployment has “dropped” from a high of 28% in late 2013 to a “manageable” 25.7% as of late (youth unemployment still remains over 50 per cent). Since the beginning of the “bailout,” the Greek economy has shrunk by almost 25%, the most vicious contraction in modern, peacetime economic history, with legions of small-to-medium businesses failing and even stronger companies rapidly losing traction. 

For millions, the crisis has wiped out family savings and wrecked future prospects. A disastrous “brain drain” is well under way. Barbarous taxation continues to crush all hope of recovery. According to recent reports, the number of Greeks at risk of poverty has jumped to 44 per cent, up from 20 per cent in 2008. 

Greek governments have continued to fail in their fundamental duty and mission “to protect and uphold” the welfare of the country and her people against all enemies, external or internal.

But, under strong leadership and a concrete master plan, different sectors of the Greek economy could see significant growth in the next several years. Greece's greatest advantage is its human capital. Greece has a highly educated workforce which is not being utilized, is idle and is being wasted. Manufacturing is the largest contributor to the Greek economy in terms of contributions to tax revenues and social security. The food industry has significant potential to boost its output and exports. The Greek pharmaceutical industry is showing powerful momentum. Tourism, which accounts for about one-fifth of the Greek economy, is set to reach a second consecutive record as European travelers return to a country ravaged by six years of recession.
Finally, the innovative technologies sector, and the mobile telecoms market in particular, is one of the few sectors which in spite of the last 6 years of recession is expanding further through investments, is recording growth and is making substantial contributions to the Greek economy. 

In all of the above sectors, there is potential for substantial growth over the next 2-3 years, if Troika’s austerity policy is halted and there is a will for real growth in the Greek political and financial elite. Under this framework, there are many possibilities for cooperation between Greece and Russia.

Our proposals for the development of Russian-Greek economic and humanitarian relations are presented below:

Expert interactions between Russian and Greek research centers should be intensified

Discussions on cooperative activities between Russian and Greek research centers and organizations, people-to-people meetings and networking will contribute to the identification of resources and opportunities. A permanent platform should be constructed between Russian and Greek research centers. 

Cooperation between the research centers could become the basis for the re-formation of the Russian lobby in Greece and the Greek lobby in Russia.

Implementation of projects involving the teaching of Russian in Greece

Summer programs for learning Russian could be organized in Greece, starting from beginners and covering all levels of the language. Greek students could enjoy rigorous coursework and an enriching cultural program of lectures. The experience of the successful Erasmus program could be a pilot for the implementation of these student exchange programs.

I have noticed a growing interest of Greek young people in learning about the history and culture of Russia. A recent example is that this year at Panteion University of Athens, Russian language was introduced in its courses. 250 students initially expressed their interest to learn Russian. 

Taking into account the interest of Greek students in learning Russian, an important initiative that could also be implemented is the creation of university networks between Russia and Greece, which would run joint programs that would ideally result in joint degrees, especially at the post-graduate and doctoral levels. Student-exchange programs and joint university programs should ideally start with pilot projects during the Russian-Greek cross-year in 2016.

Initiatives to be implemented as early preparation for the Russian-Greek cross-year

· A Russian-Greek Young Entrepreneurs Forum could be launched aimed at helping young entrepreneurs acquire relevant skills for the management of small or medium-sized enterprises by spending time in the two respective countries. The young entrepreneurs could contribute fresh, effective ideas and feedback to the future of Russian and Greek businesses.

· Workshops could be organized for exchanging experiences and good practices among start-up technology companies of Russia and Greece.

The workshops would give participants the opportunity to exchange, in small groups, ideas, experiences and lessons they have learnt about the life cycle of new innovative technology companies, operating in a competitive ecosystem. The participants could come from the sectors of Internet, Food Technologies, Medical Technologies and Digital Health Services, as well as Banking Sector Technologies.

Development of joint tourism and hotel business projects

There are great investment opportunities in the Greek tourist sector. The latest estimation in November by the Association of Greek Tourism Enterprises (SETE) is that the total number of arrivals of visitors from abroad was about 23 million in 2014, an increase of 15% compared to the number in 2013. That happened because of the clear extension of the tourism period with an increase in arrivals of 36.4% in April 2014, and with a 23.5% increase in October 2014 compared to the same period of 2013. 

The latest data confirms the excellent dynamics of Greek tourism. Despite the worsening economic climate in Europe and Russia and the highly volatile environment in the wider region, by the end of 2014 Greece is expected to rise into the top 15 in the world ranking of the international tourism destinations. 

Emerging opportunities for Russian funds to buy luxury hotels in Greece are significant and viable. According to the latest restructuring plans of the Greek banks, all the assets and businesses that do not belong to their core functions as banking and financial institutions have to be sold. In this context, tourism businesses will be surely the first to be sold.

As regards to medical tourism, Greece now has the potential to compete in the rapidly growing "middle market" of Medical Tourism. Since the end of 2013, there have been very important developments. 

The Metropolitan Hospital and Athens Medical Group were the first hospital and the first private Health Organization respectively in Greece certified at the level of “Excellence in Medical Tourism” by TEMOS International, the International Certification Organization in Medical Tourism. They have also become members of the Association of Greek Tourism Enterprises (SETE). 

It is expected that other large private health organizations will follow suit. According to estimates and studies from tourism agencies, 5 million elderly tourists will come to Greece by 2020. In general, it is estimated that elderly tourists will constitute 24% of the total health market in 2030. It is clear that Greece has the potential and infrastructure to rank among the most popular Medical Tourism destinations and become an international "brand name" in the sector.

Enhancing business connections in different sectors/industries

The pharmaceutical industry in Greece represents an important sector of the economy and is a major employer in production, research and development, and distribution, both wholesale and retail. 

The significance of the local pharmaceuticals production lies in its contribution to the Greek economy in terms of GDP, employment and competitiveness. Exports of pharmaceutical products hold the fourth biggest share in the total exports of Greek processing and there is potential for improvement. 

The current momentum of the Greek pharmaceuticals industry has been noticed by certain high-profile international companies. Also notable is the accelerating involvement of the industry in the promising new market of generics. This sector presents opportunities for Russian-Greek cooperation; especially because Greece’s generic product utilization is currently one of the lowest in Europe, thus providing Russian companies with a significant opportunity to capitalize on growth in this market.

Additionally, Greek shipping companies present a profitable investment for Russian funds. Greek ship-owners are among the leaders of the global shipping industry. In 2013, Greek ship-owners invested approximately $13 billion for 275 new vessels. This new shipping investment was supported by capital increases of almost 1 billion USD, which involved international investment funds. 

This trend even grew stronger in the beginning of 2014. Greek shipping companies excelled in the capital markets in raising required investment funds to support further ship purchases. Greek ship-owners still need more funding, but European banks do not appear to be lending more in the shipping industry, as a consequence of the ECB policy for restructuring European banks. 

That said, Russian-Greek cooperation in the shipping industry could materialize through the formation of private equity funds or the participation in existing ones for funding Greek shipping companies.
A recent example is the securitization issued by Alpha Bank. On 4th December 2014, Alpha Bank raised over USD 500 million in an Inaugural Shipping Securitisation. It successfully completed a shipping securitisation transaction, arranged with Citi, the key points of which are:

· Non–recourse funding in excess of USD 500 million

· 5 years term dollar funding with competitive pricing

· First Greek securitization transaction placed since 2008

· Innovation, as one of the very few shipping transactions globally

This transaction is simultaneously one of the very few shipping transactions globally.

Participation by Russian companies in the privatization of Greek assets

The privatization of the Greek public sector provides the opportunity for Russian companies to participate in bidding on Greek state companies. The Greek state-run train company TRAINOSE seems to attract the attention of Russian RZD.

A successful example of the privatization of Greek assets is the investment by the Chinese company COSCO in the Greek port of Piraeus, which will help Greece strengthen its positions in international trade and give Chinese businesses wider access to European markets. 

China has been quick to recognize the strategic location of Piraeus, and the China Ocean Shipping Co.  (Cosco) has leased one of its two container terminals for 35 years. Piraeus serves as a hub for China’s exports into Central and Eastern Europe. What is required now is a master plan for expanding and modernizing the port facilities, from their present condition, in order to transform Piraeus into the Rotterdam of the eastern Mediterranean. Any local limitations on port expansion are no real constraint, as there are numerous other potential deep-water sites, which could be developed and operated as one maritime authority, for domestic and international transshipments. 

Piraeus has very fast become a transport hub for big, well-known companies. Hewlett Packard, HUAWEI, ZTE, Samsung and SONY transport their goods across Europe. Cosco’s plan is to turn Piraeus into a Mediterranean transshipment hub and distribution center for central, eastern and south-eastern Europe, including the Black Sea. 

TRAINOSE is expected to handle a significant proportion of this traffic. 

Between 26th April 2014, when the first train was launched from the port of Piraeus, and December 2014, 61 trains were launched with destinations in Hungary (Gyor, Budapest), Slovakia (Bratislava) and Czech Republic (Ceska Trebova, Pardubice).

An important development is the fact that TRAINOSE has managed to attract cargo to Piraeus. The first trains have already loaded with containers from central Europe to Piraeus, and these trains were handled and loaded in both directions. The increase in freight activity is considered critical to the successful effort of company’s privatization.

Moreover, the logistics service provider Sarmed announced this week a strategic agreement with TRAINOSE for hiring a railway warehouse of 500 sq.m. in Thessaloniki.

Thessaloniki’s port is also an investment opportunity for Russian companies. Thessaloniki is Greece’s second-largest city. As a transport hub, it could once again play a crucial role in Northern Greece. For example, Thessaloniki provides Sofia, Bulgaria, with even closer access to the sea than the Black Sea ports of Burgas and Varna. It is also becoming gradually a significant point of the South-North Axis of European transports.

A stable political and economic environment is needed to realize our presented proposals, especially as regards to investments. Though such an environment is not so clear now, we believe that this period is appropriate for investments in Greece, because better days for Greek economy are coming.

1

