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My analysis is divided into four parts: first, I will focus on the Plan B that Greek society needs in order to see light at the end of the tunnel after 6 years of hard recession; second, I will discuss the significance of security collaboration in countering radicalization and terrorism and how Russia and Greece can deal with emerging threats in the Black Sea and the East Mediterranean regions; third, I will share my thoughts on the strategic significance of the Orthodox church and how it assists our countries in combating extremism and de-radicalization; and fourth, I will emphasize energy security and the possibility of Gazprom participating in the Ionian and South Crete regions’ energy exploration and exploitation activities. 

The partnership between Russia and Greece is a unique case of international relations in that Russia and Greece have no serious claims towards one another that could impede the further development or improvement of their current level of cooperation. 

Despite the historical cultural and religious proximity of our countries over the last several years, Russian and Greek relations have stagnated and have lost a degree of significance. The 2009 Greek debt crisis has relegated Russian-Greek relations to the background, focusing the government’s efforts on economic recovery. I am not going to go over economic issues since my colleague Dr. George Vardangalos will analyze thoroughly the recent developments in the Greek economy and business environment. 

However, I will dare to brainstorm on the Plan B that Greece needs in order to recover from recession and move on to a new era of growth and development. These days, every Greek citizen is asking for a compact economic bridge programme that will release the country from the severe economic depression of the last five years, which has created a high humanitarian cost in terms of unemployment, homelessness and the immigration of qualified Greeks to third countries, primarily Germany, Australia, Canada, the United States, and places that you cannot even imagine, such as Taiwan! It is no secret that Greece has the biggest “Brain Drain”. Undoubtedly, any Plan B that centres on growth is undermined not only by the thus far deflationary-inducing austerity policies, but also by the pathogenesis of the Greek political system, which prevents talented people who still live in Greece and have no political affiliation to work productively towards the growth of the Greek economy. Nepotism and party clientelism are the “enemies” of those talented scientists who ask for evaluation and performance, while notably, corruption is the biggest problem in Greek politics today. Unfortunately, the Greek judicial branch is not strong enough to deal with corruption, and this is an impediment to domestic and foreign direct investment. 

Studying the post-Yeltsin era in Russia, I noticed that the Federation of Russia elected a dynamic personality, President Vladimir Putin, who started building up the backbone of the Russian public administration, reforming the security and intelligence community, and providing confidence to investors and stability in the political system. Russian scientists started to return to Russia and offer their knowledge for the good of the state. That is why I am referring to the Russian case study from Yeltsin era to Vladimir Putin’s successful and productive model.
This is one of the reasons that European institutions, such as the European Central Bank and the European Commission, need to work jointly with any Greek government to proceed with structural reforms which are prerequisite for long-term financial stability and growth.

Greece urgently needs a leader like Ioannis Kapodistrias who left Russia and came to Greece as the first governor in 1828. The Greek diaspora could provide such a leader, but the domestic elite in Greece is not capable of opening the road for a new leader because the roots of the incompetent and unproductive political system are still strong. The marginalized, talented people of Greece and abroad are trying very hard to promote institutional reforms against the nepotism and political clientelism which are supported by the incompetent political system.
This is one of the reasons that the Troika (the European Central Bank, International Monetary Fund and European Union) has failed to reform the institutions and recession is still continuing. How far Greece can go on these conditions? The next few months in 2015 will show us.
On the issues of security, the unstoppable flow of illegal migration into Greece is a national security threat to us. The combination of illegal migration, transnational crime and terrorism is a challenge that the Greek security and intelligence community has to deal with soon. The recent attack on the Israeli embassy (12 December 2014) is the best example of a terrorist act. A number of illegal immigrants could be harboring in “sleeping cells” that tomorrow will activate and carry out terrorist acts all over Europe and possibly in Russia as well. 

Russian-Greek security cooperation cannot ignore the growing threat of Islamic radicalization / extremism practiced by the Islamic state in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) organization.  It is important to clarify that ISIS is an existential threat not only to Arab and Muslim states where both Greece and Russia maintain vital interests, but also to religious minorities and western countries. In fact, ISIS military victories in Syria and Iraq make it the first Sunni radicalized and extremist group to control territory, enhancing its ability to recruit fighters, acquire wealth and additional territory, and project a global end-state. 

For the effective containment of ISIS, Russia and Greece need to work as part of a regional consortium and develop not only a strategy to prevent ISIS from sustaining itself through energy sales, but also work with local communities and local leaders to put an end to the killing of innocents and promote the de-radicalization of people. For Greece, it is especially important to prevent the terrorist threat in the Balkans and the Black Sea from spreading, while it is equally important for Russia to protect the North Caucasus. The threat of terrorism calls for more active cooperation between Greece, Russia, the USA, Israel, Jordan as well as other Middle East stakeholders. 

Working on a joint agenda could be complemented by joint efforts along other lines of collaboration such as fighting illegal migration, as well as drug, human and arms trafficking. Another area that needs attention is the growing tension in the Black Sea region caused by the Ukraine crisis. The political environment of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation Organization region is traditionally fraught with complex challenges and the risk of potential friction is always high. The Black Sea Economic Cooperation is an active organization contributing to regional security and thus could become the main platform for discussing interregional security and economic cooperation issues. Despite its lack of direct geographical access to the Black Sea, Greece has gained by promoting initiatives in the region, such as strengthening control over migration flows via the Black Sea and adjacent territories implementing joint energy projects in the region. 

Another area that necessitates Greece and Russia collaboration is the fight between ideological Islamic extremism and the protection of Christian minorities in turbulent areas like the Levant. It is no secret that radical organizations like ISIS have perpetuated a great tragedy which lies in the disappearance of Christian minorities under the threat of forced conversions and executions. ISIS treats Christian and other Islamic sects dating back to early Christianity and Islam as heretics and apostates, and thus churches, shrines and sacred sites are destroyed. This reality makes it even more urgent than ever before to implement common initiatives between the Christian Orthodox churches of Greece and Russia. 

A joint initiative could take the form of convening a Christian–Muslim Summit to produce a call of condemnation of violent extremism in the name of religion and foster interreligious relationships to address issues of unprecedented and inhuman violence against Christians in the Middle East. 

Regarding the energy issue, Greece remains a major importer of Russian commodities (primarily oil and gas); however, diversification is a top priority for political and expert communities throughout the country. It should be noted that this policy is dictated not only by the general European Union strategy or a reduction of dependence on Russian gas, but also by objective concerns about the reliability of energy supplies from Russia. Gazprom’s decision to freeze the South Stream project as a result of Bulgaria’s position on the matter does not mean that Russia is turning away from plans to diversify gas supplies to the European Union. On the contrary, the construction of a new pipeline to Turkey with a capacity of 63 billion cubic meters could be creating new possibilities for this. In light of the fact that gas will be exported through Greece, the country will have the opportunity to gain a foothold as a major energy hub and become the “gateway” for the delivery of Russian gas to Europe.
In conclusion, I wish to state that there is no doubt that security and energy challenges serve as game changers at the nexus of geopolitics and economics. But with every challenge comes an opportunity that both Greece and Russia should grasp with the aim of leading to a better future for their people and their coming generations. 
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