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First of all, I would like to express my gratitude to the Russian International Affairs Council and to the Research Institute for American and European Studies in Athens for organizing this seminar and, of course, for inviting me to address this distinguished audience. Unfortunately, the subject of current Russian-Greek relations is rarely mentioned at various meetings organized by think tanks. In my opinion, it deserves more close and thorough study. Once again initiating this seminar could be a good beginning. 
I will start by giving you a brief update on our relations, which are based on a solid foundation of centuries-long historical, cultural, religious, just human ties between the two countries and peoples. Taking into consideration my long experience in Athens, I would like to point out that a large number of Greeks, even despite critically oriented media especially now with the crisis in Ukraine, regard Russia with respect and favors expanding cooperation with Moscow. 

If we look back let’s say ten years ago, the most productive period occurred during the government of Kostas Karamanlis from 2004 until 2009, when we held many high-level meetings, three major agreements were signed - Burgas-Alexandroupolis oil pipeline, South Stream as well as a huge contract was concluded on military technical cooperation. Then the government of PASOK came to power in 2009, and we had what I call a pause in our relations, mostly because of the debt and budgetary crisis in Greece and some other subjective factors.  Then again, the New Democracy party came to power in 2012, and we had a sort of warming up in our relations. But talking about overall relations, I think they are positive. Now we have to watch closely what is going on in Greece, which again is facing a political crisis around the election of the president of the Republic. Some experts are saying that, probably there will be early parliamentary elections, and a new configuration of the government will be formed. If so, we have to see what influence this will have on our bilateral relations. 
Today not only historic and spiritual ties determine relations between two countries. Despite differences in political orientation, Russia and Greece share similar views on a number of international issues, including the resolution of regional and international conflicts through dialogue only and the necessity of joint struggle against terrorism. Both Greece and Russia hold regular consultations on bilateral and international issues, and I would say that this channel of communication is always open. As late as the end of this past November, Deputy Foreign Minister for Russia Alexey Meshkov held talks with his counterparts in Athens and, by the way, signed a bilateral program for cultural cooperation for the years 2015 to 2018. We also appreciate that during the rather tense period of Russian relations with NATO and the EU due to the Georgian aggression against Southern Ossetia, it was Greece which initiated the so-called Corfu process which helped to restart a dialogue on European security. 
As strange as it may seem, there are some similar approaches even to Ukrainian situation now. Take the case of when Greek Vice-Premier and Minister for Foreign Affairs Mr. Venizelos during the Greece presidency in the EU Council in the first part of this year several times publicly mentioned the mistakes of EU Eastern partnership policy and the necessity of correcting them, taking into consideration the lessons of the events in Ukraine. As an example, he named the dilemma which Brussels forced on Kiev, namely: Europe or Russia. This attitude was one of the reasons for the crisis and military confrontation in South-East Ukraine. Regretfully, European Union did not listen to this advice, and now we are witnessing the same policy towards Serbia and Turkey.

 I should also say that Athens is rather skeptical in regards to the sanctions against Russia, underlining that all channels of communication with Moscow should be kept open.

One of the most important spheres of mutual interest in Russian-Greek relations is certainly economic and energy cooperation. The volume of trade in 2013 was close to 7 billion dollars and Russia again became the main trade partner for Greece. But taking into account the sharp drop in the oil price and the policy of sanctions and counter-sanctions, which has resulted in the suspension of Greek agricultural exports to Russia, the trade turnover will shrink considerably this year and in years ahead. 

Though there were many mutually profitable ideas to involve Russian participation in the Greek program of privatization, due to Gazprom’s failure to buy Greek gas corporation DEPA (which was regarded by some as a pilot project), all plans appeared to have been derailed. As for negative moments in our relations, we include the rejection of governmental agreements on building the oil pipeline Burgas-Alexandroupolis and gas pipeline South Stream. In all of these cases, the EU played a key negative role and I am afraid that this policy of Brussels may again undermine plans of Russian Railway company («РЖД») to purchase the Greek railroad operator – TRENOSE and the port of Saloniki.

Still we must mark a positive development in Russian-Greek ties in the cultural sphere. I hope that so-called “cross-year” of 2016 will give our ties a new and very important impulse. Governmental commissions have already been formed for its preparation and they have being holding regular meetings and discussions on a wide range of issues, covering not only cultural, but also economic, scientific and other fields.

An important element of bilateral ties are the wide contacts between public organizations (NGOs). For example, I have in mind the Third Forum of Civil Societies of the two countries and a Conference dedicated to a famous Russian-Greek political figure – Ioannis Capodistrias. These events were held in Athens in the end of 2013 and provoked positive responses in Greece and Russia. Many prominent representatives of governments, parliaments and public organizations from both countries participated in these events.

I highly value the very professional proposals prepared and presented by a group of experts on the development of Russian-Greek partnership. At the same time, I would like to make a couple of remarks: first of all, some of the proposals, mentioned in this working paper are already being implemented (http://russiancouncil.ru/en/inner/?id_4=3730#top). Secondly, some additions could be made to it, for example: the drafting of an intergovernmental agreement regarding the teaching of the Greek language in Russia and Russian in Greece. This idea is already circulating in Greece. With regards to economic engagement, I would suggest underlining the very important role of the Greek-Russian trade council and similar associations in Russia.

The current tension between Russia and the West should be also taken into consideration. I fully recognize the important role of inter-parliamentary interaction. But how can we talk about this now when almost all high level officials of Russian parliament are on the EU “black list” of sanctions, including the long time friend of Greece Valentina Matvienko.

The essence of what I am trying to say is that Russian-Greek relations might have more positive opportunities if not for barriers built by a third party. And finally, we should closely follow the current internal political crisis in Greece and its possible consequences for our relations.

Thank you for your attention.
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