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Greece’s parliamentary elections could reshape Europe. In voting for the radical left-wing party
the Greek people have reinvigorated home rule and democracy across the continent and
challenged the European Union.

Greece has been in economic crisis seemingly for eternity. Once in the euro, Athens politicians
threw a big party. The system could not generate the growth necessary to repay the debt: The
economy was hamstrung by enervating work rules, corrupting political influences, profiteering
economic cartels, and debilitating cultural norms.

The inevitable crisis hit in 2009. Athens couldn’t make debt payments or borrow at affordable
rates. Nor could Greece devalue its currency to make its products and services more competitive.
The European “Troika” (European Central Bank, European Commission, and International
Monetary Fund) provided a painful rescue plan and enforced loan conditions, becoming the
symbol of foreign economic oppression.

Syriza, meaning Coalition of the Radical Left, arose to challenge the two establishment parties.
Headed by Alexis Tsipras, Syriza won 36.2 percent and 149 seats, two short of a majority, in the
latest election.

Syriza offered dreamy unreality: free health care and electricity along with food subsidies,
pension increases, salary hikes, and more public sector jobs. Billions in new revenue is to
magically appear.

Most important, Syriza promised international debt renegotiation. Current debt runs a crushing
$270 billion, or 175 percent of GDP (up from 109 percent in 2008).

European officials expressed hope that Tsipras would move to the center after winning office.
But abandoning the promises that got him elected would wreck his credibility with European
leaders and political supporters alike. Doing so also would threaten the unity of Syriza, a
heterogeneous collection of smaller parties.

However, Athens does not have much time to win concessions. The current bailout plan expires
at the end of February. Without a replacement program Greek banks would no longer have
access to the European Central Bank.



Athens has few other revenue sources. Since the Syriza government cannot print Euros, it would
have no way to fund a budget estimated to be in the red even before any new spending.
Moreover, Athens would face default on its debt payments and a possible financial crisis.

At this point the only answer might look like exiting the euro, or “Grexit,” which would allow
Athens to print money freely. The process would be difficult, but would free Greeks to learn
from their mistakes and find their own path.

Still, Syriza says it remains committed to a negotiated settlement within the eurozone. But
European leaders so far insist that the bail-out essentials cannot be renegotiated.

Syriza assumes its creditors are bluffing because they want to keep Greece in the Euro. That’s no
longer clear, however. Greece accounts for just 2 percent of the eurozone’s collective GDP. And
Greece’s departure so often has been threatened that the possibility no longer triggers panic
elsewhere in Europe.

Indeed, if the EU does not hang tough, it will encourage the hard-hit governments of Spain, Italy,
Portugal, and Ireland to demand similar concessions. Moreover, a slowing economy has reduced
the German public’s willingness to act as the Europe’s banker of last resort.

The political consequences might be more important than the economic impact. With the bailout
basic decisions over economic and budget policy now are made outside of Athens. In Greece a
parliament representing democratic process going back thousands of years is essentially a
rubber-stamp for foreign bureaucrats and politicians.

Grexit would change that. It also might stop further continental consolidation. The 19-member
eurozone is unstable because the unified monetary policy is not matched by unified budgetary
policy. eurocrats have been trying to expand their control.

Moreover, while the eurozone is separate from the 28-member European Union, a fracturing of
the first would exacerbate tensions in the second. Yiannis Kitromilides of Cambridge University
contended that “The survival of the eurozone is vital if the original dream of a united Europe is
to be fulfilled.”

A eurocratic elite, consisting of politicians, academics, businessmen, journalists, bureaucrats, and
lobbyists based in Brussels and national capitals, favors European consolidation in part because
the system suppresses self-rule and public accountability. But now popular opposition is
exploding.

Europe will survive, whatever the fate of Greece, the euro, and the EU. But the latest election in
the birthplace of democracy offers hope for greater popular accountability and control across the
continent.
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