Speech by the President of the Hellenic Parliament

Mr Constantine Tassoulas

at the cooperation meeting of the Governing Board of the World Hellenic Inter-Parliamentary Association (WHIA) with the Mayor of Ioannina and local representatives
Ioannina City Hall, 15 January2024

Your Eminence Metropolitan Maximos of Ioannina 
Mr Mayor of Ioannina, 
Mr Raptakis, WHIA President, 
Dear members of the WHIA Governing Board,
Dear members of the Municipal Council of the city of Ioannina
Representatives of the Epirus Region, the University of Ioannina, the Chamber of Commerce, the Association of Hoteliers, i.e. representatives of the city and the region of Ioannina!
With the presence in the city of Ioannina these days of the Governing Board of the World Hellenic Inter-Parliamentary Association, we wanted to do two things. On the one hand for Epirus and Ioannina and the city’s bodies to become acquainted with the existence of this useful and important organisation, which was established in 1996 and operates with the support of the Hellenic Parliament. And on the other hand, for the members of this organisation, who are 2nd, 3rd and 4th generation Greeks, to get to know our region, and show their concern and care for it, as ambassadors of Hellenism in their respective countries where they are elected, being as they all are members of legislative bodies and state legislative bodies. And for care and concern to be effective, one needs to have knowledge of what they are called upon to care for and promote.   
In 1996, the Greek state decided to organise in a more structured way – and not in a sentimental or amateur way, as it had done up to that point – the global parliamentary force of the Greek diaspora. Currently, there are 100 Greek MPs in tens of countries. MPs of Greek origin. It goes without saying that they are nationals of the countries where they are elected, e.g. Australia, South Africa, Albania, Ukraine or France. But they are of Greek origin. And due to the fact that this year globally about 60 elections will be held, with an estimated 3 billion people expected to vote – mainly due to elections in India – , the number of MPs of Greek origin is expected to increase in 2024. 
And so the state decided to organise these representatives and tasked the Hellenic Parliament, in these last 28 years, with the mission to provide the organisational support for this endeavour. Our fellow Greeks in the Governing Board meet at least twice a year in Greece. The General Assembly takes place every two years. 14 General Assemblies have taken place. The Governing Board, present here today, was elected in July 2023, at the 14th General Assembly, which took place in the Senate Hall of the Hellenic Parliament. They are regularly briefed on current developments in our national issues by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of National Defence, the Ministry of Education and the Embassy of Cyprus in Greece. Tomorrow they go to Thesprotia and then they will hold meetings with the aforementioned Ministries in Athens, in order to be briefed and then brief their members on our national positions, on the current situation in Greece, on our national aspirations, but also on the needs of the economy, investments, the prospects of Greek tourism. This knowledge will allow them to strengthen Greek aspirations globally. 
We wanted the WHIA representatives to visit our region, to visit Ioannina, so that you could meet them and they you, because they are a multiplier of moral, but also practical power. I will touch upon some of their activities, making a brief review. The statutory goal of the WHIA is to communicate and to develop links with the Hellenic Parliament, to strengthen the relations of friendship and cooperation with Greece, and to strengthen cooperation in the fields of tourism and the economy, - of interest to us here - , and between universities. 
Mr Vice-Rector, the colleague representing Adelaide in the Australian Parliament, tells us that the University of Adelaide has a Centre of Greek Studies which could contact our university, which yesterday took inventory of the first year under the new Rectorship.  
Furthermore, it is the goal of the WHIA to promote and to disseminate Greek culture and the Greek language and to cooperate with the Special Standing Committee of the Parliament on Hellenism of the Diaspora. They issue resolutions and actions on issues concerning Greece, Cyprus, Hellenism, and they are positively involved in the campaign to repatriate, reunite the Parthenon Marbles, promote the Greek language, promote Greek products, Greek investments and tourism. Actions in conjunction, Your Eminence, with Greek organisations and family organisations, with the support of the Ecumenical Patriarchate. 
Two years ago, in Thessaloniki, they convened along with the Special Standing Committee on Hellenism of the Diaspora, on the occasion of the 100 years since the Asia Minor Disaster, and held a very interesting one-day conference on the subject “Egnatia of the Ports”, linking the ports of Igoumenitsa, Thessaloniki, Kavala and Alexandroupoli. Another aspect of the Egnatia Motorway. In Kastellorizo, in July 2022, they organised a very interesting conference on the Law of the Sea and their audience was briefed on very interesting aspects of the Greek positions and the Greek rights, not as a result of interpretation, but as a result of the very essence of the Law of the Sea. The latest resolution that they passed last year condemns the ongoing occupation of Cyprus. 
So we find ourselves here with the representatives of the Greek diaspora, we find ourselves here as a peoples, a nation, which, as I once read, neither conquers nor spreads, but disseminates. A nation, the two most significant political leaders of which, - of the previous century - , were born during the Ottoman Empire. Both Konstantinos Karamanlis and Eleftherios Venizelos were born in parts of Greece, during the Ottoman Empire, and one can see how the Greek state spread, but also how it disseminated. This dissemination (“diaspora” in Greek) is deservedly represented by the MPs present, whom I welcome as a local MP, together with my fellow Ioannina MP, Mr Tsimaris, to our city, to our municipality, with the thought and the hope, that the cooperation we will establish will be beneficial, because you will include in your cares and concerns our native place. 
I welcome you again and wish you all the best in your cooperation with the local representatives.
Reference to human rights in Albania
The WHIA is represented here in Ioannina today through its Governing Board. Here to take on some of our opportunities as well. As was rightfully mentioned, the city of Ioannina is looking towards a better future, and the WHIA Governing Board will now include the city of Ioannina in its concerns, care and achievements. 
It is not well-known that Mr Doules is, inter alia, a distinguished philologist, and has translated Thucydides Epitaph of Pericles into Albanian. He spoke about the trials and tribulations of human rights to the detriment of the ethnic Greek minority in Albania. And I am here to tell you that the parliamentary aspect of diplomacy can play a role in this, since it is well known what the state aspect of diplomacy, the Greek government, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Prime Minister has done on this matter, i.e. essentially blocked Albania’s EU accession path, precisely because of this flagrant violation of the rule of law in the neighbouring country, as this is not a bilateral dispute. There is no dispute. This is an issue of power, or rather, this is an issue of the absence of the rule of law in a country that wishes to join the “paradise”, - if you’ll forgive me the use of the term - , the rule of law “paradise” that is, comparatively and not in absolute terms, the European Union. 
In a few days, – and this is the parliamentary diplomacy aspect of the issue – and since Mr Doules mentioned the Council of Europe and the standards it sets for censuses or other behaviours, in a few days there will be a change of leadership at the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe. The Council of Europe is the most distinguished guardian of human rights globally. The Court of Human Rights, a CoE body, is there for any citizen who feels they have been wronged to apply to, in order to potentially receive justice. This court does not belong to any one country. It is a body of the Council of Europe. Greece is one of the first countries who participated in the Council of Europe, following the inferno of the WWII. 
The Council of Europe, aside from the Court, the Ministers and the sessions it holds, also has a very strong internal institution, the Parliamentary Assembly, the parliamentary dimension of the Council of Europe, such as NATO has a Parliamentary Assembly. 
A change of President at the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe is imminent. The position is always held by an MP from a CoE member State and it is highly likely that for the first time in the last 75 years a Greek MP will assume the presidency of the Parliamentary Assembly. And this is important because the claiming of rights that are violated in Albania will come from one more voice, not a biased one, but a fully objective one. The New Democracy MP for Athens, Theodoros Roussopoulos, is a candidate with a wide majority, for the position of president of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe for the next few years. And this, to the degree that someone can be certain about these things, is moving in a positive direction. 
This was the objective of my intervention today. For you to meet and acquaint yourselves with an organisation which has been working under the auspices and support of the Hellenic Parliament in the last 28 years. There are other mechanisms as well that support our national positions and aspirations abroad. But the parliamentary dimension unfolding before you today is of a very tangible nature as it is linked to the popular mandate. 
The colleagues that you’ve met here are 2nd and 3rd generation Greeks, members of Parliament in their respective places of residence; they are more than a lobby, more than ambassadors. They are the most immediate form of popular representation. There are local parliaments which thanks to their intervention have recognised the genocide of Pontic Greeks. This may not change our lives, nor affect problems that we face here, practical ones, but as far as the support for our national positions is concerned, as well as the desired wider awareness on our national issues, it makes us feel safe that these people, elected and recognised, are there to support us. 
Regarding foreign affairs issues, they learn about them and update their knowledge every year through their contacts in Greece; they will do so at the meetings that they will hold at the ministries the day after tomorrow. They will go to Crete, they will visit the Souda Base, they will meet with officers there, they will see the importance, the gravity of Greece’s presence in the Western world, in NATO. These people can serve the goals of city diplomacy as well, beyond the foreign policy goals. Development goals, tourism goals, investment goals. They have already done so with concrete examples and I am certain that this first encounter that we facilitated today will produce good results for the goals of the Region, which aspires to increase its growth and I am certain that with their help and our actions – i.e. the actions of the city’s various bodies – we will accomplish it. 
Thank you for your attention and presence. 
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