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Greece in the Margins: Peripheral Cultural Policy and the effects of the 

economic crisis 

 

As a result of an economic crisis of immense proportions, Greece has entered the 

fifth year of what is widely accepted to be the “age of austerity”. The Greek 

economy is taking drastic measures to reform its finances and to reassess its 

priorities. Now-days the effects to the very fabric of society have gone beyond the 

economic and political sphere. At the mercy of its international creditors (the 

European Commission, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the European 

Central Bank), Greece and its people are holding on by a thread, while the fear of a 

default or even a Grexit persists. Against the backdrop of this severe financial and 

social crisis, dramatic changes are taking place. Democracy and national dignity are 

under attack and neo-Nazi ideas, expressed by the Golden Down Party, are growing 

in a country which was proud of being the cradle of democracy.  

When ones main concern is how to face a huge humanitarian crisis, culture does not 

seem like a big priority. The cultural and creative sector is just one of the many 

suffering from this current unpleasant situation. But before examining the outcomes 

of this disastrous crisis, it is very important to offer a brief outline of Greece’s 

cultural and creative sector, even though we are currently in the process of 

gathering reliable data that will then be compared to the respective data of other EU 

member-states.  

According to the latest available statistics from the Greek Cultural Operators Portal 

(February 2012)
1
, that was created in the Greek Ministry of Culture up until the end 

of 2011, more than one thousand (1,082) cultural operators had registered. Most of 

them, around 55%, were based in Athens and its region. Half of them (49%) are non-

profit organizations, two/thirds of them do not employ workers and one/third  state 

                                                           
1 Hellenic Ministry of Culture, http://www.culture.gr 
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that the scope of their activity extends throughout Greece. Of course, all these 

cultural operators submitted financial requests from the Greek Ministry of Culture.   

Up until 2012, there were around 165 museums operating in Greece. These were 

visited by 2.97 million people and 30 of these had an annual attendance rate of over 

10,000 people.   

During the 2010-2011 theatrical season, the number of plays and musical events 

held at state and municipal theaters and orchestras came to 1,368 for the entire 

country, totalling 4,674 performances and 1.97 million tickets. The total number of 

employees in this field was 4,284 - half of them artists (2,076) - and government 

funding came to over 42 million euros. Moreover, for the year 2011, the number of 

(solo and group) exhibitions held in galleries came to 557, in which over 23.000 

works were shown. Naturally, such figures ceased to exist after the outbreak of the 

financial crisis.  

The numbers are most encouraging in the case of Greek cinema, whose “springtime” 

is reaffirmed by the financial data, in terms of films participating in international 

festivals as well as in terms of film sales
2
. The increase is extremely impressive.  

Furthermore, according to the available data from the most recent Cultural Statistics 

(2011)
3
, the employment rate in five comparable professional categories of the 

cultural and creative sector came to 1.2% of the total employment in Greece, 

compared to 1.7% in the ΕU-27. This percentage corresponded to more than 52.600  

workers in these categories. A percentage close to 30% were self-employed or were 

working in family businesses; over 10% worked occasionally or part-time; and over 

20% worked at home.  

At this point, we should not lose sight of the fact that the number of employed 

university graduates is 1.5 times bigger than the total number of university 

                                                           
2
 Sophia Lazaretou, 2014. "The smart economy: cultural and creative industries in Greece. Can they 

be a way out of the crisis? (in Greek)," Working Papers 175, Bank of Greece.  

3
 National Statistical Service of Greece, http://www.statistics.gr 



Symposium "Periphery. Power. Cultural Policy"  

22. April 2015, University of Applied Arts Vienna 

  

 

3 

 

graduates employed in the national economy, which attests to the field’s significant 

dynamic.  

Except the above facts and figures, it is necessary to mention the enormous 

importance of cultural heritage in Greece
4
. Up until 2014, there were 19.000 

declared archaeological sites and 228 archaeological museums in the country. It is 

easy to understand from these figures that the vast majority of the total budget of 

the Greek Ministry of Culture or the available EU funding is absorbed for the 

preservation of Greek cultural heritage, which is something very demanding, very 

expensive and very inflexible.  

Trying to describe the cultural model in Greece is difficult to label it, as either purely 

centralized or totally decentralized. It could be described as a mixed model: The 

government maintains a privileged role of setting the primary directions and 

priorities, especially in the field of cultural heritage. Peripheral authorities are -at 

least in theory- responsible for developing the sectoral and local operational 

programs. In this case, the local governments’ cultural organisations are operating 

under the arms'-length principle, and are aligned with central government policy 

priorities, through the appointment of Boards of Trustees and through the allocation 

of state subsidies. 

This shift towards decentralization in Greece took place in the early 1980s and 

resulted in the creation of regional theater organizations and other local arts 

infrastructures
5
. These Local/Regional Theatres were founded by the actress turned 

politician and eventually Minister of Culture, the late Melina Merkouri, analogous to 

the regional division of the country. The principle idea was each region to develop its 

own theatre and audience. So, the capital of the region became the base of each 

theatrical entity. The institution, in most of the cases, covered by success and 

                                                           
4
 The Effects of the Economic Crisis on Archaeology in Greece,  Journal of Eastern Mediterranean 

Archaeology and Heritage Studies, Volume 1, Number 3, 2013   

5
 Council of Europe/ERICarts: "Compendium of Cultural Policies and Trends in Europe", COUNTRY 

PROFILE GREECE, By Dr Constantinos DALLAS, 12th edition 2011. Available from World Wide Web:  

<http:// www.culturalpolicies.net> 
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offered a great boosting to theatrical culture in the provinces. Lately, the regional 

theatres face a lot of problems, mainly due to the economic crisis. 

In the mid-1990s, the National Cultural Network of Cities was founded; in its 

framework were created regional centres in order each one of those to cultivate a 

special domain of culture according to local needs and tradition. This included 

regional centers for performing or visual arts, ethnography, cinema, literature etc.   

Under this programme local or municipal organisations were created that undertook 

a lot of cultural activities concerning their special participation in the network.  

Within this framework, the Greek Ministry of Culture had also set up special 

departments responsible for cultural heritage protection, because a number of 

archaeological museums were transformed into special regional service entities.
 
All 

these resulted overall to the creation of a great number of regional services 

responsible for the on-site implementation of policies on the protection, 

preservation and valorization of archaeological heritage.  

In fact, through this decentralization policy, the Greek Ministry of Culture provided 

support for regional cultural development and the arts via its arms-length sector 

bodies. Most of these regional or municipal theatres, cinemas, galleries, cultural 

centres and other similar organisations were supported financially by the Greek 

Ministry of Culture, and operated under long-term programme agreements between 

the municipalities and the Ministry. As a rule, such organisations operated as 

agencies of local government, under its effective administrative control. However, a 

large number of independent museums for folk art, ethnographic, applied arts or 

local history, were also financially supported by the Greek Ministry of Culture. 

Obviously, such a model creates serious tensions on financial distribution of national 

or regional resources. Decentralization and take over control of cultural 

management from regional authorities is necessary. However, the fact that major 

national museums or even private collections relied only on state subsidies, put a 

considerable burden onto the state so that it is difficult to handle in the current 

economic context. 



Symposium "Periphery. Power. Cultural Policy"  

22. April 2015, University of Applied Arts Vienna 

  

 

5 

 

Current policies are based on an attempt to re-adjust the balance between the 

national and local-regional level, mostly on the basis of nationwide sectoral 

initiatives in the arts and cultural heritage. The focus of recent policy intervention as 

regards the governance of culture is to mobilise established figures from the field of 

the arts to lead local cultural institutions and initiatives, in order to rely less to the 

Greek Ministry of Culture.    

At this point a special reference should be made to the importance of the local 

festivals, organised or supported by the 375 municipalities of Greece.  

Festivals in Greece play a variety of roles for urban regeneration, city branding, 

cultural provision, job creation, social added value. Still their main role is to support 

cultural groups and local identity. They are considered as a field for cultural 

innovation, due to the fact that festival organizers frequently promote an alternative 

lifestyle and ideal ways of action and act as meeting points of local cultural identities. 

Consequently, festivals serve as tools in the hands of local authorities for cultural 

provision. In Greece the majority of infrastructure and operational projects related 

to culture (such as festivals) are mainly organized, managed and mainly funded by 

local authorities.  

Festivals create primary jobs (artists, cultural managers, technicians etc.), secondary 

jobs, due to their positive effects on commerce and tourism (festival tourism) and 

tertiary jobs, as there are many festival landscapes which attract business 

establishment because of their cultural character and atmosphere.  

The benefits they provide is the empowerment of the local cultural identity, the 

strengthening of the community bonds, the attraction of tourism, the formulation of 

a valuable communication channel, and their ability to make the locals active 

members of the community. 
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The exact number of the festivals taking place in Greece every year has not been 

recorded officially
6
. There are hundreds, at least. The vast majority of the festivals 

were established in the early 2000 (when there was a huge increase and no financial 

crisis). After 2010, there was a huge decline (almost 50%). Their usual duration is a 

week (38%). They are usually taking place during summer (mainly July and August – 

in order to attract tourists as well) and the most common theme is Music, Theatre, 

Dance and Folklore. 

Their main problem is the scarcity of the resources and most of them are organized 

by municipal legal entities or municipal enterprises. The main funding sources are 

the municipality (42,38%), Sponsorship (23,05%), the Region (5,13%) the EU (4,41%) 

and the Greek Ministry of Culture (2,27%).  

On average, each festival has five people to work full time, three people part time, 

five are external partners and more than 13 people are volunteers. The strategic 

planning of the festivals is quite short term or even completely absent, since the 

majority of them has not made any provision for the future. It is not a surprise 

though that the best score festivals are organized by companies of the private 

sector. Festivals managed by municipalities or municipal enterprises are much less 

market oriented 

The institutional transformation that is taking place in the political field of local 

governments, as well as the financial crisis in Greece, could serve as great 

opportunities for the festival sector development, as they make it crucial to commit 

to a more sophisticated way of festival management, oriented towards wider 

municipal goals. 

It is rather obvious that local authorities can further exploit festivals as means to 

achieve objectives such as urban regeneration, city branding, cultural provision, job 

creation, social added value, by increasing their orientation towards market.  

                                                           
6
 Maria Psarrou (2013), “Festivals and Creative Cities: The Greek Local Governments and the Festival 

Sector” Association for Urban Creativity: 2
nd

 Annual Conference King's College London, 31/5-1/6/2013 
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After the description of the more or less decentralized cultural model in Greece (or 

the lack of it), let’s see what the current situation is:  

Despite the decentralization trends and the change on the management status of 

some cultural institutions, culture in Greece is treated as a pure public good as 

implied by the financial state support still given to the municipal authorities. The 

Greek Ministry of Culture continues to take the decisions for the cultural policies 

implemented in local and regional level and remains the main sponsor of culture. 

Privatisation of cultural infrastructure and organizations does not seem to be part of 

the current policy priorities.  

Considering the severe financial crisis, state budget is not and will not be able to 

continue to support financially all the wide variety of cultural institutions, regional 

cultural authorities and museums, especially those that have gradually transformed 

into a more autonomous authority or even function privately. In fact, the budget of 

the Greek Ministry of Culture always represented only a small fraction of the state 

budget. Since the 1980s, has never received more than 1% of the total national 

budget and has the lowest rate of hiring new permanent staff. In reality, more than 

60% of the Ministry’s budget is to cover stuff and operational costs and only a tiny 

amount is for cultural events.  

It is noteworthy that the last few years, culture has increasingly depended for 

funding on the EU Community Support Framework. But in using European structural 

funds for culture, we can see a paradox: These funds can be used to build museums, 

but you can’t use them to cover functioning costs and there is no money designated 

for the creation of exhibitions, the hiring of staff, or for the continued maintenance 

of the building and grounds, unless the expenses can be billed as educational 

activities or for tourism. We also have to point out the lack of awareness of local, 

regional and national authorities to use the structural funds in a more productive 

and innovative way.  

It is rather obvious that the economic crisis is not the only problem. The organization 

and the management of the cultural and creative industry are also a huge problem. 
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The cultural sector should not be considered anymore as a minor, low-productivity 

branch of the economy, largely living in external subsidies and which is therefore 

absorbing economic resources more than actually generating them. Because of this 

wrong conceptualization, cultural activities are often the first and easiest targets of 

public funding cuts during the current economic crisis. The Greek Ministry of Culture 

is no longer able to support all cultural organizations and activities, in national and 

regional level.   

Now, more than ever, it is rather obvious that the dependence of culture on public 

subsidies seems a political and economic dead end. At this point we should take into 

account that the official unemployment prediction for Greece in 2015 is around 28%, 

double the figure calculated at the beginning of 2010. In comparison, the average 

unemployment rate of the eurozone is 11.7 percent. Youth unemployment is soaring 

to over 60 percent! In a crippled economy, where more people are fired than hired, 

what options are there for someone who works in the cultural and creative sector to 

make a living? With bankruptcy still a possibility we must ask ourselves: what are our 

priorities? Until the situation becomes more stable, we must find ways to deal with 

the present limitations. 

In a country where the public service broadcaster was shut down in 2013, now, 

under these severe economic circumstances, the top priority for the cultural and 

creative sector in Greece is one: Survival! Money may be scarce but ideas are still 

abundant. While Greece is suffering by the worst financial crisis in its modern 

history, an alternative cultural scene seems to be fighting back. National and regional 

cultural professionals are trying to re-adjust in the new era of crisis.   

Some years ago, if someone said to the professionals of cultural organizations in 

Greece that they need Strategy, Planning, Policies, Program implementation and 

Timetables, Gantt diagrams, Organisational Charts etc., he or she would be 

considered as “coming from another planet”. 

But today, everybody realises that without strategy it is almost impossible to survive 

under the crisis. A new strategy for culture has to be developed for this new era. The 
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main characteristics of this strategy, both in the center and the peripheries, should 

be the minimum cost of every action, the lower dependence on public and municipal 

budgets and human resources, the investment in new technologies, the 

effectiveness and –most of all- the sustainability of each cultural action. 

Local authorities cannot function anymore in full power by being heavily subsidized 

by the Greek Ministry of Culture. They have to try to maximize the profits out of the 

use of the EU structural funds, to try to find alternative funds from other sources, to 

re-train their stuff on cultural management items, to attract private funding and 

exploit the institution of sponsoring. 

If artistic expression is seen as having a rich production potential and bear fruit, then 

the economic crisis cannot harm the restless artistic society. And we should never 

forget that in difficult times culture survives. 
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