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Introduction   

The current economic and social crisis in urban spaces has been followed by 

institutional changes in urban governance processes. Two main changes are evident: 

(a) the reconsideration by the local government of its collaboration with other 

municipalities  and third sector organisations in the design and implementation of 

public policies (b) the emergence and consolidation of innovative social and 

institutional responses to the crisis such as exchange and solidarity networks, social 

economy enterprises and collaborative practices and the degree that they succeed to 

promote a more socially and democratically sustainable development and way of 

living. 

This paper attempts to study the two above-mentioned changes in the case study of 

Korydallos and analyses the way that this city appears to be responding to the crisis. It 

is argued that cases such as that of Greece, which have severe social and economic 

problems could offer new research opportunities for studying the effects of crisis on 

local polity and the way that power cities respond to this crisis in terms of practices 

and processes. Moreover, it could offer new insights in the study of institutional 

change in relation to the tempo of change and the relationship between agency and 

structure.  

A. Theoretical background  
 
There are many different theories of institutional change focusing on different aspects 

of the relationship between the balance of structure/agency as well as to the tempo of 

change. In particular, some theories of institutional change give more emphasis on 

structure than agency and vice versa as explaining factors of change. Moreover, 

regarding time, some theories favorite incremental change while others point out more 

punctuated changes (Lowndes and Roberts 2013). Independently of which theory is 

sufficient enough for explaining adequately institutional change (even if this existed), 

Lowndes and Roberts (2013) point out the procedural character of institutions and 

their endogenous capacity of  (gradual) change. Accordingly, they arrive at three key 

conclusions:  

- There are external factors as well as endogenous institutional forces that can 

stimulate institutional change. 
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- Gradual change can have transformative effects   

- Human agency plays a decisive role both in institutional stability and 

institutional change 

More specifically, they argue that change and stability coexist in the institutions as 

agency reproduces rules and/or agency interprets/resists to existing rules with new 

narratives and practices that would gradually change formal rules. Hey (2002) 

regognises that the agent could have two types of power: a. the capacity for direct 

power b. the capacity for indirect power identified in the transformation of norms and 

values of institutional rules and of narratives. Finally, when changes of the context 

occur, institutions have to find a new “fit” between rules and context. What is 

important here is to understand the way that these contextual factors impact upon the 

established interactions between actors and formal rules and how this is translated to 

different rules, practices and narratives. The external changes could be “shocking”, a 

financial crisis for instance that leads to fast changes of institutional rules. In this 

context, agency has more opportunities to select strategic actions form the old or the 

new institutional context with significant results in the direction of change (Swidler, 

1986).  

 

The changes of the environment could also be slow. In this case, Mahoney & Thelen 

(2010) offer a typology of gradual institutional transformation.  Among the different 

types (displacement, layering, drift, conversion) displacement and layering are useful 

concepts for our research. According to the first type of gradual institutional 

transformation, displacement occurs when there is “ the removal of existing rules and 

the introduction of new ones” while in layering “ the introduction of new rules on top 

of or alongside existing ones” (Mahoney & Thelen, 2010: 15-16).       

 

Consequently, Lowndes and Roberts (2013) suggest that an analysis of institutional 

change should examine three factors: institutions, actors, context and their interaction. 

In this research, we will try to map and understand these three different factors and 

identify the degree of institutional change in urban governance processes. As Ostrom 

(2005) argues, an analysis of institutions should avoid generalisations and has to 

progress through a case by case study.    
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There are many different scenarios about the future of local governance following a 

crisis (Stoker 2012, Parker 2012). On the one hand, it is proposed that either through 

strategic inter municipal cooperation or outsourcing of service provision via contracts 

or community engagement followed by more participative and decentralized services, 

the local authorities will keep a strategic role in coordinating and steering local 

services.  

 

On the other hand, bottom up movements and self-organised groups have appeared as 

a response to the failure of the social and political system trying to provide an 

alternative economic system and way of leaving as well as to respond to the emerged 

social needs after crisis. The gradual disengagement of citizens from formal 

institutions of participation like voting, political parties and syndicates has been also 

evident before the crisis leading to “alternative spaces” (Hay 2007).  

 

Following Norris’ (2002) analysis about the political organization of these alternative 

spaces, they are characterized by a broad based membership and informal modes of 

belonging. They shared concerns about diverse issues (social, economic and political) 

and they adopt concrete lifestyles. These features address a broader conception of 

politics where the political and the social intersect in individualized direct forms of 

actions of everyday life (Dalton, 2008). Regarding their relationship with formal 

institutions, the alternative forms are less state centric targeting associations of civil 

society and beneficiaries. (see also Akram, Institutional crisis in 21th first century). 

Although the political spectrum of all these groups varied, from center left to extreme 

left and anarchists, there are some main dominant values like the creation of 

egalitarian and democratic spaces, anti-capitalist development and solidarity.    

 

These movements are related (and not only) with the idea of “everyday making” (… ) 

which underlines the power of everyday acts to the gradual change of the system. 

These acts could be related to new ways of leaving, narratives and political actions 

organised by the community creating new institutional rules that could transform 

capitalism. By leaving and doing in small scales there is the creation of alternative 

islands of power that could alter the existing hegemony of neoliberalism. This 

approach had received criticism from Marxists about its detachment from the 

dynamics of scale and labour struggles. It is proposed the convergence of everyday 
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and workplace struggles and more general “the systemic implications of every day 

struggles and vice-versa” (Davies, 2013: 1).   

 

In this research we are looking at (a). the degree of change in local government 

processes by the reconsideration of its collaboration with other municipalities  and 

third sector organisations in the design and implementation of public policies (b). the 

emergence and consolidation of innovative social and institutional responses to the 

crisis such as exchange and solidarity networks, social economy enterprises and 

collaborative practices and the degree that they succeed to promote a more socially 

and democratically sustainable development and way of living. 

The aforementioned questions are investigated by a case study strategy in the 

municipality of Korydallos. The city of Korydallos is not an extreme case. In this 

way, it could provide data for transferability for other cities of Greece. The research is 

an ongoing project and this paper presents preliminary data. Until now 8 interviews 

have been conducted with members of civil society groups, social enterprises and 

elected politicians and executives of the local authority.    

 
 

B. Greece: national and local context  
 
1. National developments  
 
Since 2009, Greece has faced a deep economic crisis with severe economic and social 

consequences.  The unemployment has increased (youth unemployment rate was 52% 

during the second quarter of 2014) (ELSTAT 2014), people at risk of poverty rate 

have increased from 28.1 % in 2008 to 35.7% in 2014 ( EUROSTAT, 2014) and the 

public services have deteriorated in quality and quantity. The latter is expressed by 

cuts in expenditures, mergers of public organizations (schools, universities, hospitals) 

and staff dismissals followed by almost no new recruitments. Moreover, 

unemployment and poverty have created new needs which could not be served by 

health and social services due to their being downgraded. (Markantonatou, 2013).  

 

The economic crisis has been followed by a crisis of political institutions. This has 

been expressed by high levels of absenteeism and low levels of confidence towards 

politicians. According to Eurobarometer (82- fieldwork November 2014),  Greeks 
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express the highest  or mistrust to the institution of political parties (GR: 91%, the 

second highest sample rate after that of Spain 92%,  EU28  80%), followed by the  

Greek government (GR: 89%, higher negative percentage of the sample, EU28: 65%), 

the Greek Parliament (GR: 85%, higher negative percentage of the sample, EU28: 

62% ), regional or local public authorities (GR: 78%, higher negative rate along with 

Spain, EU28: 50%),and justice / national legal system (GR: 54%, EU28: 45%). 

Moreover, as shown in the following figure (1), there is a gradual decline of trust in 

political institutions (executive, legislative or judiciary).  

 

Figure 1 – Public trust in Greek institutions 2005-2012 

 

Source: Elaborated by Exadaktylos and Zahariadis (2012) 

In terms of absenteeism, the rate reached almost 40% in the recent national elections 

of 2014, almost the same with the last ones in 2010.  However, it would be wrong to 

assume that the observed increase in absenteeism stems only from the financial crisis. 

It has also derived from a critical attitude of citizens towards the party system which 

has been gradually present from the mid-1990s and it also associated with 
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individualism trends and a lack of interest in political activities as in other European 

countries too (Vasilopoulos & Vernadakis 2010).   

2. Local developments  

Regarding local government, the financial crisis has dramatically affected local 
government. Firstly, in 2011, the Callicraties program has led to an extensive merge 
of local authorities (from 1034 to 325) for saving money by the state among others 
and a wide transfer of competencies from the state in many different policy sectors.  
At the same time, the municipal revenues have been reduced by approximately 52% 
while the competencies of local governments has increased.  In particular, there were 
budgets cuts by the state, salary and civil servants reductions alongside with major 
cost cutting programmes as the closure or the merger of municipal enterprises (CCRE 
2013).  This was aggravated by the fall of municipal own revenues (fees, municipal 
taxes, levies …) due to the economic crisis and the social policy pursued towards the 
economically weak citizens and local businesses. (Chlepas 2014). Moreover, local 
authorities have been confronted with major social problems as they were unable to 
deal with the growth of local population demands of social provision (CCRE 2013). 
As a result, local authorities have major financial gaps and remain dependent on the 
central government. In this way, they do not manage to exercise properly their new 
competencies, especially in the sector of social services (Chlepas 2014).   

 Regarding trust to political institutions, as shown above, the confidence of Greek 

citizens towards local government has diminished dramatically the last five years 

(from 2008 to2014) from 65% to 78% rating local government as the fourth 

institution that Greek citizens mistrust  (Eurobarometer 82- fieldwork November 

2014). The decline of trust to political institutions and to politicians is also concluded 

in Chlepas (2013) research project  which shows that the Greek public confidence in 

politicians is one of the lowest in EU. In terms of absenteeism, the rate has been very 

high and it reached 40% in the last two elections (2010 & 2014) far more different 

than the elections of 1996 (27%) (Ministry of Interior Affairs, Elections Results). The 

climbing of absenteeism is also considered not only as a result of the financial crisis 

and the difficulties facing local authorities to deal with their new competencies but 

also as a political crisis of the formal institutions of representation.   
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C. The responses of local government    

There are many different ways that the Greek local government responds to the 

economic and social crisis in the area of urban governance   

 

1. New collaborative forms 

Although there are no official data about the increase of collaborations between local 

government and NGOs the last five years, all  metropolitan cities ( Athens, 

Thessaloniki, Patra, Volos, Heraklion) have increased their collaborations with 

NGO’s for providing mainly social services such as food supplies, medical assistance, 

utilities, and school material. In the development of these collaborations have 

contributed specific funding programmes such as “Social structures for tackling 

poverty” which have been funded by the European Structural Funds. For the 

implementation of this program, a partnership has to be created between NGO’s and 

local government. NGOs have a coordinator role while local governments offer their 

infrastructures and local networks for the mobilisation of local civil society. This 

programme includes the creation of social groceries (49), social pharmacies (45), soup 

kitchens (39), municipal gardens (29), time banks (39), dormitories (5)  and day 

centers for homeless people (14) ( KEDE, 2013). In some case, this programme has 

also led to inter municipal cooperation since one funding condition has been the 

population rate (it has to be up to 70.000 residents for the programme to be 

implemented) (Operational programme : Human Resources Development 2007-2013).  

 
2. Stimulating and supporting social enterprises (Koin.S.Ep.)i 

Several local authorities have tried to stimulate the establishment of Koin.S.Ep.by 

staff working in municipal enterprises which have been shut down or merged. These 

social enterprises are designed to manage cultural and sports facilities, operation of 

kindergartens, undertake cleaning work, repairs and maintenance, etc., which also 

formerly employed. The provision of local authorities’ infrastructures and the direct 

contracting out of the above mentioned services to social enterprises are some of the 

means of support by local authorities (Social Polycentric Research and Educational 

Institute, 2014). 
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D. The response of (local) civil society  

1. The emergence of social solidarity movements and groups 
 
During the years of crisis, no lesser than 400 social solidarity movements have emerged 

delivering a variety of social services to vulnerable groups (Mouriki 2014). These 

movements emerging spontaneously from the civil society took two forms: a. The form 

of formal organizations, such as officially registered voluntary associations and 

NGOs; and, b.“informal networks and self-help groups, which were neither legally 

recognized nor wish they were recognized by state authorities” (Sotiropoulos & 

Bourikos 2014: 34). 

  

As Sotiropoulos (2014) argues, before the financial crisis, the Greek NGOs and other 

formal organisations of civil society were strongly financially and politically linked 

with the central government.  In some cases, NGOs were so dependent on the state 

that were transformed to state tools for promoting and supporting public policies. At 

the beginning of 2010, there was an obligatory state withdrawal from financing NGOs 

due to the financial crisis. This development led to the downgrading of the NGOs 

ability to offer social services to those in need on the one hand and also to the 

emancipation of NGOs from their state dependence and party politics. In this context, 

a lot of NGOs contacted local authorities trying to reach cooperation for gaining more 

resources and they have been more visible to public for the recruitment of volunteers.       

 

Regarding the informal networks, these have taken different forms, from networks of 

providing social services (including food supplies, clothing, medical assistance, 

education e.t.c ) to political mobilisation (“ indignant people”) and advocacy groups 

(“I won’t pay” movement) (Mouriki 2014, Sotiropoulos 2014). In particular, there 

have been solidarity movements organising “free meals, creating social groceries, 

establishing consumer and producer cooperatives and cultivating fields collectively. 

Other networks promote cash-free exchanges or exchanges in “alternative 

“currencies; alternative commerce and cooperative groceries and cafés; markets and 

distribution networks without intermediaries; free tuition to children from deprived 

families, etc” (Mouriki 2014: 6). These groups have more or less a politised character. 

They share narratives of alternative ways of organizing social and economic life, in 

some cases that of anti-capitalism. They develop anti-government ideas and they 
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rupture with the main political parties (Sotiropoulos & Bourikos 2014, Sotiropoulos 

2014).   

 

In particular, according to Garefi, I., Kalemaki, E. (2013: …), the main features of 

these informal citizens groups in Greece are the following: a.  the participation of 

people in the networks on a voluntary and democratic basis. b. the promotion of fair 

and equitable distribution of resources c. the development of relationships based on 

solidarity d. a focus on a smaller scale economy.  e. a different value system, which 

promotes concepts such as self-sufficiency, mixed with modern ideas like 

sustainability and ethical consumption. f. independence from public authorities.  

 

This unsurprising emergence of NGOs and mainly of informal networks of 

solidarity has created a lot of questions about the revitalization of civil society 

and their sustainability. Although the practice of solidarity is not unknown 

world in the Greek society, it was realized through the private networks of 

family and friends and in a very occasional way, it transcends public sphere.  

Moreover, Greek civil society depended on the state and the national parties 

(Paraskevopoulos, 2001). There was a limited emergence of collective action 

and if so, it was dispersed and less organized. The latter is linked with low 

stocks of social capital in terms of social trust and involvement on social 

networks ( Lyberaki and Paraskevopoulos, 2002; Sotiropoulos 2004) as well as 

an individualist political culture and a deep rooted mistrust of the state ( 

Demertizis, 1994). In that respect, it remains to be seen if these new informal 

networks will remain after the economic recovery will come and in which way 

they manage to put into effect a more sustainable and independent civil 

society.   

 

2. The development of social enterprises  

In recent years, the pressures of unemployment, the downgrading of public social 

services, the EU diffusion of the values of social entrepreneurship resulted in the 

development of the legal framework (Law no. 4019/2011) for the emergence of social 

cooperative enterprises (Koin.S.Ep). Social cooperative is not something new in 

Greece. Social enterprise pre-existed before 2011, such as the structures for the 

employment of mental health issues (Koi.S.P.E.) and women’s agricultural 

10 
 



cooperatives which had been generally well established and economically active. 

Although there is a dynamic development of these enterprises (from 236 in October 

2013 to 606 in January of 2014) --Registry of social economy, Ministry of Labour), 

not all registered enterprises are actually operational (it is estimated that only 30 to 50 

per cent of the registered Koin.S.Ep.s are actually operating) (Country Report: 

Greece, 2014). The role of social enterprises as change agents for a sustainable Greek 

economy is currently limited since there are not sufficient support by the state in 

terms of tax reliefs and institutional consolidation.   

  

The social features of a social enterprise that could eventually impact upon social and 

political processes are the following: a. It must pursue an explicit and primary social 

aim: b. It must have limits on distribution of profits and/or assets: the purpose of such 

limits is to prioritise the social aim over profit making; c. It must be independent from 

the State and the private sector d. It must have inclusive governance i.e. characterised 

by participatory and/ or democratic decision-making processes and the decision 

making not to be based on capital ownership (A map of social enterprises and their 

ecosystems in Europe Executive Summary 2014) E.C. In this way, social entreprises 

include the potential for an alternative and innovative way of production in terms of a. 

responding with new solutions to social needs, b. establishing democratic 

organizational structures contrasting those of traditional enterprises of the private 

sector c. creating networks and learning processes for systemic change (   Hans-

Martin Zademach, Sebastian Hillebrand, 2014).  

 

E. The case study of Korydallos  

 

1. Short profile of the city  

The city of Korydallos is located at the southwest of Attica region considered as a 

middle class urban suburb of the metropolitan area of Athens. However, it is situated 

at one of the poorest prefecture of Athens that of Piraeus. Its population is estimated 

to 70.000 inhabitants (according to the national census of 2011 is 63.445 people) and 

it is characterized by a low educational level (secondary education) and rapid aging 

reflecting the wider problem of low birthrate especially after the financial crisis. Local 

economy is dominated by the tertiary sector (75.14%) with leisure and commerce to 

have the first role followed by the secondary (22.18%). Regarding employment, high 
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concentration is recorded in tertiary production sector which reaches 83% of 

employees.  After the crisis, the most serious problem of the area is the rising 

unemployment rate of its population estimated about 30%. The economic sector that 

experiences the most of the suppression is the manufacturing sector of SMEs. 

 

Regarding local government, the mayor has been elected for the third time (2006, 

2010, and 2014) with almost 60% of votes which shows his strong public recognition 

by the citizens.  He is an independent mayor who previously belonged to the socialist 

party of PASOK. The level of absenteeism is relevant to the national one reaching at 

38%.    

 

2. Preliminary results  

2.1 The collaboration of local authorities with NGO’s  

 In the city of Korydallos, there are two big local NGOs activated in the field of social 

care:  “Anasa Zois” (A.Z.) and “ Grammi Anthropias”(G.A.). Both have been founded 

before 2010, however their activitation has expanded after the crisis.  For instance, 

A.Z. manages to offer everyday meals to 400 citizens leaving in Korydallos city and it 

has 92 volunteers.  Both offer meals, clothes, health and educational services as well 

as psychological support to vulnerable groups (immigrants, prisoner, poor…).  A.Z. 

was founded in 2007 one year after the first elections of the mayor while G.A. was 

older, founded in 1997. A close look to NGOs administration offers an understating of 

the level of dependence of NGOs on local government. President in A.Z board is the 

mayor and most of the members are elected local councillors from the governing 

party and the opposition. In the case of “G.A” the president of the administrative 

board is the wife of the previous mayor of Korydallos which is now vice regional 

councillor in Piraeus prefecture. As a municipal executive commented: “AZ was 

essentially founded by the current mayor for confronting G.A of the former mayor” 

(interview with a municipal executive).  

 

Consequently, it is obvious that both NGOs follow the traditional path of dependence 

on local government and party politics and they remain the field of political conflict 

between the different political positions in the municipal council. Moreover, they 

offer a tool to the mayor for promoting his politics and gaining citizens’ support in the 

policy sector of social policy.  Finally, although they became more visible to the local 
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society due to their broad activities in time of crisis, they gathered more and more 

volunteers and they have been funded by big charity institutions (Bodosatsi and Latsi 

Institutions), their foundation “from above”, the municipality could not alter the 

established situation  towards more autonomisation. One question that needs further 

research is the increase of the participation of volunteers and beneficiaries in the 

context of NGO and its impact upon the stock of social capital of their own and their 

families.     

 

In the context of the operation of poverty structures, the municipality of Korydallos 

has cooperated with the neighbouring municipality of Ag. Varvara and a national 

NGO for the provision of social services (such as social grocery, social pharmacy, 

food supplies, networking with civil society ech.) within the two municipalities. The 

municipality of Korydallos is responsible for food supplies and networking, Ag. 

Varvara municipality for the social pharmacy and social grocery and the NGO for the 

coordination of the whole action. Those services were staffed by unemployed young 

people, under the age of 30 years old. This collaboration appears new and innovative 

since it combines inter municipal cooperation and the involvement of an NGO active 

outside the local boundaries.  

 

However, this collaboration has been introduced “from above”, by the central 

government through the funding tool of Operational Programme Human Resources 

Development and not from below, from the municipality itself for confronting the 

social needs of its citizens by joining resources.  This program has been run by big 

NGOs which share the pie among them in the region of Attica and have been obliged 

by the legal framework to involve local municipalities. The intermunicipal 

cooperation was revealed once again by the legal framework of the programme since 

the target population has to be up to 70.000, a rate that none of the two municipalities 

had. During the interview with a municipal executive, it has been revealed that there 

are many rivalries between the two municipalities regarding food supplies. The 

municipality of Korydallos was accused by the municipality of Ag. Varvara that it 

kept many of the food supplies to be offered voluntarily by the local enterprises and 

citizens in the context of the program for covering the needs for the distribution of 

meals by the NGO “Anasa Zois” to Korydallos citizens–voters. As it has been 

mentioned in the interview “if the collaboration was at zero before the crisis, now 
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after the crisis, with the new structures of poverty we could say that we arrive at 5%. 

It’s a first step but a very small one”.  

 

So in this case, while new institutions insert the need for collaboration, the established 

practices of doing things around here are reproduced in the new institutions. One 

explanation is that this collaboration is initiated from above; another one is that is 

coordinated by a big NGO which usually have a negative perception by the 

municipality and the citizens about their transparency and legitimacy. For years the 

Greek NGOs were under the patronage of the state and political parties through an 

opaque system of clientelistic relationships and in some cases of corruption.         

  

 
2.2 The case of social enterprises  

 
In the city of Korydallos, no more than 5 social enterprises have been created. 

However, they vary in terms of their composition and the reasons of creation.  

 

In the context of staff dismissal from the municipal enterprises due to budget cuts, the 

municipality of Korydallos decided to support the creation of two social enterprises 

composed by the dismissed employees. In 2012, one social enterprise replaced the 

municipal conservatory and the other the municipal athletic center.  In this way, the 

municipality would continue to offer these services to the citizens at one hand and the 

employees would continue to have a permanent job without charging the municipal 

budget. After their creation, the municipality offered the existing infrastructure and 

made a contract with them. The process of contracting was usually opaque for 

avoiding competing submissions from other enterprises. Moreover, because of the 

way of their establishment, the patronage by political parties and local politicians has 

been allowed.  The same practice has been adopted by many others local authorities. 

This process is the dominant type of creation and survival of social enterprise 

developed in Greece after the Law of 2011.   

 

The problem is that the way that social enterprises tended to grow - initiated by the 

municipality as a tool of covering the dramatic municipal staff shortages in an opaque 

and politicised way- contradicted their initial features - the use of nongovernmental, 

14 
 



market-based approaches to address social issues. This result is verified in other 

researches too (Social Polycentric, 2014; TOPSA N. Smyrnis, 2015). After one year 

after its creation, the social enterprise of the athletic center was closed when the local 

authority had the ability to re hire the dismissed employees. This shows the fragile 

and “intermediate” role of these social enterprises.    

 

However, not all the social enterprises are controlled by the local authority. We could 

argue that there is an evolution from 2011 when first initiated. From the end of 2013, 

many social entreprises are autonomously initiated by the civil society itself.  For 

instance the creation of a café by 5 young unemployed people and the creation of a 

pet shop by 7 unemployed women are “good” examples of social enterprise in the 

municipality of Korydallos in terms that are initiated from below, the civil society, 

operated with the market rules and have social aims. As one member of the café 

mentioned “we all were unemployed and we are looking for an opportunity. In this 

café, no one is a boss, we are all employees” (interview with member of the café) 

while in the internet site of the pet shop it is affirmed that “we are not as all the other 

pet shops, we are different since our profit is returned to the society by animal welfare 

actions”. Regarding decision making processes, every month all the employees vote 

equally about all the main issues of the enterprise. In general both social enterprises 

affirmed that there are not serious conflicts and all the decisions are taken in 

consensus. However, from their story telling, it appears that there is an informal 

leader who started the whole procedure, rallied around him the rest of the employees 

and offered the main guidelines for the social enterprise development. This 

demonstrates the role of the agency as the initiator for the establishment of a new 

institution and protector of its new rules.  

 

Moreover, the café has also a political dimension. “the main reason for starting this 

café was our need to find a job. But this is not the only one. The other reason is 

political, we want to create a “collective” for realising our utopia and have a meal to 

eat too” (interview with member of the café). It seems that in this case the social 

enterprise was a tool for dressing institutionally political aspirations that could not be 

realised otherwise. These political aspirations belong to particular fractions of the 

exta-parliamentary left in which some café members are activated. In this context, 

they have tried to build an organisational charter which is coherent with their political 
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goals including the principles of solidarity, equality, no exploitation, e.t.c. 

Additionally, they avoid any relationship with local authorities since power is 

corruptive and could destroy their effort” ( interview with café member). However, if 

the cooperation is absent with local authorities (and the state) at a vertical level, it 

remains restricted with other informal networks of the city at the horizontal level too. 

Their relation with the alternative space of Steki and Votsalo (see next section) is 

limited to actions of dissemination of each one activities although their political 

ideology belong to exta parliamentary left (anti-capitalst development). This 

demonstrates the persistence of the Greek social capital features like the lack of a 

cooperative culture as well as the traditional difficulty of the various fractions of left 

to  cooperating and networking. These established social and political norms of 

behaviour create a difficulty of  bringing systematic change in the society since it 

presupposes strong networking, broad  and solid alliances ( Hans-Martin 

Zademach, Sebastian Hillebrand, 2014).  

 

Furthermore, their combination of political, social and economic goals has created a 

“fragile equilibrium” among members since some of them have more “alternative” 

thinking and practice than others which operate with market oriented aims. As the 

literature mentions, this consists an inherent problem of the social enterprise in 

general prohibiting its social innovation and its impact on social change. (Le Velly 

2004). For instance in the case of café, the founding member has quit recently since “I 

have a concert ideology which could not accept the market rules as others members 

would like to support” (interview with café member).     

 

The social contribution of the café is the organisation of cultural events (projections 

of film, discussion on books, craft workshops…). In this way, they also have the 

possibility to diffuse their ideas to the society. These activities are open to the public 

and a lot of young people, especially from the neighbourhood have participated. This 

is possibly an opportunity of change since young people come along with new 

practices and values and learn different ways of organisations that link economic, 

social and political sides. Finally, in a crisis period, these events as the informal 

networks presented in the following section consisted of an organised public place for 

the creation of social bonds and affiliations among young unemployed people who are 

looking for new perspectives and solutions.       
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2.3 Informal social solidarity groups      

In the city of Korydallos, one such type of group  named “PasaMontana” exists. It 

is a self-organised solidarity group initiated by a group of 2-3 people, for years 

organised in exta-parliamentary fractions of left. It is mainly an informal institution 

where the political activism has found a place to be expressed. From the interviews, 

it was not clear if this group is coordinated and patronized by these fractions which 

pose the risk to be transformed to partisan tools. However, in other cases in Athens, 

these alternative spaces are initiated and coordinated by Syriza and the question is 

to what extent they will manage to remain independent from the government party.  

 

The difference from such previous organisations is that there is an overlapping 

between political and social since they respond to social needs remaining politically 

independent from formal political processes. The aim is to provide support to people 

in need in order to improve their life, to promote fair and equitable participation and 

to modify the established practices and ideologies of capitalism. They shared and 

diffused anti-government and anti-capitalist ideas proposing an alternative conception 

of organizing social and economic life based on the principles of solidarity, equity and 

anti-racism. 

 

In the context of their anti-government ideology, they do not cooperate with formal 

institutions like local government. Indeed, they have a competitive attitude towards 

them “Our social frodistiria (lessons to students) were much better that those of the 

municipality, our language courses gathered much more people” (interview with 

funding member) while the municipal executive mentions that “is like not to be 

existed for us”. 

 

Pasamontana was created in 2010 just after the economic crisis in Greece. It has been 

developed very fast with 25-30 members, especially young unemployed people from 

the city of Korydallos and the neighboring cities. However, it started losing members 

in the mid of 2013. This is explained by two reasons “people had been disappointed 

by the governmental autarchy, they lost their courage but also they are waiting for 

Syriza to gain the elections” (interview with founder member). This was a more 
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general result to all the relevant movements which is a negative indication for their 

sustainability in the future.   

 

They organise open assemblies every week where all the participants as well as the 

beneficiaries? of good and services could express their opinion and vote for all the 

issues under concern. In this context, the beneficiaries are not conceived as the 

passive receiver of a charity activity but as an equal member of this alternative 

community.      

 

 There are three main reasons of its creation: unemployment, protest and anti-racism. 

The expansion of the fascist party Golden Dawn in young people has coiled the 

parties and the exta-parliamentary fractions of the left as well anarchists towards 

them. PasaMontana is very active in organizing anti-racism and anti-fascism protests 

as well as participating in others protests with which they share the same political 

affinity.        

 
Conclusion  
 
Since 2009, there is an extending development of informal citizens groups and 

networks shaping alternative spaces in Greece. The latter is not only the response to 

the financial crisis but also to the gradual disengement of citizens from formal 

institutions as well as to the emergence of the fascist party Golden Down. These 

informal groups try to provide solutions to social problems but also a new way of 

living.  

 

Additionally, there is the emergence of two different types of social enterprises a. the 

social enterprises that are dependent on local authorities. They are operating 

essentially as municipal enterprises vesting with the institutional and legal framework 

of social enterprise. In this case, we could not speak about the collaborative design 

and delivery of services with local government and community (employees and users) 

but about the instrumentalisation of contextual opportunities ( legal framework of 

social enterprise) for a rough response to staff dismissal  b. the grassroots social 

enterprises which are characterized by cooperative mutual values with political 

aspirations in some cases. However, these enterprises are not activated in policy 

sectors in which local government is responsible such as social policy or cleaning 
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services. They are operating totally separately from local government either because 

of the type of their activities or because they tend to operate independently from it.         

 

Finally, local government appears to become more extroverted with the development 

of collaborations with NGOs and other municipalities. However, there is a gap 

between the narratives of crisis and the policy enactment by local authorities. The 

reality reveals a reproduction of the local government centralization in the provision 

of its services. In reality, local government controls politically the NGOs using them 

as tool for the extension of its social services. Moreover, the cooperation with 

neighboring municipalities is directed from above, from a funding program and it is 

time-ended. Even in this inter municipal cooperation, there were controversies about 

the fairness of meals distribution since each mayor wanted to make use of these 

resources for his own locality. So, it appears that adversarial politics, localism, party 

politics and centralization still dominate local government policies.  

 

So what has been changed in local policy process? The main change regards civil 

society with the appearance of “alternative’’ actors who perform new practices and 

narratives in new informal institutional settings and grassroots social enterprises away 

from governmental formal institutions. On the one hand, these actors have seized the 

challenge of the crisis by diffusing new lifestyles and ways of thinking and acting. 

These groups create new rationalities of social and policy making which create islands 

of resistance to the existing system. Even in the cases of groups that are political 

neutral, like in some social enterprises for instance, the democratic processes of 

decision making and the whole operation realised by the community could contribute 

to a new political agency. This could be happen by changes in social capital in terms 

of the values of acting together, social responsibility and solidarity. Moreover, this 

could have more scaling effects on the mobilizations of non politised actors and 

especially young people through processes of learning and capacity building.  

 

On the other hand, there is evidence from this research but also from the relevant 

literature that these alternative spaces have not still alter the established structures of 

power relations in the city of Korydallos. As one interviewee underlines “there is still 

a lot of meat to get to the bone” and he continues “all these informal networks have 
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not find yet their own way and we don’t know if they are going to exist in the future” 

(interview with member of social enterprise).  

 

Discussing for the future of these groups one interviewee notes that “we lost many of 

our members at the end of 2012, all the movements slowed down waiting to see what 

SYRIZA will do”.  SYRIZA, when it was a party of the opposition, dominated 

movements in protesting against the government. Now, we expect that these 

movements will weaken since SYRIZA is the governmental party. Moreover, we 

should examine in the long run if movements’ connection with a parliamentary party 

will transform them to formal institutions. Additionally, it is assumed that the lack of 

systematic horizontal cooperation of these informal groups as well as of social 

enterprises cannot create common values and same features that will have a strong 

and multilayered impact on the society.    

    

According to Sotiropoulos study (2014) although there is an emergence of an informal 

civil society, voluntarism in Greece remains very poor and it does not lead to large 

shifts. Even though informal networks have attracted publicity and they have 

supported vulnerable groups, they still represent “an exceptional situation” for the 

civil society.  In this respect, Sotiropoulou (2012) underlines that in regions with high 

unemployment rates, the participation of citizens in informal networks is limited or 

does not even exist. Voluntarism in Greece was and remains very poor. Consequently, 

the extent to which these “alternatives” could lead to behavior change and new 

approaches to civic engagement and participation is under research since it needs to 

investigate how sustainable and powerful will be after the end of the crisis.  
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