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A few years after Greece gained its independence from the Ottoman Empire (Treaty of London, 1830), it was finally decided that the country’s capital should be established in Athens. The arguments in favor were both strategic and historical. Strategic since Greece’s northern borders were approximately only 300 km south from Thessaloniki and the capital had to be located in a relatively secure location. Athens, resting  almost in the center of the country and being close to the port of Piraeus, was the ideal city. And Historical, for its glorious past since Athens was considered as being the most important city-state in ancient Greece, giving rise to the development of a variety of ideas, concepts, arts and sciences that have contributed to the progress of humanity.





Nowadays, the circumstances have been drastically changed; the country is much more extensive in size and experiences no serious threat from its neighboring countries. Bulgaria (together with Romania) are to join the E.U. in 2007, relationships with Albania and the F.Y.R.O.M. appear to have been significantly improved and Turkey will most probably join the E.U. family in the near future. 





The disadvantages of today’s capital are widely known (long distance from the rest of Europe and Russia, severe traffic problems, pollution, overpopulation etc.). Despite the above, Athens is not only the financial but also the administrative capital of Greece. 





It is highly likely that Thessaloniki will transform by itself into the financial center of Greece within at most 2-3 decades, due to the rapid developments which we are already experiencing. This belief derives mainly from the city’s proximity with Central and East Europe, the Baltic countries, Turkey, Russia and West Europe. Excluding W. Europe, most of these countries are promising  targets for Greece’s exports since they are already experiencing rising income levels.  According to a recent study of the Federation of Exporters of Northern Greece, 22,4% of the country’s exports are already routed towards other Balkan countries as well as Turkey, Russia and Poland and are rising at a high rate. On the other hand, exports to Germany, Italy, the U.K. and the U.S. account for 38,3% and are relatively stable if not declining. Furthermore, export penetration to countries such as Estonia, Lithuania and Latvia is very low. It is quite evident that exports to the former as well as the latter countries have a great growth potential; its is widely questionable whether this is also the case for Western European countries.





Apart from its proximity to the aforementioned countries, Thessaloniki possesses a diversity of financially strategic advantages compared to Athens, the most important among them being the following:





Its citizens have close historical and cultural ties with the other Balkan countries, Russia and the city of Istanbul, Turkey’s financial capital.


The city has access to Egnatia Odos, a very modern 680 km highway under construction, connecting the port of Igoumenitsa (opposite to Italy) with the Greek-Turkish borders and within a few years Istanbul.


It has the largest port in Greece in terms of size and 2nd in terms of commercial circulation volume of goods, being presently upgraded.


It has the 2nd largest airport in the country. Its potential is to be doubled to 8 million passengers yearly by 2006.


The city has a railway network, being presently upgraded, which will be connecting the city with the rest of the Balkans and Europe at high speeds.


The city is easily expandable (towards the east and the west) since there are no serious physical boundaries in contrast to Athens.





Wouldn’t it be more beneficial for Greece to formally establish Thessaloniki as its financial capital, leaving the administration to Athens? 


 


It is the ideal moment for the Government to take action towards that direction, since it will be able to plan in advance and in a systematic way the extension of Thessaloniki as well as  other appropriate actions  (i.e. improvement of the existing  infrastructure, establishment of modern industrial zones close to or probably along Egnatia Odos etc.), before the city expands at random like Athens, avoiding the high spillover costs experienced by the latter. This action will accelerate the –more or less towards that direction heading- developments. The country will be able to exploit more efficiently the opportunities arising from E.U.’s  extension and economic development will be spread more equally between the North and the South. The examples of the U.S. (Washington D.C. vs New York) and Turkey (Ankara vs Istanbul) are probably the most characteristic ones. It is time to learn from old mistakes. Let this time formulate the developments and not run after them.





(*) The author works as an economist in a foreign private bank in Athens
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