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Athens’ context 
 

• Traditionally weak civil society, important role of family social 
support networks 

• Lack of public policies encouraging active citizenship 

• Various crises during the last decade created need for new 
approaches 

• Rigid, introvert and overwhelmed Greek public administration 
with limited culture of cooperation 

• New sources of public and private competitive funding 

• Local government felt the brunt of the crises and led the way in 
cooperation with the wider NGO community  

 



Municipal cooperation  
with civil society 

Open Schools program                  Integrated services                     
               municipal clinics              

 

 

 

 

Soup kitchens                                 Solidarity hub 



Three innovative ideas 

1.synAthina  

2.ACCMR 

3.Curing the 
Limbo 



1. Financial crisis: need to improve 
quality of life  



1. synAthina 

Reduced 
capacity of 

local 
government 

Rising 
city 

needs 

Citizen 
solidarity 
and self-

organisati
on 

Rise in 
NGOs 

providing 
services 

Desire to 
support 

the 
initiatives  

synAthina 



1. Why synAthina? 

• Improve life in a city in crisis 

• Collect information and increase public-spirited 

citizens’ capacity for bold solutions with large 

impact for the city 

• Measure the impact of bottom-up solutions to 

improve city government 

• Bring new culture to public policy-making 

 



1. How does it work? 

* Connecting *collecting *sieving *incorporating 

Tools used: 

• Online platform: mapping, networking tool, thematic 

directory  

• Public Engagement Officer 

• Open Mondays at the city hall  

• Open calls around city needs 

• Kiosk in the city-center 

 



1. Results 

• Over 3.000 citizens’ activities mapped and 
documented 

• Over 200 positive collaborations empowering each 
other’s efforts 

• Successful partnerships between citizens and local 
government, serving local government priorities 

• New Department for Innovation and Civil Society 
within the municipality 

• 2014 Winner of Bloomberg Mayor’s challenge  

 



 



 

2. 2015 Refugee crisis: urgent need for 
humanitarian response 
 



2. ACCMR 
Why the ACCMR? 
• Increased INGO presence 
• Lack of experience and / or local government competences 
• Growing number of local initiatives 
       pressing need for coordination and efficiency by the City 
• Private-donation led initiative by Stavros Niarchos Foundation 
 
Objectives: 
• Efficiently connect organizations with municipal  services  
• Develop synergies to build capacity for municipal services and 

smaller organizations 
• Create a framework for collaboration amongst organizations   
• Generate proposals and initiatives in unchartered waters for the 

city 
 
 



2. How does it work? 
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2. ACCMR Results 

1. 
• Bottom-up and transparent operations helped promote ownership 

2. 

• Opportunity for traditionally introvert public administration to 
experience different ways of doing/ thinking 

3. 

• Municipal umbrella facilitates synergies between different 
stakeholders 

4. 

• Flexibility which helps provide more efficient services for both the 
city and refugees by surpassing strict municipal framework 

5. 
• Interest from 13 other Greek cities for replication 



 

3. 2018 Social cohesion challenge:  
Refugee integration 
 



 
3. Why ”Curing the Limbo”? 
 



3. Project Partnership with INGOs 
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3. Project goals 
• Create a social exchange model that benefits refugees and 

the city, both “in limbo” 
• Provide refugees accommodation in public and private 

properties in return to refugees engaging in community 
service and a program of skills development 

• Test a new model of integration and share knowledge with 
stakeholders 

 

Help refugees and the underprivileged to move from apathy to 
motivation, create strong bonds with the local communities, 
acquire new skills, solve local problems together with active 
citizens, improve the quality of life in the neighborhoods and 

build self-confidence and self-respect 

 

 

 



“CURING THE 

 

 
 

 





Challenges coming from civil society 

Expectations  
management due to 
limited knowledge of 
public administration  

Overcome negative 
perception of public 

servants 

Dissemination of 
results to society at 

large 

Scaling-up and 
increasing impact not 

always a priority 

Managing conflicting 
agendas 



Challenges coming from local government 

Ensure salience 
of issues  

Maximize 
impact of funds 

Reluctant public 
administration 

resistant to 
change 

Ensure 
leadership 

engagement  
and continuity 

Complex  and 
rigid regulatory 

environment 



Conclusions 

• Local initiatives are ‘first respondents’ to changing 

city needs. 

• Close cooperation improves policy responses  

• Building relations is a process and incorporating new  

knowledge by the public administration takes time 

• Continuity needs to be ensured starting from the 

political level but bottom-up is also vital for 

sustainability of initiatives 

 



www.synathina.gr  

www.accmr.gr 

http://www.uia-
initiative.eu/en/uia-cities/athens  



 
 
 
 
 

Thank you! 
 

Antigone Kotanidis 
a.kotanidi@athens.gr 

 
 


