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GREECE: COURT DECISION AWARDS COMPENSATION TO 
PROTESTER SUBJECTED TO NEAR FATAL UNLAWFUL USE OF FORCE 
Amnesty International welcomes an April decision by an Athens Court finding police responsible for the life-threatening 
head injuries sustained by psychologist and photographer Yiannis Kafkas in May 2011 and awarding him compensation 
of 50.000 euros. The organization finds the decision a step towards combatting impunity but notes with concern that the 
prolonged criminal and disciplinary investigations into the case failed to ensure justice for Yiannis Kafkas.  

Yiannis Kafkas sustained acute hematoma in his brain due to skull fractures and other injuries after he was beaten by riot 
police during an anti-austerity demonstration in Athens on 11 May 2011.1 Yiannis said that he was hit with a fire 
extinguisher by a riot policeman. As a result of his injuries, he had to have an emergency operation to save his life shortly 
after he was transferred to the hospital.  

In its April ruling, the Athens First Instance Administrative Court concludes that five riot police units used indiscriminate 
force towards protesters and that they beat them with the normal and reverse side of their batons and kicked them while 
at the same time sprayed them with chemical irritants on their faces.  The Court also accepted that Yiannis Kafkas was 
injured on his back and right side of the head by at least one riot police officer. According to the Court, the type of injury 
that Yiannis Kafkas sustained shows that the police officer hit him with a particularly heavy object of his gear, hitting him 
with force and intensity from behind, and to a vulnerable and vital part of his body, such as the head.  The Court 
concluded that the police officer’s conduct not only breached his duty to secure public order, security and an individual’s 
physical integrity, but also constituted the offence of serious bodily harm with intent. 

Questions arise over the effectiveness of the disciplinary and criminal investigations into the attack against Yiannis Kafkas 
as they did not bring any perpetrator to justice. In particular, the 2012 findings of the disciplinary investigation concluded 
that there was no sufficient evidence for establishing a disciplinary offence against any police officer. In a separate case in 
2018, the Athens Council of Misdemeanors decided not to refer to trial twenty two riot police officers charged with causing 
serious bodily harm with intent on the ground that the evaluation of evidence from the criminal investigations did not 
provide sufficient indications for referral to trial. 

BACKGROUND 

Many protesters sought hospital treatment for head and/or other injuries following the 11 May 2011 demonstration.2 In an 
interview conducted with Amnesty International in August 2013, Yiannis Kafkas said: “What happened to me is too dark 
and a heavy burden to carry… There is a particular officer who lifts a fire extinguisher and hits a human being that does 
not pose him a threat. Why this happened? …Because this man [this officer] knew from the beginning that nothing would 
happen to him… If this man finds himself before his responsibilities [is held accountable], he will think again…”.3 

International human rights standards require from the Greek authorities “…to investigate effectively, impartially and in a 
timely manner any allegation or reasonable suspicion of unlawful use of force or other violations by law enforcement 
officials in the context of assemblies. Individual officials responsible for violations must be held accountable under 
domestic and, where relevant, international law and effective remedies must be available to victims.” 4 

Amnesty International’s previous extensive reports identified systemic failings leading to impunity for law enforcement 
officials committing human rights violations including the failure by the police or judicial authorities to conduct prompt, 

                                                      
1  Greece: Alleged abuses in the police of the demonstration of 11 May 2011, AI Index: EUR 25/008/2011, available at: https://bit.ly/3frhe5Y; 
Greece: Police Violence in Greece: Not Just ‘Isolated Incidents’, 3 July 2022, AI Index: EUR 25/005/2012, pp. 11-12, available at: 
https://bit.ly/3wf2eyT; A Law unto themselves: A culture of abuse and impunity in the Greek police, AI Index: EUR 25/005/2014, pp. 43-44, 

available at: https://bit.ly/3fDWR7C.  
2 Ibid.  
3 A Law unto themselves: A culture of abuse and impunity in the Greek police, ibid.  
4 UN Human Rights Committee, General comment No. 37, Article 21: right to peaceful assembly, 27 July 2020, CCPR/C/GC/37, para. 90, 
available at: https://bit.ly/3opccLn.  
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thorough, effective and impartial investigations and to bring perpetrators to justice.5 It is to be noted that the European 
Court of Human Rights has found Greece in breach of the procedural aspects of Articles 2 (right to life) or 3 ECHR 
(prohibition of torture and other ill-treatment) in thirteen cases concerning use of potentially lethal force or ill-treatment by 
law enforcement officials on account of the absence of effective administrative and criminal investigations and inadequate 
criminal proceedings and penalties.6  Further in the recent 2020 Report, the Greek Ombudsman in his capacity as 
National Mechanism Investigating Incidents of Arbitrariness by Law Enforcement Officials identified a series of habitual 
flaws in the conduct of disciplinary investigations. The flaws included: failures to investigate reported incidents of police 
arbitrariness; failure to seek or promptly examine witnesses; inadequate evaluation of medical findings; targeting of the 
person that reports an incident of arbitrariness with the criminal offences of insubordination and resistance; and delays in 
the completion of the investigations.7  The Report also highlighted that in 41 % of the disciplinary investigations examined, 
the Mechanism asked the investigating authorities for their completion and that this should make the authorities think 
about improvements in the quality of the internal disciplinary procedures. 

                                                      
5 See: Greece: In the Shadow of Impunity: Ill-treatment and the misuse of firearms, 23 September 2002, Amnesty International/International 
Helsinki Federation September 2002, AI Index: EUR 25/022/2002; Police Violence in Greece: Not Just ‘Isolated Incidents’, ibid.; A Law unto 
themselves: A culture of abuse and impunity in the Greek police, ibid.  
6 See Council of Europe, Committee of Ministers, Status of Execution: Makaratzis Group, available at: https://bit.ly/2RXjBFU; In two cases, the 
Court found Greece in breach of Article 14 combined with Article 3 on account of the failure to investigate whether racist motives on the part of 
the police may have played a role.  
7 National Mechanism for the Investigation of Incidents of Arbitrariness by Law Enforcement Officials (National Mechanism), Annual Report 2020, 
available at: https://bit.ly/3fitEyq.  
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