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Berenberg Macro Flash 

Will Greece be able to reap the rewards of its Herculean reform efforts – or will it fall back into a deep 

crisis with a risk of euro exit? We will find out sooner than expected. The Greek government today 

asked parliament to bring forward the February 2015 presidential election by more than two months, 

with a first round of voting on 17 December. The government seems confident that parliament will in-

deed elect a new president before the end of the year. It is a high stakes gamble. Because if it fails to do 

so, snap parliamentary elections in January could then bring left-wing Syriza into power in Athens. And 

that could spell big trouble for Greece and some inconvenience for the Eurozone as a whole. 

 

According to the Greek constitution, parliament elects the figurehead president with a supermajority. If 

no candidate gets 200 of the 300 votes in a first round, now slated for 17 December, a second round is 

held five days later. If still inconclusive, a majority of 180 in the 300-seat parliament suffices to elect the 

president in a third round thereafter. But if no president is elected, parliament is automatically dis-

solved for new elections one month later. In the past, Greek governments without a supermajority usu-

ally managed to avoid early elections by proposing an opposition candidate for the job of president, 

who was then elected by both government and opposition. But this time, the major opposition party, 

Syriza, has rejected this approach, wanting to force early new elections instead.  

 

As the coalition of Prime Minister Samaras has just 155 seats, it needs at least 25 lawmakers from oppo-

sition parties or the ranks of independents to vote for a president. Chances are that Samaras can get the 

extra votes. As most independent MPs and many members of smaller opposition parties might lose 

their seats in new elections, they might be inclined to vote for a suitable president. However, it remains 

a gamble.  

 

Originally, PM Samaras had wanted to secure a clean or almost clean exit from the current troika-

supervised adjustment programme first, hoping that such a success would then make it easier for him 

to garner the extra votes to elect a president and prolong the life of his government in February. How-

ever, the standoff with the troika over Greece’s 2015 budget and the recent rise in Greek bond yields in 

response to the tensions with the troika and to the risk of snap elections has put paid to that idea. Now, 

Samaras wants to try it the other way round: if he can get the political uncertainty out of the way in 

December, the outlook for the Greek economy for 2015 would improve. And with a secure political out-

look and the resulting fall in bond yields, he would then be in a much stronger position to negotiate a 

sensible post-bail out credit line with the troika.  

 

If it goes well, this could turn into a breakthrough for Greece. Having done many reforms and delivered 

more austerity than any other country in the Western world has ever done in in peacetime, Greece basi-

cally needs time for the reforms to show results. While the economy started to expand in early 2014 and 

is no rebounding at an annualised rate of almost 3% from its 25% slump, most Greeks do not feel the 

turnaround yet. The risk of a political backlash and reform reversal is thus very real for now. By the 

time of the next regular elections, in June 2016, however, the economic recovery will probably have 
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reached enough people to make the reforms largely irreversible. But if the gamble backfires and – with 

no president elected in December – Greece would have to vote for a new parliament in January 2015 

already. With the left-wing opposition party Syriza holding a stable lead of close to 10% over the New 

Democracy party of Prime Minister, new elections would likely bring Syriza to power. Syriza professes 

that it wants to stay in the euro but advocates spending policies and a reform reversal that could make 

it nearly impossible to do so. Nobody knows what Syriza would do in power: would they grow up fast 

and turn themselves into a responsible centre-left party, dumping their wild election promises – or 

would they really implement their wild proposals and go down in history as the party that killed the 

incipient recovery and crashed Greece out of the euro? That uncertainty would weigh heavily on mar-

kets. 

 

A Greek accident remains a potent risk. Net/net, the fact that we will know two months earlier than 

expected whether or not the Greek political risk will materialise is not bad. More fundamentally, the 

Eurozone need not be very afraid of the Greek risk. With a well-oiled machinery to deal with crises, 

with its ESM support fund and a readiness of the ECB to do what it takes to contain contagion risks, the 

Eurozone could probably handle an unlikely but not impossible Greek accident. We hope that the Greek 

government has got it right: that today’s decision to call the presidential elections early indeed signals 

that the political risk will not materialise in Athens. Once again, we will in the thrall of Greek politics in 

the next few weeks 
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