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Gold: When you were appointed Min-
ister of Labour & Social Insurance in 
March 2013, I am sure you saw it as a 
challenge. But how did you feel a month 
later when the President asked you to be-
come Minister of Finance, given the state 
of the economy and the banking sector?
Harris Georgiades: Although we had been 
quite optimistic about the outcome of the Febru-
ary presidential election, we were also aware of the very 
difficult situation that we would face as a new administration. 
When I took over as Minister of Labour, I was perfectly aware 

that unemployment had soared from 3.5% 
to an all-time high of 15.5% and I ex-
pected that it would continue its upward 
course and climax somewhere between 
20% and 25%. I am very glad that we 

have been able to stabilize unemployment 
and it’s now more or less where it was two 

years ago and showing the first signs of de-
escalation.

My appointment as Minister of Finance came just 
days after the collapse of one systemic bank, the near-col-

lapse of another bank and with the public coffers almost empty. 
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On my first day in the job, I was informed that we only had 
reserves for another 30 days or so. I admit that the severity of the 
situation far exceeded what I personally and the Government had 
expected to inherit. 

Gold: Did you ever doubt your ability to cope in such a vital 
post?
H.G.: No, because ultimately it wasn’t my ability that was being 
called into question but rather the ability and resilience of the 
economy and its key productive sectors. As a Government, we did 
our best to offer support to those sectors, essentially by taking con-
trol of the situation, agreeing swiftly on a support programme and 
getting down to work in several different directions at once, in the 
context of a broader effort. So it was not my personal ability but 
rather the fact that we were able to establish conditions of stability, 
combined with the resilience of our productive sectors, that spared 
us the worst.

Gold: Your success in formulating and overseeing the imple-
mentation of the government’s policies is reflected in the Troi-
ka’s reports, the upgrades by the credit rating agencies and the 
statistics that point to a faster return to growth than predicted. 
So how do you feel when the opposition is constantly ques-
tioning your abilities?
H.G.: I fully respect the role of the opposition and I have to ex-
press my appreciation for its positive stance during these two years 
because we have had strong support regarding most of the difficult 
decisions that we have had to take. Let me remind you that during 
the latter years of the previous administration, my party was in op-
position but it was consistently demonstrating a readiness to take 
difficult but necessary decisions, essentially pushing the Govern-
ment of the time to do so. For the last two years, Cyprus has had 
a Government which does not need pushing. It is a Government 
that is absolutely ready to take the lead in implementing those dif-
ficult but unavoidable decisions, And so far, I have to acknowledge 
that the House of Representatives, despite what may sometimes be 
seen as a critical stance, has been supportive. I am hopeful that this 
constructive approach will continue. We have come a long way. 
Together, the Government and the House have taken decisions 
which have enabled the economy to achieve much-needed stability 
and to secure growth prospects. We can still be constructive even 
when we disagree and we should always ensure that differences of 
opinion do not endanger the effort to fully secure the recovery of 
the country.

Gold: Knowing what has happened with the foreclosures leg-
islation, I think you’re being very diplomatic but, as someone 
who has been involved in party politics from quite a young 
age, you know how these things work. Do you believe that, 
were your party (DISY) in opposition rather than in govern-
ment, it would have reacted differently from your opponents 
in the House of Representatives?
H.G.: I think our record as an opposition party is there for eve-
ryone to evaluate. We were actually more ready and willing than 
the Government to take difficult decisions. You say that I’m being 
diplomatic but my attitude is actually a very deliberate attempt 

not to burn our bridges of cooperation with the House. 
I am willing to accept criticism and to listen to different opinions 
and I’m not suggesting that everyone should agree with my own 
policy choices or with the economic policy of the Government. But 
something more important is at stake here and we should all be able 
to behave responsibly and sensibly, irrespective of whether we are 

in opposition or government. We need to ensure that day-to-day 
politics do not jeopardize what our fellow citizens have achieved and 
what the productive sectors of the economy have achieved. We’ve at 
last been able to breathe easy after the unprecedented climax of the 
crisis two years ago and we ought to make the best use of the posi-
tion we are now in, which should essentially be interpreted as a vote 
of confidence in our efforts and our future prospects and encourage 
us to continue the effort. 

Gold: Presumably you have seen for yourself the truth of the old 
saying that it is easier to be in opposition than in government?
H.G.: It is definitely easier but we have shown that we’re up to the 
challenge. I believe that my party has always been a party of respon-
sibility. That was the hallmark of its founder and I think that we are 
continuing this political tradition of being the voice of responsibility 
and reason in Cypriot politics. As a nation we have paid the price 
over the years for failing to follow the course of rationality and rea-
son. I try not to take emotional decisions and, as Finance Minister, 
I certainly can’t base my actions on whether they will be popular. 
When we were in opposition, we always recognised that we needed 
to encourage the Government to act. Delaying or postponing deci-
sions always makes things more difficult and, regrettably, many dif-
ficult decisions have had to be taken during the past two years but, 
as a result of them, I believe that our future now lies entirely in our 
own hands. If we continue the present effort, if we work together, 
if the Government and opposition both behave responsibly and we 
don’t go back to the practice of postponing and delaying decisions, 
we will definitely succeed. I am very optimistic about the Cypriot 
economy. There will always be external factors and risks but it is 
now up to us to ensure that we not only overcome the crisis – one 
that we basically caused through our own failings – but we lay the 
foundations for a much more viable and healthy growth model with-
out the excesses and the imbalances of the past.

Gold: Doesn’t it disappoint you when the other political par-
ties reject your calls for a unified front in order to deal with the 
country’s problems?
H.G.: I don’t let such things affect me. It’s not personal. It has to 
do with the future of this country. As Winston Churchill said, “If 
you’re going through hell, keep going” and that’s my motto. I don’t 
give up in the face of adversity. I believe in what we’re doing and I 
believe in the prospects for Cyprus. If there are political difficulties, 

let’s try and deal with them. I know that we are on the right course 
and I am determined to do the job.

Gold: Do you feel that, within the Eurogroup for example, you 
are considered an equal by your counterparts from the other 
eurozone countries? Or is there a view that the smaller countries 
are less important in the process?
H.G.: Theoretically we are all equals but, at the same time, one has 
to understand that the influence of a larger member state will be 
more significant than that of a smaller one. What a smaller state can 
do in order to be considered as a credible participant around the 
table is to show a constructive attitude. Our approach is one of con-
structive participation; it is a positive stance and definitely not one of 
entrenchment and self-imposed isolation, nor is it based on rhetoric 
for domestic consumption. Such an approach would not deliver any 
influence or add anything to our role within bodies such as the Eu-
rogroup. We need to be aware of the realities of the situation and, at 
the same time, feel confident that, by maintaining a credible stance, 
we not only cater for our own best interests but also participate ac-
tively in the common endeavour of the European people.

Gold: You were forced to carry out a rather delicate balancing 
act recently of being seen to support the new Greek government 
(which is very anti-Troika) while believing that, in the case of 
Cyprus at least, implementation of the Memorandum of Under-
standing (MoU)  to the letter is the correct policy. How did that 
feel?
H.G.: Ultimately there was no dilemma. We have a very clear in-
terest in ensuring that Greece remains a member of the eurozone 
and stays on the path to economic recovery. This is exactly why we 
were perfectly able to support what was eventually the Eurogroup’s 
unanimous decision to offer a four-month extension to the Greek 
programme. It was offered because the new government in Athens 
undertook a clear commitment to continue with the implementa-
tion of a very ambitious reform and consolidation programme. 
That commitment, which the Greek Finance Minister conveyed to 
the Eurogroup, includes a balanced budget with a primary surplus, 
an acceptance of privatisation as a very useful tool that will attract 
investment, a commitment in favour of reforming the public admin-
istration, the taxation and welfare systems. And, of course, all these 
are meant to ensure the continuing participation of the country in the 
eurozone. There isn’t a single issue with which I disagree; in fact, the pil-
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lars which were presented by the Greek government 
are exactly the same pillars that constitute our own 
programme of economic reform and consolidation. 
Ultimately, what I and the other ministers supported 
was what the Greek government presented: a com-
mitment in to fiscal consolidation, economic reform 
and a continued presence in the eurozone.

Gold: The MoU with the Troika will expire this 
time next year. Will Cyprus be ready to go it 
alone by then?
H.G.: Inevitably, we must re-establish sustainable 
access to the international capital markets if we want 
to do away with the Troika and the Memorandum. 

This will not be achieved with words, slogans, 
rhetoric or vocal opposition but by credible actions 
that facilitate the re-establishment of such market 
access and I think this is a perfectly achievable objec-
tive. It was a huge step in the right direction that 
we were able to tap the markets only a year after the 
commencement of the effort and we stand ready to 
repeat the exercise. We also need to see some confi-
dence in our domestic political process.

Gold: But the end of the MoU will certainly not 
mean an end to the country’s obligations, regard-
ing issues such as privatisation, etc?
H.G.: It will definitely not signal the end of pru-
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dently managing our public finances. I think that, by now, we 
should all have learned a very simple lesson: just like a household or 
a business, an economy cannot keep spending more than it earns. So 
even without the Troika, our ambitious plan of structural reforms 
to bring positive changes to the administration and to the way that 
the state interacts with the private sector will continue. Economic 
policy – and primarily the effort to maintain a competitive edge – is 
a never-ending process and I can assure you that we shall continue 
to implement much-needed reform and ensure fiscal consolidation 
until the very last day of our administration.

Gold: How difficult is it for you, as Finance Minister, to per-
suade ordinary people that things are bound to improve if we 
follow the policies advocated by the Troika, which the opposi-
tion and much of the media are happy to demonise?
H.G.: I choose to see the glass half full rather than half empty. I 
know that many of our fellow citizens and many local businesses 
are going through difficult times and it is clear that some have been 
worse hit than others. At the same time, I believe that there is now a 
general recognition that it was our own mistakes that led us into this 
difficult situation and that our own actions and our determination to 
continue this effort will get us out of it. I repeat that I do not expect 
everyone to agree fully with each and every policy stance that we, as a 
Government, are promoting. But I think that, despite a range of dif-
fering opinions that may exist, we do have the consent of our fellow 
citizens to continue and complete this effort.

Gold: Looking back over your two years in this post, are there 
things you would have done differently?
H.G.: I have to be honest and say that I am not entirely satisfied 
with what we have achieved. I wish we had done more during the 
first two years of our administration. We have done enough but 
there is more to do and I only wish we had been able to do things 
more quickly. One has to realise that the executive branch of govern-
ment is not alone in the decision-making process so, inevitably, some 
issues are going to take more time. Despite our occasional frustration 
and our desire to move faster, I think that we have to acknowledge 
certain realities and to do our best under the circumstances.

Gold: How optimistic are you that Cyprus will complete the 
programme of reforms? Aren’t you worried that domestic poli-
tics will affect your plans in the run-up to the 2016 parliamen-
tary elections?
H.G.: I would be less than truthful if I told you that I don’t have 
any concerns. I do and whilst expressing my appreciation for the 
constructive stance of the parliamentary parties so far, I would em-
phasise strongly that this needs to continue. But let me also say that 
the really difficult decisions are now behind us. We are not going to 
propose any new taxes or, indeed, anything that will burden house-
holds and businesses. There is no possibility of a repetition of the 
unprecedented decisions that affected our banking sector two years 
ago. So the decisions that lie ahead are very positive ones, which do 
not justify political or social opposition because they favour changes 
that we desperately need. I don’t think there is anyone in Cyprus 
who disagrees over the need to reform the public administration, the 
welfare system or the healthcare system, or the need to take the step 
– as one of the last countries in Europe – to implement very limited 
and specific privatisations. Even on such a sensitive issue, we are 
absolutely ready to ensure the rights and benefits of the employees so 
if that is established, as is our intention, there should be no grounds 
for opposition, either ahead of a parliamentary election or not. I 
hope that we shall continue to have the support of the public and 
the political parties when it comes to the promotion of a very posi-
tive reform agenda.

Gold: When future historians are looking back at this period, 
how would you like to be remembered?
H.G.: To tell you truth I would not object if I am not really remem-
bered! If a Finance Minister is remembered, there is always a risk 
that it’s not for a good reason! What I definitely wish is to be able 
to leave office with a clear conscience and a sense that I did my bit 
as a member of the Government of President Anastasiades in fac-
ing up to a very difficult situation that was regrettably allowed to 
escalate and playing a part in creating conditions of stability and 
good future prospects for the country. If I am able to say that to 
myself, then I think that my venture into politics will have meant 
something. 
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