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Security fears cast a pall over dream assignment 
By Karen Crouse, Palm Beach Post Staff Writer 
Palm Beach Post, February 29, 2004 

There are people who think it's going to be really, really cool to be embedded with the U.S. Olympic athletes in Athens. They happen to be the ones sitting this one out and their comments run along the lines of: "What more could a sports correspondent ask for than to cover the Games' return to their ancestral birthplace?" 

Then there are the people who have no desire to be anywhere near the front lines of the 28th Summer Olympics. They are the the ones who read the front section of the newspaper and their only comment is: "Will the newspaper provide you with a flak jacket? 

The Olympics is a dream assignment, but this year's event has all the makings of a nightmare. The first global sporting spectacle since the Iraq war is taking place in a country with porous borders, a close proximity to the Middle East and a poor record against terrorism. 

If Athens were a baseball player, it would be out on strikes. 

The terrorist bombings in Istanbul, Turkey, in November set off waves of fear that have washed ashore in the U.S. Asked about the threat of terrorism in Athens, basketball center Jermaine O'Neal told The Associated Press, "The players are definitely concerned. If you wanted to send a message to the world, what better place is there to do it?" 

Another basketball player, Ray Allen, was more philosophical. "There's only so much we can do as far as security," he said. "They have to take care of their part before we get there." 

The Greeks are trying. They're hurrying to finish spinning $300 million into a communications web that will be held together by a closed-circuit television surveillance network. They're running mock drills to test their preparedness for bombings, hijackings and chemical and biological warfare. 

Sounds swell on the surface. Then you read the other day about the firebombing of two government vehicles in Athens. Anti-Olympic activists took credit for the attack and called it "a welcome message" to International Olympic Committee members in town for a week of meetings and world press briefings. 

Their message was clear: If you can't stand the heat, stay out of Athens. 

The truth is, it's looking more and more as if high humidity is going to be the least of the worries for the multitudes who flock to Greece for the Games, which run from Aug. 13-29. As Denis Oswald, the IOC coordinator in Athens, put it after Thursday's car torchings, "We can only repeat that there is still a lot to do." 

In the race against terrorism, the Greeks fell terribly behind at the start but have done some catching up and are promising a strong finishing kick. They have committed $800 million and 45,000 police officers and soldiers to safeguarding the Games. 

Sounds swell on the surface. Dig a little deeper and you find out that police in Greece are like stop signs in South Florida: The locals pretty much disregard them. 

John Noukas, a former FBI special agent, worked with Greek law enforcement in the early 1990s when he helped investigate a murder committed by the 17 November group, Greece's homegrown guerrilla group. He found the police underpaid, undertrained and unappreciated at best, and unscrupulous at worst. 

"There was a lot of corruption," said Noukas, who now runs a security company that has done business in Greece. "There's no respect for police there. The Greek cop does not have the respect that we're used to seeing in the Western world." 

Noukas said he was part of a consortium that bid for the job of conducting background checks on Olympic workers. "We didn't get the job," he said. 

You have to wonder if anybody did after reading last week in USA Today that a multitude of workers with access to information about Olympic venue designs were not subjected to background checks. 

On the bright side, "Compared to where the Greeks were, they've made tremendous progress," said John Sitilides, executive director of the Western Policy Center, a think tank specializing in Greek-Turkish affairs and Eastern Mediterranean security issues. 

You ask Sitilides: If the Olympics were to start today, would the security be as good as it can get? 

"Probably not" is his candid reply. 

The good news is the Olympics are six months off. The better news, at least according to Sitilides, is the presidential election is eight months away. 

"The Olympics are two months before the elections," he said. "The Bush administration is not going to allow itself to be blamed for negligence if American tourists, athletes and visitors are killed in Athens. If the U.S. sends a team over there, it's only because President Bush generally feels it's a safe environment." 

That's a comfort. But a flak jacket probably couldn't hurt. 
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