
The referendum question asks voters to chose between accepting or 
rejecting a very specific draft agreement between Greece and the three 
creditor institutions of the European Commission, the European Central 
Bank and the International Monetary Fund, submitted on the 25th June 
2015. This was one of a number of iterations that had been negotiated 
over the previous weeks. Following the referendum announcement, a 
subsequent draft of the agreement was issued in an unusually direct 
refutation by the European Commission, stating that the proposal in 
question had already been superseded in the course of continuing 
negotiations with the creditors on the 26th June, from which the Greek 
negotiating team were suddenly withdrawn on orders from Athens, just 
prior to the surprise announcement of the referendum at 1:00AM local 
Greek time. Ultimately, the "hard" deadline for negotiations was the 30th 
June which marked the natural expiration of the Greek bailout 
programme, at which point the agreement proposed in the referendum 
question became null and void. On the 5th July voters were being asked 
to vote for or against a "straw man" option. 

Announcing the referendum, Greek Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras made clear 
that the Government called for the rejection of the balloted proposal, and in 
the course of the intervening week made several impassioned speeches in 
favour of a NO (OXI) vote. Unusually, the OXI option appears at the top of the 
ballot.  
Very specific instructions on the placement and orientation of the selection 
cross were issued in an urgent written clarification on the morning of the 
referendum. Arguably the very narrow range of acceptable notations, and the 
fact that the instruction was written and not illustrated for voters, could have 
potentially increased the incidence of unintentionally spoiled ballots. In the 
event, fewer than 6% of ballots cast were invalid or blank, despite a campaign 
by KKE, the Communist Party, to boycott the referendum by casting 
intentionally spoiled ballots.

Announced in the early hours of Saturday 27th June for the 5th July, the referendum was 
condemned for falling far short of the minimum two-week notice period set out in the non-binding 
guidelines of the Council of Europe, of which Greece is a member. The Council of Europe is a 
democracy and human rights watchdog, one of the multilateral institutions set up in Europe just 
after World War Two and is not related to the European Union. By comparison, the question of the 
Scottish Independence referendum of 2014, which was far simpler, was announced well over a 
year in advance of the vote. 

Referenda are not a common form of political decision making in Greece, unlike, say, Switzerland 
or California. Historically they have been limited to constitutional questions on the form of 
government. The last referendum was held in 1974. The constitutional legality of the referendum 
question was challenged on the basis that it addressed fiscal measures that are explicitly 
forbidden by the constitution. The challenge was dismissed on the 3rd July by the Greek Council of 
State, the country's administrative court, on the basis that the court lacked jurisdiction.

Those with the means and the inclination to retrieve the key documents faced a further barrier, in the technical nature of the writing 
and complexity of the information presented. "Reforms for the Completion of the Current Program and Beyond" is clearly a draft 
working document frozen in the process of negotiation by teams of highly specialised technocratic personnel. Detailed references to 
Greek legislation are incomplete, and there are several instances of bracketed text, indicating proposed wording, notation that would 
only be understood by persons familiar with legal or diplomatic drafting. 

The document contains in the region of 35 separate proposed measures, ranging from changes in specific taxation rates (e.g. increase 
in corporation tax from 26 to 28%) to complex structural reforms to the pension system. The voter is asked to approve or reject the 
mix of measures in its totality.   

The English language text runs to 13 pages, and the official Greek translation to 26 pages, 32 with the addition of an appendix not 
included in the original. The English version scores over 20 on the Gunning-Fog index of readability, which gives an indication of the 
number of years of formal education that a person requires in order to easily understand a text on first reading (scoring of the Greek 
text for readability is less straightforward). This makes sense, as the intended audience is the equivalent of a PhD in Economics. 
According to the OECD, less than a quarter of Greeks have completed tertiary education (which would equate to 15-16 years of formal 
education), while over a third have not completed the full 12 years of primary and secondary education. By this measure, considerably 
fewer than a quarter of Greeks, assuming they had the means and the time to locate the supporting document, would have been able 
to read the substance of the ballot. An even smaller subset would have understood the nuances of the technical jargon (e.g. 
"parametric budgetary measures"). Given that the referendum vote had a turnout of 62.5% it has to be assumed that a very 
substantial majority of voters had not read the referendum question in full, and therefore voted on other grounds. 

The English language text of “Preliminary Debt Sustainability Analysis” runs to 2 
pages, and the Greek translation to 5. 
The English language text scores just under 15 on the Gunning-Fox readability index.  
The complexity was clearly too much for the Foreign Ministry translator, who made 
an error in a key passage of the first official translation issued on the 29th June, to the 
effect that Greek debt was not sustainable under any of the scenarios considered. A 
corrected version was posted on the 1st July stating that the debt was deemed 
sustainable under two of three scenarios presented. It is not clear which version 
(English language, original or corrected translation) was distributed to Greek 
parliamentarians who voted in favour of conducting the referendum on the 28th 
June, as it has not been published on the Greek Parliament's website. A copy of the 
English language version with hand-written annotations is widely assumed to be the 
version presented. 
On the 2nd July, the International Monetary Fund released a revision of its debt 
sustainability study, which now judged the debt unsustainable. This was out of scope 
of the referendum but was used by the Greek government to argue to voters that the 
EU partners had deliberately suppressed information that strengthened the Greek 
demand for debt restructuring. In fact, the study argues that the debt became 
unsustainable due to a weakening of policy in recent months, under the current 
government. 

The ballot refers voters to two documents. Both are of a highly technical 
nature, and assume prior knowledge of preceding negotiations. Their 
distribution to the voting public was limited. Official translations of the 
documents were made available on the web page of the Greek Interior 
Ministry, but were not otherwise distributed to voters and were not 
available for consultation at polling stations. Global statistics place Greece 
among the countries with the lowest rate of internet penetration in the 
developed world. Over 40% of Greeks have never used the internet. This 
limited access, combined with time pressure and the enormous distraction 
and inconvenience created by the disruption to banking services during the 
run up to the poll, effectively excluded a large portion of the population 
from access to the substance of the referendum question. 

The Greek “bailout referendum”: a victory for direct 
democracy or costly populist stunt? 


