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Greek Professor Traveling to Academic Conference at SUNY Is Turned Away at U.S. Border

By BURTON BOLLAG

A professor from Greece on his way to an academic conference this month at the State University of New York at Stony Brook was detained on his arrival at a New York airport, questioned for several hours about his political views, and then put on a flight back to Athens.

The incident drew protests from the conference organizer and from the American Association of University Professors, which called the expulsion "one more instance" of the Bush administration's "seeming disregard for our society's commitment to academic freedom."

The professor, John Milios, is a faculty member at the National Technical University of Athens and specializes in political economy and the history of economic thought. He was scheduled to present a paper at "How Class Works -- 2006," a three-day conference attended by some 200 scholars from various countries and organized by Stony Brook's Center for Study of Working Class Life.

When Mr. Milios arrived at John F. Kennedy International Airport on June 8, the day the conference began, federal officials denied him entry into the country.

Reached by telephone in Athens on Wednesday, Mr. Milios said that border officials gave him no explanation. "They just said my visa was canceled due to some technical difficulties," he said.

Then he was interviewed for several hours, he said, by federal agents who questioned him about his "political beliefs and affiliations."

Eight hours later, he was put on a flight to Athens.

In an open letter protesting the expulsion to the secretary of state, Condoleezza Rice, and the secretary of homeland security, Michael Chertoff, the AAUP stated: "Since 1996 and prior to June 8, he had been allowed entry into the country on five separate occasions to participate in academic meetings."

The letter added: "Professor Milios is active in Greek national politics, is a member of the Syriza Party, and has twice been a candidate for the Greek parliament."

Mr. Milios described the Syriza Party as a "pro-reform communist party."

Janet Rapaport, a spokeswoman for the Department of Homeland Security, said Mr. Milios "was inadmissible because the State Department had revoked his visa." However, neither she nor several other representatives at Homeland Security and at the State Department could provide a reason on Wednesday for the visa revocation.

The incident was front-page news in Greece and was first reported in the American news media by Inside Higher Ed, a Web-based news service.

In the telephone interview on Wednesday, Mr. Milios said that after the attention given the expulsion in Greece, he was called to the U.S. Consulate for an hourlong discussion with a consular official. "It was a friendly talk," he said, "but again it was mainly about my political affiliations."

The consular official told him she did not know the reason his visa had been canceled, he said, but told him it might have been connected with his public support of an appeal for the release, on health grounds, of a seriously ill convicted terrorist being held a Greek prison.

Michael Zweig, director of Stony Brook's Center for Study of Working Class Life, said in a written statement that Mr. Milios's absence "was a serious loss to the intellectual life of the conference and the university."

"The action of U.S. officials on June 8," he said, "isolated American faculty and students from important research results derived overseas and made it impossible for a senior international expert to interact with his colleagues in the United States."

In its open letter, the AAUP cited a similar case from last year. Waskar T. Ari, a Bolivian specialist in the culture and political movements of indigenous people of the Andean region, was hired in August for a tenure-track job at the University of Nebraska at Lincoln. He has not been able to take the job, however, because he has not received a U.S. visa.

The letter stated that Mr. Milios's expulsion "appears to be another instance of the government's barring entry of a scholar who wishes to visit this country for legitimate academic reasons."

In the case of yet another academic denied entry to the United States, the American Civil Liberties Union filed a lawsuit in January challenging a decision of the government in 2004 to revoke the visa of Tariq Ramadan, a Swiss citizen and leading Muslim scholar.

That lawsuit, which is still pending, was joined by the AAUP, as well as the American Academy of Religion and the PEN American Center. It asserts that Mr. Ramadan was barred from the United States, where he had been hired for a faculty position at the University of Notre Dame, solely because the Bush administration disapproved of his political views.
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