Introduction

Kifissos
Yours to Re-Discover

There are two Kifissos rivers in Greece, one in northern and central Greece, and the other, which
is the focus of this guide, runs through Athens and empties into the Faliron Bay. This guide focuses on the most popular and interesting part of Kifissos, its delta and the surrounding area
around Faliro, a suburb of Athens.
The Kifissos is a major element of Athenian life, yet it remains under-appreciated. Only the most
brazen travelers with curious dispositions tend to explore the river and all it has to offer. This
guide is meant as an aid to you, brave and inquisitive travelers. The patient and inquisitive of
you will reap the rewards of this fascinating destination.

Overview of Kifissos

An edition of “Heavenly Planet”

What was once a revered river running from the hills of Greece through Athens and spilling into
the Aegean Sea has become not much more than a sewage canal and a major ecological and
social problem. Sewage and chemical waste are poured into it. It is the single major drainage for
the city, and is linked to the rainwater overflow system, which causes it to flood, sewage and all,
during heavy rains.
In anticipation of the 2004 Olympics that were held in and around Faliro, the river was covered
and a highway was paved above it. This exacerbated the ecological problems with serious noise
pollution that has plagued the suburban neighborhoods on either side of the river ever since.

Transportation/Getting Around
Mosquitoes are also rampant around the river. It empties into the sea, and the nearby Psyttaleia
sewage treatment island is inadequate in treating the polluted water delivered by the river, leaving the nearby recreational beaches contaminated.
To the shame of the Greek government, solutions to these problems have not been found. The
powers that be erected Plexiglas sound barriers, but they are not high enough to protect the
many multi-story apartment buildings nearby.

By Subway:
The Kifissos is located under the Kifissou Highway. From central Athens, take the subway to
Neo Faliro station, one stop before Pireus. Walk east under the underpass. You’ll emerge on
Gianopoulou Street. Follow it through the quiet suburban neighborhood for five blocks, until you
hit a graffiti-adorned wall. The wall is the Kifissos’ modern-day concrete bank. Walk north along
the wall to the steps that lead to the bridge overlooking the river.
To reach the river’s mouth is more complicated. It requires crossing the Papandreou Highway/
Plateia Ethnarchou Makariou that runs parallel to the coast. Try to find a pedestrian crossway
and head south towards the fenced-off, desert-like rubble grounds.
By Tram:
The #4 tram takes you right to Neo Faliro, the second stop from its start at the SEF station near
the stadium of Peace and Friendship. This stop is much more amenable to reaching the delta
as it is south of the Papandreou Highway/Plateia Ethnarchou Makariou. Walk south towards the
fenced-off, desert-like rubble grounds. To reach the river proper, you’ll need to head north and
follow directions as if by subway.

In 2009, the 2nd Athens Biennial graces this area. Its theme is “heaven,” yet it takes place in a
festering wound that is evidence of the shortcomings of failed bureaucracy and environmental
negligence. This guide is part of “Watergirls, Waterboys,” a project in response to this somewhat
naïve, utopian context.

By Car:
Parking is in high demand in this area. Many cars park along the river on unmarked and unofficial spots. The locals have been attempting to persuade local officials to build more parking lots
as well as green parks, and have proposed raising the obsolete electrical plant nearby for such
purposes.
The advantage of having a car is that
you can drive through the overpass
and, although slightly dangerous,
quickly go through the one-way ramp,
through the open fence and onto the
paved area that seems to serve no
purpose aside from providing you with
parking. Watch out for the massive potholes.

Itineraries

History

Your visit to the Kifissos should include crossing the few metal bridges above the river.
Like their sisters in Venice, these bridges unify the otherwise completely divided neighborhoods on either side of the canal. Stop to admire the perfect symmetry of the construction, marvel at the quiet that prevails despite the roaring highway above it, ponder the
various flotsam and jetsam surfacing on the greenish brown waters, and notice the sunlight reflecting off the water on the “ceiling.”

As was customary during ancient times, natural bodies such as rivers were deified or mythologized. The Kifissos River is actually a collection of rivers that were mythologized under the name
of Cephissus. Cephisus, or Kephisos, was a River-God of and in some myths was said to be the
son of Pontus and Thalassa, and the father of Diogeneia and Narcissus. Another myth has Cephissus not as a god, but as a man changed into a sea monster by Apollo, and who fathered
Melaina, Kleodora and Corycia, the Corycian nymphs.

Culture
The modern-day natives of Kifissos and its embankments are a friendly, welcoming people. They
value quiet streets, well-maintained public areas, and are exceedingly helpful with directions.
Don’t be shy to approach them. Most speak a passable English, and often compensate with enthusiastic hand gestures as is customary in most warm regions. Many are, in fact, immigrants
to Greece who have settled in this modest district. As such, they are often uneducated to the
dangers of the nearby delta and can be seen swimming and fishing in its water.

Don’t leave without at least one photograph of the
artistic graffiti adorning the river.

Half the adventure of this trip is figuring
out how to get to the delta. Once you do
so, notice the specimens of Brutalist architecture that lead down to the sea. Often
a few brazen (or extremely private) locals
fish or sunbath on the harsh concrete.

A Note on Corruption:
In the land where democracy was founded, a place that has served as inspiration
throughout western history for all that is humanist and enlightened, the Kifissos River remains one of many examples of ecological and social tragedies that
are as common as they are heartbreaking. It is without doubt the bureaucratic
system that seems to exist simply for the sake of keeping clerks employed and
the corruption that relies on such a system that is responsible for this sorry state
of affairs. What else could prevent the finding of a solution to such a simple and
pressing problem? Many of the natives seem to harbor an open frustration and
anger towards governing bodies who fail to take responsibility for the river.

Meet the Neighbors: Thoughts From the Locals
Anastasia
Teacher and Pianist
Lives near the river

Where to Eat
On the western bank (Kiffisou Street), on the corner of Smolensky street, is a quiet home restaurant named Armenistis that specializes in food and drink from Ikaria Island. An excellent and
inexpensive choice. 31/2 stars.

“I live 1km from here, so I don’t have a real
sense that I live behind it. It’s not a river to
me, it’s a road.
Only the smell bothers me directly. And the
mosquitoes. There are lots of trees around
here. Trees + River = Mosquitoes.”

Rose
Retired Public Servant
Lives in a house adjacent to the river
“The government covered only the lower
part of the river. They should have started
upriver. Big mistake. All the rivers in Europe
are uncovered. This is a big environmental
problem - all the birds and fish are gone.
Now it’s very noisy.
We’ve appealed to the govenment many
times, but to no avail. They tried some
noise barriers, but they don’t work well.
They said they’ll do more to fix it, but that
was a while ago and nothing’s happened.”

Where to Sleep
Several hotels can be found in the vicinity, though the most authentic option would be to camp
out on the delta gravel. Firewood may be hard to find, so give yourself plenty of time for foraging.

Alexandros
Fisherman, Boatbuilder, Community Organizer
After the fishermen around Faliron Bay
were ‘temporarily’ moved to make room
for the Olympics, they were never allowed
to return. Alexandros as become a reluctant but passionate advocate for the fishing
community - fighting in court for the right
to return to their docks. This is a view of
his boat at night.
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