
BBC Learning English 
Words in the News  
12th February 2010 
Greek debts threaten the euro 
 

 
 

Words in the News © British Broadcasting Corporation 2010 
 Page 1 of 2 

bbclearningenglish.com 
 

 

 

European leaders at a summit in Brussels have been discussing the Greek economy and have 

agreed to help the country with its financial crisis. The aim is to protect the euro and the 

economies of other countries which use it. This report is from Jack Izzard: 

 

This summit was supposed to be a chance for Europe's prime ministers and presidents to 

discuss ways to promote growth and jobs, but with the euro single currency facing its worst 

ever crisis, the original agenda has long since been scrapped. Instead, all the focus will be on 

how to shore up Greece's precarious finances. Though the Greek economy is relatively 

small, its membership of the euro zone means its fate is wedded to that of the stronger 

currencies in the single currency. 

 

For years Greek governments have spent more than they earned in taxes and borrowed to 

make up the shortfall. That public debt now threatens to engulf the economy. Greece's new 

socialist government has introduced some drastic austerity measures, such as a public sector 

pay freeze and fuel price increases to try to reduce the deficit, but the prospect of a default 

has prompted huge falls on the Greek stock market. The uncertainty has spread to other big 

euro debtors like Spain and Portugal. It's this contagion that most worries euro zone leaders as 

it risks destroying confidence in the euro as a whole. 

 

So what to do? By underwriting the Greeks' debts they hope to stop the financial turbulence 

spreading and protect themselves in the process. But such largesse is not without risk. If they 

do end up having to pay Greece's debts, the leaders meeting here know it will be both 

expensive and unpopular with the voters back home. 

 

Jack Izzard, BBC News, Brussels 
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Vocabulary and definitions 

 

scrapped cancelled, abandoned 

to shore up 
 

to support and strengthen something that is weak 

precarious 
 

in a fragile state and seem likely to fail 

is wedded to 
 

is firmly linked; if you are wedded to someone, you are 

married to them 

to engulf to overwhelm, to become stronger than  

drastic austerity measures 
 

severe actions that are taken to save money and spend 

money only on things which are absolutely necessary 

pay freeze 
 

stopping all increases in wages 

a default 
 

a failure to make payment on a loan or debt 

underwriting 
 

guaranteeing to make a payment for someone else if 

necessary 

largesse great kindness and promises to give large amounts of 

money 

 

 
More on this story: http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/8508688.stm 
 
 
 
Read and listen to the story and the vocabulary online: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/learningenglish/language/wordsinthenews/2010/02/100212_witn_greece.shtml 
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